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Abstract 

(In)Visible Hybridity 

Jeronimo Reyes Retana, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2020 

Supervisor:  Nicole Awai, Kathryn McCarthy 

This report explains my multifaceted research on two different forms of hybrid 

geographies that expose the essence of liberal politics. In the first part, I deconstruct the 

taxonomy of the Texas-Tamaulipas border town area to frame it as a crucial zone for the 

praxis of North American neoliberalism. In the second part,  I investigate the now recur-

rent emergence of virtual economic and political zones underlaid by planetary-scale com-

putational systems, bringing to the front the takeover of political geometries by self-regu-

lated private corporations. In this scenario, hybrid geographies represent a fertile ground 

for nurturing an art-making process by way of implementation of peripheral perspectives 

that allow for grasping the complexity of centralized modes of governance reliant on new 

technologies. Thus, these are systems usually built upon opaque architectures or encrypt-

ed languages in which art is capable of metabolizing the ambivalence of the development 

narratives pervasive in late capitalism. 

iv



Table of Contents 

 1 seihpargoeG dirbyH .............................................................................................................

 2 ytidirbyH elbisiV .................................................................................................................

 11 ytidirbyH elbisivnI .............................................................................................................

 51 htuoS eht morf ecapS weN eht gnihctaW ..........................................................................

 71 secnerefeR .........................................................................................................................

 81 xidneppA ...........................................................................................................................

v



Hybrid Geographies 

Growing up in Mexico City—a multifaceted and complex Latin American metropolis—

has had an undeniable influence on my interest in the scrutiny of intersecting geographies 

that thrive in conditions of extreme contrast. I understand these hybrid spaces as the 

meeting point where two or more separate forms of social, economic, or political agency 

collide. The heterogeneous nature of these threshold zones lay the foundations for the 

emergence of alternative protocols that expose the taxonomy of centralized modes of 

governance that, oftentimes, think of the periphery exclusively as territories that must be 

settled and exploited. In my practice, I look forward to implementing peripheral perspec-

tives that allow me to deconstruct the narratives aligned to a globalizing society. 

As a new media artist working primarily in the field of sound installation, I create cus-

tomized digital systems that merge with preconceived physical structures to emphasize 

the connotations of the interweaving of technological apparatuses with the built environ-

ment. In my work, sound acts as a vehicle to manipulate fields of perception. Immersive 

atmospheres unsettle arenas of visibility addressing a capitalist system that educates indi-

viduals to appreciate the conveniences of modern consumer networks but, at the same 

time, encourages us to remain blind to the regular operations that support them. My in-

stallations propose multi-sensorial experiences made with a variety of media to help the 

viewer relate to the unseen, the non-represented or the not-yet-apparent. 
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Visible Hybridity 

My relocation to Texas imbued me with the personal motivation to deconstruct the praxis 

of neoliberalism through the eyes of the periphery. I foresaw an opportunity to take on a 

field-research project involving a multifaceted investigation of the border towns on the 

Texas-Tamaulipas line: Laredo/Nuevo Laredo, McAllen/Reynosa, and Brownsville/

Matamoros. These urban centers hold the designation of twin cities, implying a particular 

case of two urban centers that are founded in close geographic proximity and then grow 

into each other over time, losing most of their mutual geopolitical buffer zone. These bi-

national cities stand as a neoliberal sanctuary embodying the pitfalls of an ideology aim-

ing at deregulating national economies, liberalizing international trade, and creating a 

single global market.  

Throughout the 80s and 90s, the US embraced and promoted neoliberalism as a unique 

response to an increasingly globalized economic and political context. The expansion of 

neoliberalism came with a policy package that implied the total exemption of governmen-

tal interference to achieve a system of natural laws. In this scenario, private corporations 

have taken advantage of the absence of regulating state-instruments to empower the indi-

vidual pursuit of capital, hence increasing the unequal distribution of wealth dramatically. 

With the emergence of the Washington Consensus in 1989, a set of economic institutions 

and policies alleged to have been designed by the US to globalize American capitalism,  1

governments from developing countries, such as Mexico, were persuaded to adopt ne-

oliberalism as a mode of governance. As a consequence, new economic zones under-

pinned by the liberalization of the industries emerged as a paradise for labor exploitation: 

Nuevo Laredo, Reynosa, and Matamoros. These border towns have taken the role of an 

 Gowan, Peter, The Global Gamble: Washington's Faustian Bid for World Dominance (Michigan: Verso, 1

1999)
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interlocutor in a complex trading dynamic between Mexico and the US. Exchange has 

become an undeniable part of their existence. Defined by a continuous flow of capital 

that, in a binary way, generates wealth towards the Northside and poverty towards the 

South, the social contrast of these cities epitomize the perils of a globalized economy that 

only brings one-way benefits. 

The densely populated border towns on the Tamaulipas side have been subjected to the 

consequences of a transnational process of industrialization implemented throughout the 

latter half of the twentieth century. Underscored by the compelling narrative of the in-

evitable globalization of the market, the Maquila  Program and The North American Free 2

Trade Agreement (NAFTA) emphasize the foundations of neoliberalism—the liberaliza-

tion of trading and industries operating within minimally regulated markets as a system 

promising economic growth as well as the improvement in living conditions. Since its 

beginnings, back in the 60s, the Maquila Program has attracted thousands of foreign cor-

porations to set up manufacturing facilities in the Tamaulipas border. The program of-

fered—and still does— tax benefits on imported goods and equipment that is used for 

manufacturing processes, reducing the cost of production dramatically. After NAFTA 

passed in 1994, the number of corporations in the Tamaulipas line skyrocketed. Today, 

over five thousand factories employ more than one million Mexican workers, with the 

majority of all exports going to the US. NAFTA facilitated new links of transportation, 

telecommunication, and interpersonal acquaintances. These connections played a crucial 

role in making of Laredo/Nuevo Laredo one of the busiest trade-ports in the US, with an 

average flow of twelve thousand eighteen-wheelers crossing the border every day. NAF-

TA undoubtedly facilitated freer transnational trade among North American nations. 

 Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines Maquila as a “foreign-owned factory in Mexico at which imported 2

parts are assembled by lower-paid workers into products for export”.
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However, it also did the same for the black market industry, increasing the movement of 

undocumented people, narcotics, and weapons across the border.  

I35, a 6-minute one channel video made in 2018, shows a ray of light seeping through the 

crevice of the I35 Highway overpass. The line disappears when a set of clouds blocks the 

sun, bringing to the front the inherent ambivalence of free-trade economies. The I35 

Highway connects Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas, with Laredo, Texas, to then cross the US 

territory from South to North. 
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I35 

2018 
One-channel video installation 
6 min 

Tamaulipas—a state sharing a 230-mile border with Texas—has played a protagonist role 

in the ongoing war on drugs that has been waged since 2006. A wave of radical violence 

has spread across Mexico, leaving more than 300,000 casualties. In the conflict, Nuevo 

Laredo, Reynosa, and Matamoros stand as crucial operational territories for logistics. 
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Continuous gangland clashes fuel violence in the streets as rival cartels and military 

forces fight each other over ownership of the plaza.! The geopolitical connotations of 

Nuevo Laredo, Reynosa, and Matamoros perpetuates a state of extreme violence in which 

the street is a battleground. The unprecedented crime levels in the city have severely 

eroded the social thread, causing a dramatic fall in the real estate market and the in-

frastructure dependent on it. A large part of the Tamaulipas"!population has migrated to 

neighboring states, leaving behind more than 20,000 abandoned properties. On Paseo 

Colón street (Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas)—the main avenue of a neighborhood noted for 

its wealth—stands an abandoned house once owned by a cartel boss.  

Selling Air (2019) is a two-channel video installation I made in 2019 that juxtaposes two 

versions of a blank space. On one channel, a two -minute video shows a walk through the 

house in ruins, originally designed with the luxury that characterizes the excess of wealth. 

A second video plays a synchronized 3D reconstruction of the same space, appropriating 

the aesthetic of real estate firms that use this medium for the commercialization of prop-

erties. The aesthetic dialogue between the moving images offers a way into thinking 

about the social vulnerability pervasive in intersecting geographies controlled by polar-

ized entities. 
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Selling Air 

2019 
Two-channel video installation (7' monitors) 
2:11 min 

In 2018, the US Department of Homeland Security announced a new numbered classifi-

cation system regarding security for US citizens' travel guidance. Tamaulipas was given 

the Level 4 designation, or 'no-go' zone, along with war-torn countries like Iraq, Syria, 

Afghanistan, and Yemen. The once touristic corridors that used to host thousands of Tex-

an citizens entering daily, now feel desolated. Restaurants, bars, nightclubs, and gift 
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shops that used to sell Mexican curiosities remain shut down. The severe recession in the 

tourism industry has had a catastrophic financial impact on a once bilateral economic re-

lationship, demonstrating the critical transnational exchange of financial capital from one 

city to another. Due to the rise of violence, Texan border town citizens stopped crossing 

entirely. The sudden stop of a large amount of capital worsened an already dire situation. 

Meanwhile, the people residing on the Tamaulipas side still cross to the U.S every day to 

buy basic staples at a lower price, to go work and school, and to visit relatives.  

Map of a Twin Mind (2019) is a site-responsive mixed-media installation built inside an 

abandoned colonial house and presented by the OMR Gallery (Mexico City). A double-

sided mirror acts as a mechanism for rendering the viewer's reflection and literalizing the 

ontological irony of the US-Mexico border towns designation of twin cities. The installa-

tion points to the US-Mexico border as an apparatus empowering self-centered geopoli-

tics that thinks of the periphery exclusively as the scaffolding for trans-national trading, 

labor exploitation, and natural resource extraction. A set of sixteen concealed transducers 

(a device that converts variations in a physical quantity into sound) distributed across the 

mirrors enables them as sound outputs. The vibrations of sound coming out from the re-

flective glass emulates a metal object tapping behind the mirror-wall the Morse code 

translation of NAFTA. As a complementary work, Gateway Glass (2018)—a 5 minute 

one-channel video—depicts a staged scene where two Hispanic workers are hired to de-

liver, shatter, and sweep up a large piece of mirror at the banks of the Rio Grande in 

Laredo, Texas. The incidental sound of the broken glass suggests the metaphorical decon-

struction of a one-dimensional optic often implemented when thinking about the US-

Mexico border.  
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Map of a Twin Mind 

2019 
Mixed Media Installation (mirrors, transducers, steel frame, amplifiers 40w, two eight-
track audio interfaces) 
16 x 13 ft x 2” 
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Gateway Glass 

2018  
One-channel video 
5:32 min 
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Invisible Hybridity 

After the 2008 financial crisis, US President Barack Obama addressed the American na-

tion to express the urgency of having a watchful eye over self-regulating markets. The 

statement seemed to mark the end of neoliberalism. However, in 2015, American capital-

ism expanded its frontiers when Obama’s administration ratified the Space Act, which 

recognized the right of private companies to make profits in space. As for today, Wiki-

pedia considers more than fifty corporations (the majority of which are American) to be 

part of a global movement of private spaceflight industry that goes by the name of New-

Space. As part of this initiative, project Kuiper, by Amazon, plans to launch a constella-

tion of low Earth orbit satellites providing high-speed broadband connectivity in order to 

democratize access to the internet. Projects of this nature expose the pervasive ambiva-

lence of global operations authorized by local jurisdictions. 

On the one hand, Kuiper will facilitate access to the internet at a low-cost to unserved and 

underserved communities around the world. While on the other, it will control a commu-

nication infrastructure spread across global space with an unprecedented capacity to dis-

tribute, manipulate, and store information. The foundations of privately owned planetary-

scale computational systems such as Kuiper, open a window for speculating about the 

future of neoliberalism in times when facing radical changes in an industry in which in-

formation represents a valuable asset. With recent developments in the field of artificial 

intelligence and machine learning, large datasets represent the raw material to program 

algorithms addressing a wide range of different fields, with the same purpose of automa-

tizing functions that promise to replace labor and predict nature’s behavior. In the best 

selling book AI Superpowers: China, Silicon Valley and a new world order, the author 

and software engineer Kai-Fu Lee states that, “the ramifications of information technolo-

gy will cut across dozens of industries, with the potential to fundamentally alter paradig-
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matic economic processes and social organization.”  In this scenario, economies will 3

have to be reconstructed and social contracts rewritten, reconfiguring notions of alien-

ation and reification, labor displacement, migration, and open surveillance. With the de-

velopment of information technology, hybrid geographies characterized by incomplete 

governmental apparatuses and ambiguous regulations evolve in relation to what is tech-

nologically visible.  4

 

In the The American sociologist specialized in the cultural implications of computing and 

globalization, Amazon has played a crucial role in building the architecture of a new form 

of capitalism based on dissented protocols of surveillance addressing human behavior 

prediction. They are the precursors on the implementation of algorithms programmed to 

micro-target content to individual users based on previous search-and-click history. This 

methodology for collecting data perpetuates a cycle of improvement in which better 

products lead to more users, those users lead to more data, that data leads to even better 

products, and thus more users and data. The success of this model has given Amazon the 

means to expand into Amazon Web Services (AWS), a sub-corporation providing services 

of cloud hosting and artificial intelligence applications for third parties, including nation-

states and their intelligence agencies. Platforms such as Amazon embody the long-stand-

ing skepticism of neoliberalism, suggesting the imminent rise of private corporations as a 

controlling force taking over social and political geometries that once corresponded to the 

state.  

Island of Conscious Power in an Ocean of Unconscious Cooperation (2020), an 

ephemeral installation made of components acquired exclusively through Amazon and 

 Kai-Fu Lee, AI superpowers: China, Silicon Valley and a new world order (New York: Houghton Mifflin 3

Harcourt, 2018), 148

 Bratton, Benjamin, The Stack: On Software and Sovereignty (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2015)4
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with a life-span subjected to its 30-day return policy, examines the possibility of bending 

a systemic apparatus that thinks of the user as a profitable source of data to sculpt person-

alized web experiences. Furthermore, a 15-channel audio track, on 15 discrete speakers, 

breaks down sound into millisecond-long fragments to reproduce the sound of the Ama-

zon rainforest. When heard from afar, the sound signal coming out from each output 

complements the others to obtain intelligibility. However, when listening closely to a sin-

gle speaker, all you hear is noise. A multi-sensorial environment created by the intersec-

tion of two trampolines and a coded version of the Amazon soundscape, brings to the 

front an anthropogenic future in which nature is only experienced through artificial 

mechanisms of representation. The installation presents a dyadic relationship of expan-

sion and contraction: Amazon expands its domain to a variety of fields, including cloud 

hosting, artificial intelligence, and now the spaceflight industry; meanwhile, the Amazon 

contracts as a consequence of an economy of extractive capitalism.  
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Island of Conscious Power in an Ocean of Unconscious Cooperation 

2020 
Mixed Media Installation (speakers, speaker mounts, trampolines, amplifiers 40w, com-
puter server rack: eight-track audio interfaces, Max MSP) 
10 x 10 x 7 ft 
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Watching the New Space from the South 

While doing field-work in Brownsville, Texas—three miles above the border—I came 

across Boca Chica, Texas, a small community that holds one of SpaceX"s launch sites. 

About six miles south, on the Tamaulipas side, there is Playa Bagdad, an old and deterio-

rated beach town mostly visited by Matamoros citizens during the weekends. Besides be-

ing a low-income tourist destination, Playa Bagdad is also an essential crossing point for 

illicit traffic coming from Mexico into the US. Rumor has it that Playa Bagdad will be an 

ideal location for witnessing the multiple spacecraft launches to accomplish SpaceX"s 

agenda. 

This image fueled a genuine interest in the examination of the social anxieties of a tech-

nological revolution framed under a multipolar hemispherical order. In this scenario, 

Chinese and US tech-giants are in control of software development, distribution, and data 

management, the European Union regulates legal protocols around users and individuals; 

meanwhile, developing countries standby, with no other option but to witness the specta-

cle of development as another meta-narrative of progress. In the article The Museum of 

Accidents, Paul Virilio states how the invention of any new kind of technology comes 

with a new kind of accident.  Virilio’s axiom is appropriate in times when we are facing a 5

possible new industrial revolution powered by information technologies in which geopol-

itics are in danger of falling into new forms of neocolonialism. Virtual geographies built 

on encrypted languages will be the determinant for establishing new protocols of socio-

economic interaction that will drive developing nations into a state of dependence and 

subservience. Informed by the imminent mass implementation of AI and machine learn-

ing technologies, my future research will revolve around the impact of algorithmic au-

 Virilio, Paul, The Museum of Accidents (Paris: La Cité de la Villette, Art Press No. 102, 1986)5
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tomation in the Global South. I foresee in the unreachable and opaque architectures of a 

new world economic order as an open field for navigating with skepticism the ambivalent 

narratives of a biased information age.  
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