Urbcn” IMatters

Research Article

rnpu""
1

il

LS | CYNTHER: eop 50 i
ey ?1 A N VAT BT
SHYUR EHHBQH HW E"';"Dqu JJ'I.L ":I.

g | R SR =2

KENYA MIREYR® Luﬁi“ R o &

Spaces for resistance, places for
remembering: The anti-
monumenta in Mexico City

October 31, 2024
Issue: Monuments and counter-monuments. Collective construction of located memory

Fernando Gutiérrez


https://urbanmattersjournal.com/
https://urbanmattersjournal.com/spaces-for-resistance-places-for-remembering-the-anti-monumenta-in-mexico-city/
https://urbanmattersjournal.com/issue/monuments-and-counter-monuments/

Introduction

Why do anti-monuments matter to the ‘urban’? Why are we in urban-related disciplines
increasingly discussing the importance of memory, monumentality, forgetting and
remembering, and the city?

Historically, the creation of monuments and memorials has been a task of the state. Those
in political power have decided what should be remembered and commemorated and
how, and urban space has served such purposes. The process of remembering and
forgetling is thus profoundly ingrained in the city. Some scholars have argued that
creating places of memory and monuments has become a cultural fixation worldwide
(Drinot, 2009; Hirsch, 2008, 2012; Huyssen, 2000; Jelin, 2021; Landsberg, 2004). Perhaps
such a fixation has us dedicating this issue to ‘Monuments and counter-monuments’ in
the Urban Matters journal.

It may be relevant to ask: What does the recognition of counter-monuments or anti-
monuments mean to the ‘urban’? Certainly, memorials, monuments, and anti-
monuments are placed in the city; public space serves as a repository of collective
remembering and forgetting. But how does that relate to the work of urban practitioners,
i.e. planners, designers, architects, and heritage experts? Should heritage and planning
policies allow room for ‘alternative’ memorials? If so, how? Would those groups who
claim alternative forms of remembering gain something from such recognition?

In this article, I reflect on the recent creation of anti-monuments as part of broader social
movements in Mexico City. I suggest that recent anti-monuments in the city evoke the
relationship between space, memory, and politics. While the creation of monuments has
been an attribution of the Mexican state, activists have continuously sought to establish
their [anti-|monuments or challenge those created by the authorities in recent years. I
focus on the anti-monumenta erected by feminist collectives. In analysing this case, I have
emphasised understanding the relationship between politics and space in creating the
anti-monumenta. The insights presented in this article do not necessarily engage with
gender studies debates in the context of Mexico and, more broadly, in Latin America. The
work of gender scholars has extensively covered this theme, shedding new light on gender
debates in Latin America and Mexico (see, for example, Arias Saldana et al., 2021;
Borzacchiello, 2024; Hirsch, 2019; Lagarde, 2006; D. Martin & Shaw, 2021; P. Marlin, 2023;
Sefchovich, 2020; Stengel Pena, 2023). Instead, in this article, I establish a link between
urban space and |anti-lmonumentality, seeking to discuss how and why anti-monuments
matter to the city and urban-related disciplines and some of their ‘practical’ implications.

Memory, monuments and anti-monuments

The process of remembering and forgetting is deeply embedded in the city. Memories are
accumulated in spaces and shared by communities. Collective memory endures best when
there is a ‘double focus - a physical object, a material reality such as a statue . . . and also

a symbol, or something of spiritual significance’ (HHalbwachs, 1992, p. 204). The lieux de
mémoire |places or sites of memory| serve to produce collective memory or commemorate
a historical event (Nora, 1989, pp. 11-12). Such sites include museums, archives,
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monuments, statues, memorials, libraries, squares, and plazas. Urban planning, heritage
conservation, city design, and architecture have thus sought to regulate, design, and
conserve urban space, including sites of memory, monuments, and memorials.

Monuments, memorials, and places of memory are often accompanied by a grand
spectacle or “monumental seduction” (Huyssen, 1996, p. 199, 2003). These structures are
reinterpreted over time, yet they consistently involve the interaction between the ‘static’
or ‘fixed’—such as statues, stages, buildings, or flags—and the ‘temporal’, performative
and dynamic, like commemorations, rituals, marches, parades, gatherings, or events
(Mitchell, 2003, p. 444).

Social memory is, however, a convoluted concept. We also remember collectively
traumatic episodes, conflicts, and struggles. Some might want to oppose what we have
been told should be collectively remembered or commemorated. Others might want to
remember what we have been told should be forgotten. Some might choose to remember
and learn from traumatic episodes, such as the Holocaust and wars (Hirsch, 2008, 2012;
Huyssen, 1996, 2000, 2003; Landsberg, 2004; Young, 1992). Such ‘alternative’ forms of
remembering also materialise in monuments, memorials, and places of memory.

Debates on ‘alternative’ forms of memorialisation have gained momentum in the last
decades (Huyssen, 1996, 2000; Mitchell, 2003; Young, 1992). Here, the creation of counter-
monuments and anti-monuments as sites of different forms of remembering, or opposing
what is remembered or disremembered, has become crucial. Anti-monuments and
counter-monuments share similarities, but they are not precisely the same.

Counter-monuments are typically defined as a type of memorial that challenges
traditional ideas of commemoration and monumentality (Young, 1992). Unlike
‘conventional’ monuments, which are often permanent and designed to honour historical
figures, events, or values, counter-monuments question, oppose, or subvert these forms
of remembrance (Mitchell, 2003; Stevens et al., 2012). They oppose hegemonic agendas,
adopting ‘anti-monumental strategies’ that resist ‘traditional monument principles’
(Stevens et al., 2012, p. 951). Counter-monuments aim to provoke critical reflection,
challenge dominant narratives, and engage with memory in more interactive, temporary,
or abstract ways.

Anti-monuments, on the other hand, are often associated with a direct form of resistance
or protest. Like counter-monuments, they reject traditional forms of monumentality and
memorialisation. However, anti-monuments are typically informal (i.e. erected without
official approval), temporary, and activist-driven (Délano Alonso & Nienass, 2023; Stevens
et al., 2012). Anti-monuments have come to remind us of what the status quo perhaps
wants us to forget or disremember. They have often served various social movements to
express concern about specific issues. Other forms of occupation of space, such as
performances, marches, and protests have typically accompanied the creation of anti-
monuments.

Anti-monuments in Mexico



Perhaps one of the first references to anti-monuments in Mexico occurred in Ciudad
Juarez, Chihuahua, where memorials for missing women were erected in the early 2000s
as a way Lo remember and demand justice for femicide cases reported since the 1990s
(Huffschmid, 2015; Rodriguez Lopez, 2019). Some non-governmental organisations (NGOs),
aclivists, and scholars argue that many of these cases remained ‘unsolved’ due to
inadequate intervention from the authorities (Huffschmid, 2015; Rodriguez Lopez, 2019;
Vazquez Camacho, 2011). The mothers and relatives of missing women and activists
organised to investigate the cases and find solutions and justice on their own (Rodriguez
Lopez, 2019). They also placed altars and large pink crosses in the fields and places where
the abandoned bodies of victims were discovered (Borzacchiello, 2024; Huffschmid, 2015).
The authorities later placed an ‘official’ memorial to the missing women in Ciudad Juarez.
However, families of victims felt that the authorities did not involve them during the
memorial installation, and, most importantly, they did not act effectively to investigate
and provide justice to the femicide cases (Borzacchiello, 2024; Rodriguez Lopez, 2019;
Vazquez Camacho, 2011).

More recently, activists have installed several anti-monuments in Mexico City, even
though it raised concerns about events nationwide. Almost every major protest and social
movement has been brought to Mexico City, perhaps due to its political and symbolic
importance (Canti Chapa, 2005; Herzog, 2006). For instance, the anti-monumento +43, a
memorial to the 43 students from Ayotzinapa in Guerrero who went missing in 2014, was
installed at the intersection of Av. Paseo de la Reforma and Av. Juarez in Mexico City in
2015 (De Vecchi Gerli, 2018).

In recent years, activists have placed eleven anti-monuments in Mexico City, particularly
along Av. Paseo de la Reforma and the historic centre. These places have historically
received different forms of protests, demonstrations, and marches (Canta Chapa, 2005).
Some vulnerable populations and informal groups, such as homeless people, beggars, and
street vendors have long occupied such places, including the Zdcalo, the Alameda Central,
and Av. Juarez and Av. Paseo de la Reforma (Giglia, 2013; Gutiérrez, 2017, 2021, 2023; Leal
Martinez, 2016).

The recent anti-monuments seek to express activists’ demands to the authorities for
juslice and against crime rates and violence (Archivo Antimonumentos, 2020). They include
[1] the anti-monumento +72, which remembers the massacre of 72 immigrants in San
Fernando, Tamaulipas in 2010, [2] the anti-monumento 40ABC, in memory of 49 children
who died in the ABC nursery in Hermosillo, Sonora in 20009, and [3] the anti-monumento
+65, in memory of the mine disaster in Pasta de Conchos, Coahuila in 2006, where
approximately 65 miners died (Archivo Antimonumentos, 2020; Délano Alonso & Nienass,
2023). Such anti-monuments were installed without permission from the authorities and
have required protesters to monitor and fight for their permanence (Archivo
Antimonumentos, 2020). Activists are often relatives of those affected by the issue in
question.

The Anti-monumenta and Glorieta de las mujeres que luchan



Feminists and others complain about what seems to be an overwhelming wave of crime
against women in Mexico. According to official data, 3,920 women were Killed in Mexico in
2020, an average ol 10.7 women per day (INEGI, 2020). In recent years, feminists have used
monuments and heritage spaces to express their concerns about gender violence and
femicide. They have also established their anti-monuments to remember those who have
suffered from gender violence and demand actions from the state. Hereafter, I use the
term anti-monumenta instead of anti-monument because feminist activists have named it
using the feminine gender in Spanish (Archivo Antimonumentos, 2020; Borzacchiello, 2024;
Stengel Pena, 2023). On 25 September 2021, feminist activists installed the Anti-
monumenta: Vivas nos queremos |'Anti-monumenta: We - women — want ourselves to be
alive’] on Av. Paseo de la Reforma in Mexico City. A feminist anti-monumenta evokes the
concept of counter-monuments and anti-monuments. Indeed, feminists and other
collectives have described their intervention in heritage spaces as ‘anti-monuments’.

The feminist anti-monumenta was placed in a roundabout that previously featured a statue
of Cristébal Colon [Christopher Columbus], located on Av. Pasco de la Reforma, a few
blocks from Mexico City’s historic centre (Avila, 2022; Vargas, 2021). The city authorities,
supported by the national government, removed the statue of Columbus in October 2020
for restoration (Roa, 2020). Immediately, feminists used the empty roundabout, placing
the anti-monumenta, a 1.9-meter-tall silhouette of a girl with her fist raised, painted
purple, and accompanied by a sign that reads justicia (Avila, 2022). Activists renamed the
area Glorieta de las mujeres que luchan |'Roundabout of the women who fight’], shown in
Figure 1.



Figure 1. The anti-monumenta and the Glorieta de las Mujeres que luchan on Paseo de la Reforma. Source: Courtesy of
Jests Medina.

Mexico City’s authorities argued that a similar anti-monumenta was placed in front of the
Palacio de Bellas Artes and the Alameda Central on Av. Judrez. This earlier
anti-monumenta had been erected by feminist activists during the 2019 International
Women’s Day march with a message calling for a national gender alert and an end to
femicide. Activists placed it where a tree had previously stood without warning the
authorities (see Figure 2). Its site is less prominent than the roundabout on Av. Paseo de la
Reforma. While authorities initially did not permit a second anti-monumenta at the
roundabout, they announced plans to form a committee to find a suitable solution (La
Fornada, 2021). Similar anti-monumentas have since been erecled in cilies across Mexico Lo



raise concerns about gender-based violence and femicide and demand effective
interventions from the state.

Figure 2. The anti-monumenta on Av. Juarez. Source: Courtesy of Jesus Medina.

The authorities initially intended to replace the new anti-monumenta on Av. Paseo de la
Reforma with 7la/i [‘Earth’ in Nahuatl|, a sculpture by Mexican artist Pedro Reyes
depicting the head of an Indigenous woman (Solano Rojas, 2021). However, feminist
activists and academics immediately criticised this proposal, arguing that Olmecs spoke
Mixe-Zoque, not Nahuatl. Using a Nahuatl name for a piece inspired by Olmec culture
misrepresented indigenous heritage (Rozental, 2023; Solano Rojas, 2021). Additionally, they
criticised the decision to commission a non-Indigenous male artist for a monument



honouring an Indigenous woman, eventually leading to the cancellation of this proposal
(El Financiero, 2021).

Although the city authorities removed the anti-monumenta several limes, activists
continued reinstalling it in spite of barriers and metal hoarding around the roundabout.
Later, the government of Mexico City proposed replacing the anti-monumenta with a
replica of the Foven de Amajac, a pre-Hispanic figure of a young woman that
archaeologists found in January 2021 (Guillén, 2021). Heritage experts criticised the
authorities’ proposal for a replica of an archaeological piece, opening debates on heritage
authenticity (Rozental, 2023). Feminists also opposed this proposal, arguing that the
authorities seemed more concerned about heritage and monuments and less about their
demands to counter femicide rates and gender-based violence. The Young Women of
Amajac proposal did not proceed in the Glorieta. Instead, the authorities installed a
replica of the Amajac statue on its own pedestal in an adjacent traffic island on Paseo de la
Reforma (see Figure 3).



Figure 3. The replica of the Yoven de Amajac on Av. Paseo de la Reforma. Source: Courtesy of Jesus Medina.

Feminist activists continued appropriating the Glorieta, which has evolved during the last
three years, as shown in Figure 1 and Figure 4. The roundabout now includes the
anti-monumenta, the jardin somos memoria |'Garden, we are memory’|, which displays
mosaics with the names of missing women and femicide victims, and the tendedero de
denuncias |‘clothesline of denounces’| where visitors can write cases of gender violence
anonymously (Desinformémonos, 2022; Rangel, 2022). The tendedero is an activist and
performative art project designed by Monica Mayer, a feminist Mexican artist, in the 1970s
(Sanguino, 2024). Similar forms of activism have been reinforced in recent years with the
increased popularity of movements such as Ni una menos |'No one —~-women - less’] and the
MeToo movement. However, the anti-monumenta and the Glorieta have become a living
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[anti-]memorial, full of symbols and meanings that relieve feelings of anger, rage and loss.
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Figure 4. Names of women on the metal hoarding at the Glorieta. Source: Courtesy of Jesus Medina.

The Glorieta evokes what memory scholars have called the ‘[anti-lmonumental seduction’
(Huyssen, 1996, p. 199, 2003; Mitchell, 2003, p. 444). It combines ‘fixed’ elements—the
anti-monumenta statue and the garden—and ‘temporal’—the tendedero, marches,
pilgrimages and performances. I agree with some scholars in seeing the Glorieta and the
anti-monumenta as a ‘manifestation of the collective protests of a community’
(Borzacchiello, 2024; Stengel Pena, 2023, p. 115). However, such a sense of collective protest
can only be possible in a symbolic site like Av. Paseo de la Reforma or the historic centre,
which has long been part of the Mexican social memory (Agostoni, 2003). In other words,
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the heritage values of the location of the anti-monumenta also play a crucial role in its
permanence and popularity. Similar anti-monumentas located in different Mexican cities
have not gained such prominence, nor has the anti-monumenta on Av. Juarez. The central
and accessible location of the Glorieta, as well as its symbolic qualities therefore play a
role in the project’s notoriety.

While the permanence of the anti-monumenta and the Glorieta is still under discussion, it
should be noted that its perpetuity would not mean a ‘won’ battle against gender-based
violence across Mexico. Similarly, the national and city authorities have also sought to
regulate and anticipate the emergence of such anti-monuments and alternative forms of
remembering, which include the use of heritage and urban space.

The Ley de Memoria de la Ciudad de México

The recent enactment of the Ley de Memoria de la Ciudad de México|Law of Mexico City’s
Memory], effective 2 June 2023, establishes a legal framework to protect the ‘right to
memory’ in Mexico City, particularly regarding human rights violations by security forces.
Anchored in Mexico City’s Constitution, the law aims to memorialise serious abuses and
to promote principles of universality, interdependence, and non-repetition. It defines
‘sites of memory’ as locations of atrocities or resistance designated for commemorating
and educating the public on traumatic historical events.

The law mandates the Secretary of Culture to install plaques, conduct public reparative
acts, and facilitate educational initiatives at these sites. Furthermore, the Secretary of
Urban Development and Housing (SEDUVI) is tasked with preserving and enhancing these
spaces and coordinating with victims and civil society to install monuments and
museums. This legislation emphasises collaboration with the community and the
maintenance of a publicly accessible registry of these sites, ultimately supporting the
remembrance and prevention of human rights violations. While the duties of the Secretary
of Culture and SEDUVI seem to overlap, the former is expected to promote cultural
events. In contrast, the latter is expected to plan, design, and build the sites of memory
following the city’s regulatory frameworks.

The recently enacted Ley de Memoria proved controversial after its earlier discussions in
late 2022. Activists and collectives, such as Huellas de la Memoria and Ruta de la Memoria,
expressed their dissatisfaction with the law’s proposal, with some describing it as a
collection of ‘good intentions’ but ‘hastily made’ (Flores, 2023). They criticised that it was
neither consulted nor previously discussed with the collectives and families of the victims
(Délano Alonso & Nienass, 2023). Other activists expressed:

We consider the law a mockery. It is another violation of our right to express ourselves and of the pain

we endure...

(Flores, 2023).
Authorities from the Sub-Secretary of Human Rights, however, argued:

The law does not intend to establish an official memory or an ‘official” history, nor does it replace the
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rights to justice and reparation for damages.

(Flores, 2023)

Counter-monuments and anti-monuments, by their nature, oppose the status quo. As we
have seen, activists do not seek permission, legitimisation or recognition for their anti-
monuments. Their fights go beyond installing statues or figures, occupying streets or
public spaces, or organising marches and public performances. All these tactics are just
meant to express their broader demands, which are tied to violence, crime, and
inadequate state intervention, as discussed in this article.

Conclusions: ‘Practical’ implications and further reflections

Anti-monuments, counter-memorials, and heritage public spaces have allowed activists to
express their dissatisfaction and demand authorities’ interventions. As we have seen,
feminist activists seek to make their dissatisfactions visible by occupying important
streets and monuments and establishing their [anti-] monuments in memory of those who
have suffered from gender violence. The presence of anti-monuments in urban spaces
seeks to remind us that justice is needed.

Remembering and forgetting are profoundly embedded in the city. The creation of anti-
monuments has several direct implications for urban- and heritage-related practitioners.
First, urban and heritage practitioners may need to adapt and rethink their frameworks to
accommodate ‘alternative’ forms of commemoration, such as anti-monuments or
counter-memorials. Second, they may need to find more effective community
engagement with affected groups, ensuring that memorials or anti-monuments reflect
diverse narratives and serve the needs of those directly affected. Third, urban planners
and heritage specialists may be required to develop and implement more flexible and
adaptive practices that allow for the active involvement of those affected groups. Fourth,
practitioners may need to navigate new legal frameworks, such as the Ley de Memoria, and
find ways to align with regulatory standards and the needs of affected groups. Fifth, urban
practitioners may be required to integrate anti-monuments thoughtfully, allowing them
to coexist with urban design while ensuring accessibility and visibility. Last, counter-
memorials address complex and often traumatic histories, demanding sensitivity and
ethical responsibility from practitioners, who may need to navigate the delicate balance
between ‘traditional’ forms of commemoration and ‘alternative’ memorials, ensuring that
such spaces honour victims and their communities.

The rise of anti-monuments in Mexico, therefore, invites us to critically reflect on urban-
and heritage-related discipline practices, moving beyond simplistic heritage programmes,
planning regulations, and urban design proposals. It should be remembered how,
historically, architecture, urban planning, and heritage conservation have been used to
plan and legitimise those sites of memory.
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