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A Profane Book of Saints:
San La Muerte

You are all powerful, so make me find what I am searching for

From a popular prayer to San La Muerte

Duri .
qu?;;:gdte};eo glogr{l:eeg.th century and as a result of the Christian Con-
s ,r:ulﬁmde fot ivine images of Jesus and Mary, and particularly
0@ multin thac: ts ;tueg of saints, became popular in South America
e area that i?m?y' 12 .known as Paraguay and Chaco Argentin(;
fthe Guar: Woog » Indigenous people started the tradition of the
fallistas or wood :arvefs, initiated during the period of the Jesuit
Tiesions, With the Ppassing of the years, however, the representation
Catholic saints stalr]:‘e?igi(s) f;i]f?:?sl;;})‘;zg ginfhfary csion o o
s + . . %Y S0 ran . . .
;(;1:21053 1(1:f t:eéx‘; 1f1ent1t1es. These distortions were izféﬁg Icla(s)eres(iilsc;
oo saomcesse dmkr)e i(%ghn.lar'ufe.st artis'tically other beliefs which had
textual reinterpreta};ionsr lcs)?ili‘:};ix?ffg'O;};erslfhefy e A
: ' ¢ : cial book of saints.
ah;;li‘:slzi fga:ixéles onle; important religious leader called the Pﬁ;?;x;i
2 priestly egd ) ,e Ciorln ining the role of healer and miracle worker
It thongns tha}: o appo'fvers by acts of silent meditation and fastingf
s thought tha gase c;jiysee v:ssssonlmlehow identified with Jesus at some
tocIi\?y as Cfeﬁor La Muerte or SLZ?’Iln Iiz ]\Z{c;:tci carvings of whatis known
ow i :
e I:O ;yfntgiel;as ffzome a popular form of worship among the
ouan poor in B thOs ires, brough’f to the city by migrant workers
many accounts of tlfeczllfi?gti;ys’ 22?;5:13%}’ ;c\r/;)m o o o e
a i s
zgrﬁii f};‘fom tin;:: to time and from comr;ﬁ:\tiet,ybtlgt c}(l:rsnxiﬁ?c;ogg
commo criﬁ%i?rﬁ c1};:&:11 ;};i;nz sgp::essetst a strong economic concern a.nd
: attempt to make profi
};g;);.t Irtn s:ttyas ‘lj:eﬂy that Jesus Christ came to earth andpwif;ltef:\?;kit;l;
g e andrza%()};)r man. He was so poor that he had not eaten for
oy daysand h himecog;e very 'thm and weak. Jesus felt compassion
ooy o mg)t ' a gift, the gift of healing. It is interesting that the
eature a man who had been healed. This would have
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peen the more traditional story of a man who worshipped Jesus
pecause he was himself restored and liberated. No. The story has
another logic. Jesus gave the starving and sick man the gift of healing
others. Therefore this thin man (represented as a skeleton), started to
heal poor people in his own neighbourhood. But soon he became
greedy. He discovered that he could make a good living out of healing
people. However, Jesus became angry at this entrepreneurial spirit.
But once the man propesly repented of his actions, he was condemned
to wander the earth healing people for free. He became a nomadic
divinity.
Healing is here an extended concept: it refers to economic healing
(from the wounds of poverty and debt to the restitution of stolen
goods by thieves); love (healing from solitude and the social vulner-
ability related to loneliness in poor people), as well as healing from ill-
nesses. San La Muerte is represented by a skeleton witha scythe and
belongs to the hidden worship life of the poor, for his image should
not be seen by anybody, except worshippers. Moreover, it is tradi-
tional that a small carved bone bearing the image of San La Muerte
should be inserted under the skin, to maintain a very concrete rela-
tionship between the saint and the person in need. If not this, then a
piece of cheap jewellery such as a ring, an earring or a medal should
be carried about the person, provided that it is not seen by others. The
bone of San La Muerte inserted under the skin is part of a theological
sign language used by the excluded. At the same time it presents an
ironic commentary, contrasting the permanent element in the wor-
shippers’ contact with the sacred and the insecurity of their grasp on
their own transitory world. The habitat of San La Muerte under the
skin is therefore permanent and secure: no demolition squad or natu-
ral catastrophe can threaten the presence of the sacred in their lives.
The Queer elements of the San La Muerte popular worship can be
organized around elements of provisionality, inversions, diglosia and
different binary allocations. The interrelation between the religious
symbolic activity of the excluded and their affective activity (as in
family patterns) reinforces and recreates each other in a permanent
dialectics of mutuality. For instance, provisionality is 2 key element in
the life of the excluded: their habitat is provisional and so are their
family relationships, subject as they are to economic migrations. The
contrast between this provisionality in their affective social structures
and governmental discourses on family and national identity could
hardly be greater.! The Argentinian state has an official discourse on

1 Michael Herzfeld suggests that ‘images of domesticity’ and family stereo-
types are widely used by the state in order to build a symbolic system which
could explain and reassure people against, for instance, cases of human rights
abuses and anti-democratic measures. For instance, he quotes Hastings
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nati i i i i
idea(l);;zlﬁ(l)iesngiy which relees heavily on Roman Catholic fam;
Fathoron ;1 " re;e a;e' the discourses of La Madre Patria (The Mamll
; Contradic,t aten which grammatically might look at first sj h?t}_ler
Fattonietion in gender, although in Spanish the termg P llk.e
Argontinion oo s;r;;n::e};g}ll;rzf;;: ;The tMother Fatherland’ takesa i;::
pagentin ; e esta tierra (the chi i
2 j:};ﬁvl(?l?eii :f}}:laces here th‘e term Patria). Thec’?cl)iii ?)ff e
PR en tl}ere are 1{1ternationa1 difficulties with 'the
pomaros (brott thicsotx;t;les;, th.at is, 'Latin American or border (}j’g:;ses
Virgin Pty a family discourse concerning the rape I;;
nd finally, the official discourse f
A ' . ollows that of t i
53 rmiiotl};eg }lzli)ef :: the nation and the life of a famii;e.‘ i}‘:‘:ﬁﬁ&: ;30111‘
ation o BY ofs fjlratlons,ldomegtic disputes, divorce and reconi%l?l
tensions, from gener}afl sesgiez}:ﬁnzrr? fIﬁ Si_éd e onations of SOCiai
e o T Lk al disagreements ov:
i gadi ggi:;ne;}tle ?;ﬁcxal emphasis on reconciliation :;te;grol‘;frgn
e oo sagree OI§ the metaphorical divorcios) can be relatedgt ,
Ot iy policy of a state legally associated with R. .
To this ge;ldered univ: ff -
st erse of family discourses of nati i i
e p}_, i;ldczll?et ngtz)feld calls.the images of domestizlig?l}{iecii?t;g
w997, P. bo,ur e byce; ya I.nulntude of images taken from th . i
e of Dot ni ol fEI)'rmestlcn“y. In times of extreme crisis, such z ut?f
course homologizer(li tllclfa c;i/?rl;fg;;;h\;?rtiz thef19705/ - démeSﬁCSdi:
ourse ; irtues of a bo i i
Sonsj dtgl;:i I;(r)lr i1{11113tance, to speak about the countryurxgliz: aii?aiiwuh
enced by he Coun;:roper form. qf behaviour. The difficulties ex ot
ko 2 ohe o talg were officially explained as lack of confid iy
PR l,a ot bng ‘over the table’ (as during a family meal)en'ce/
S, tréns X 0 edle.rnce (to God and to the government) ind
Bender tran Ign ensslon atfnbuted to the fact that in this ‘home-co : am%
by G Ofo;getlmes c.io not accept the roles assigned tout:[;\try
o i me,n ) Momemakmg (for women) and courage in ubellin
oated o - Moreover, the political crisis of the co tP ;
, crisis in the family structures of the countrym];\x/zn‘,\t’}? .
. e

critics of the ili
then military system used domestic metaphors such
ch as

Maria Elena Walsh's f;
ena b amous article ‘Desv P
Inf;}’:;: I:(n 'lgf;;fﬁrtm;)es inthe Land of the gn%éi;::tsi?aﬁ-{a;dmﬂde—
ors based on gender are al , Vralsh, 1979).
poor do not send their children to kind:r;zrctl:;s I?it;ti?ehors"for fhe
: ver, in con-

Mrmer Presi
- th esident of M
i\)/[il)awz in the midst of serious cl

alawi, referrin
fawi, g to the good cause of ‘M
aims of human rights abuse (Herzfeld, (1);1;6;
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trast to these, there is what we have called the excluded theodicy
pased on the experiences of other forms of family relations which
have little to do with the official discourse already mentioned.
Basically, they contravene the sense of domestic stability and perma-
nency and the morality exuded by the bourgeois family’s sense of
security. In religious terms, popular proverbs such as vergiienza es
robar y no llevar nada a la madre (it is a shame to steal and not take
something to your own mother) can be related to the worship of the
bandits, considered humble men who stole through necessity, but
always shared what they got among people in their own communi-
ties. This is part of the belief that one can be an honest thief (el ladrén
honrado). Tt is the political system which is declared to be corrupt,
committing theft against ordinary people. The act of stealing from
such criminality is now redeemed. Stealing becomes part of the
accepted universe of things, but it can have an honest purpose too, for
example in relation to solidarity with those who share the same fate of
poverty and destitution.
Therefore, while the official C

about identity by repetition of fami
munity without distinctions, among the excluded, at least in this

particular example, redemption comes from an appropriation of the
state’s sins of corruption but with a twist. In this spirit, we can read
the following testimony of a person who lives under a bridge in

Buenos Aires:

hristian redemptive discourse is
ly metaphors applied to the com-

s to check the garbage bins and

There are days that I go to the street
king. Could you believe that I

1 find bags full of clothes; it is shoc
found a fridgeand a TV discarded in the streets? . . . If people knew

that we are living here, under the bridges . . . We live in a country
where everything is thrown away. This country is so big and yet see

the [small] space that I occupy {under a bridgel.
Montes de Oca, 1995, p- 238

e consumerism and carelessness of some sec-
s seen as sinful by destitute people whodonot
discarded goods) are not shared

The perceived excessiv

tions of the population i
understand why things (in this case,

with the community.

In the worship of San La Muerte, it seems that the familiarity of the
poor with death in the midst of everyday life —in more than one sense
_ identifies the provisionality of life as the only constant experience.

lud (health is enough) and mientras hay

The people who say basta la sa

vida hay esperanza (where there is life, there is hope) worship Death.
The provisionality of their experience of life is inverted; death is
healthy. But health is more than absence of illness in this case anditis

represented by good luck in such things as the arts of popular
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glambli.ng and finding affective and sexual company when one is
?hone,tm forder to better survive a difficult life. This is what is called
t h; ar }? el rebusqu.e, literally to search and search again for little
o gs that can help in the emotional recycling of the life and love of
andpacsosrl.lfgl??que as 3 cofncept shares with rejunte the ‘re’ of repetition
1t1s usually found in popular expressions which indi
ind
the sense of srtruggle among the excluded. Things need to be :f'ia:s
:f}iu; anci afam, from bureaucratic administrative procedures which
eople to wait and ‘come tomorrow’ (vuelva mari i
sional solutions in life which need to b i oy reent
. e continuously reworked. Th
worship of San La Muerte is a theologi on by
orsk La gical reflection on inversion b
rejection: the rejection of the administrativ o,
: : the r _ e procedures of an -
ized political life which is meanin cation
. al gless for the poor; of the instituti
alized medicine and the lities, I tofrets
poor health-care facilities, largel
of those at the margins of society i graioas Ao
ose at ~ especially at a time when medi
provision is being privatized and internati oty
: ; onal pharmaceutical com-
Samejs are developing drugs which few can afford to buy. It is hal?c?l‘
Bt;x::;z.uf that sitatuesd of San La Muerte can be found in the Santerias o}f,
ires alongside strange books promisi i
for illnesses such as a iciti  pation or Tver by
. ppendicitis, constipation or liv b
occasioned by excessive drinkin Iy mived oo oo
: _ g. They are happily mixed
glsplayg}g bg)kh?ts offering advice on how toprijx }ar v zr l;):jsll ;Ix:
wn radio. Alongside are the tarot cards of Sa
. n Cono, the I}
;gl;ls;(énsgfﬂ?n(suppo:edly})l Roman Catholic saint representzsp::sa;
g priest with a shining halo who, whil i
rosary, was told by the Virgin the secret of h ’ r i B
These are all part of the sam reological rebusyen s
theolony of reiumte e system of theological rebusques, and a
exgii\:j fgju;z;; 'i‘heé)l(t)gy unveils the diglotic dialectic of the life of the
, sed to an ecclesial theology and i
which are untranslatable into their li ™ o betro fe
' eir lives. The division betw:
public and private discourses of nati i ity i oot
_ onal identity is th 1
The public worship of Jesus i isti &/ rensfomm
‘ n the Christian churches i
into a bodily, private and hidden worshi ot St g
‘ , orship. The bone or statu
senting San La Muerte receives a hidd i he chenct,
: en blessing from the ch
when according to specific instructi eve o sover
‘ ctions the believer takes i
different churches or is ‘blessed’ P rioats. (Thie
‘ ssed’ by seven different pri is i
achieved by having the bone or i ot and tonchins o
: ‘ statue in a pocket and ing i
while the priest gives a ction)t e o et
. general benediction.)? The ch
the individual priests are oblivi ' oo G2
the- vious to what has happened. Christi
ity is re-ordered as a different litur e spaces S
gy of open and privat
La Muerte becomes an associate divinity, recognizeg and ien?:ef:fi.aﬁz

? For the worship to San La M
rth hip uerte, see E. Noya, Corri
la Tradicidn. Special issue of ‘Todo es Historia’, gol. 70(r1;::xif)ssezti;isl;a f;}g;;ldﬂ !
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the sacred Christian pantheon and able to obtain significant favours
for the believer, as if heaven were ordered like a feudal court or a colo-
nial administration in which it was necessary to have friends in high
places.

Sometimes there are attempts to bring this worship within the
control of the Roman Catholic Church. I have personally collected
homemade street leaflets inviting people to pray the rosary in honour
of San La Muerte in some new chapel dedicated to the saint. This might
be part of a strategy towards the legitimation of the saint, but it
includes a commercial element, since the people are frequently asked
to give some money for the maintenance of the place of worship and
its so-called administrator. Simply put, this is another €CoNomic
rebusque of the poor. Yet all this is part of the worship of San La Muerte
and the liturgy of his fiesta which takes place on 20 August. In honour
of the saint people in the community try to bring and share food and
drink. There is also singing and an atmosphere of happiness among
those who believe in the saint. Sometimes, depending on the location
of the worship, the celebration can be very elaborate, with clear
mimetic resemblances to Roman Catholic processions and the liturgi-
cal gestures of the mass, including the central element of the sacred
banquet in the presence of San La Muerte.

The gender dislocation of the worship can be seen in the way in

which the traditional division of public and private spheres of
worship is delineated. The private or the area of intimate female
self-knowledge (Herzfeld, 1997, p- 20) takes prevalence over the
public sphere of worship. It is also a bodily worship. In Argentina, the
domestic space of worship is made by women decorating and looking
after statues of the Virgin Mary, Jesus and the saints, by arranging
their clothes, by bringing flowers or burning candles at their feet. The
public space of worship belongs to male power represented by the
male hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church with its divine canon,
to whom belong the power to forgive and decide issues of inclusion
and exclusion in society. For instance male power decides if children
of non-married people are bastards, if they may attend certain
schools, if divorcees can go to church or not. In general male power
establishes the canons of decency among the people. However,
efficacy is attributed to the domestic sphere, that is, the prayers in the
home in a world of novenas and rosaries. In the worship to San La
Muerte, the public (male) sphere of the devotion simply does not exist.
Everybody is their own priest. San La Muerte does not enquire into the
Jegality of people’s relationships but simply shows them favour. This
is a divinity who acts as an intermediary between the life of gods such
as Jesus on the one hand, who belongs to the life of people who are
integrated into society, and, on the other, the excluded whose life is an
exercise of diglotic meaning in Christian theology.
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Once again we encounter in San La Muerte igiosi
which is deeply rooted in the subversion of a far?\i{)yog;ﬁ:; if Iilsgtll(:zlty
fore? Que@r. The subversion is partial and it is not to be seen.as a moéei
which might gonfound binary systems of thought, but rather in tli3
use of such binarisms. Herzfeld is very perceptive when he clai .
'that sor_neh(?w only social usage makes a difference to binarisms Tll?is
is trug in t}.us case, as in the cases of certain Andean cultures.? Bo.th i
the city as in the Andean culture, heterosexuality seems som;etimes ;n
get close to leaving the closet, although it falls short of actually doi o
Zc;%f:’f;“t:he ;iif_ferent «}:Ionﬁgurations of patterns of family life an ltll‘g

ent solutions w ich the excluded pre iti
sustained by a Christian family discoursi oie?;e?ﬁiypg\tzcsi Z:ﬁm
clues to ad.d to the search for a Queer God (or the face of the Qu o
Gogl), coming from people at the margins of society through a Glftr
nation of class, gender, sexuality and race. sy

Insights: outside heterosexuality

CAOidTSg seg;uai;ty to exclusion changes the situation of people’s lives
siderably. Recent studies on poverty and exclusion i i
Buenos Aires show that t i 2 to live I commatits o
ransvestites tend to live in community i
: in
lof;cxl;‘e; it;);esfwte rrl\)or(; supgort and protection. In this way transvetgtite
e to be found in poor hotels (the run d i
own boardin,
;;ouses olf the poor, wherf: rooms can be rented by the day) and evex%
liVi};oorﬂ‘l ouses re‘nted with the economic effort of the whole grou
i grat. ere. Cumo‘usly,h they claim that their best experiences ol;
ObVigO usllc}),ndx.rfxfto so§1ety, 1111 terms of receiving respect in spite of their
itferent sexual orientation, have been in ] iseri
: , the villas miserias
;Srlélgllz)oc;fl;h;lcﬂy.t&;{ one poor transvestite declares that ‘[the slums]
ace to live with some respect and with i
cuted, because everybody i ol o (v o oo
, y is marginalized there’ (Montes d
* s » . e Oca
é?fgfz ,r En t29.3). Prosgtu}t]mn is the main economic option of the sexually:
poor and this is the case with tran i
. : svestites. Some trans-
vestites claim that they havea b i oid
_ etter life than gays, in terms i
: ve a bett , of avoid-
iﬁ? s:rfecytlonfagd marginalization. But in this we are confronting
clusion of identity, based on a theologi
: ntity, ogical argument which i
particularly strong in Argentina, na i d by
, namely, that bodi
God and belong to God i YI tualmation o
along with a kind of given n. izati
0d a el aturalizatio
civil identities. Of course, some bodies seem to suffer more trl}lz:;E

* Tam referring here to the cas i
e of the bisexual religiosity i i
t : iosity in
Eogg:z, an;l to the: family structure of the Canela i%\diggoussoge?)gu f‘r”an
- or. See for x.nstance M. Althaus-Reid, The Queer God (Lonclp 'R ot
edge, 2003), especially ch. 7, ‘Popular Anti-Theologies of Love’ o fout
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others from this interdiction of creative thinking about a person’s own
body (as in the case of transvestism). This theological elaboration has
been legalized and therefore no rights remain for a poor transvestite.
The formation of community flats, or the strategies of living in the
same location, provide them with a family of affinity. It is common to
hear them say that they have learnt from the mistakes of others in all
senses, from issues related to self-defence and protection to the selec-
tion of hormones to grow breasts. For this, in some sense, i8 what a
family needs to be, a place of nurturing of people and sharing experi-
ences of life: an economic unit in itself. As they experience so little
protection in society, money is an important goal: economic inde-
pendence is the only guarantee to any claim of rights they might have.
I have personally found some forms of secular theology among them.
Many hold a special reverence for Argentina’s famous former first
lady, Eva Duarte de Perén, ‘Evita’. Evita is much revered, almost
worshipped and some even claim to have some kind of spiritual con-
tact with her, receiving guidance from heaven. Others might claim,
whether seriously or not, that they are the very reincarnation of Evita.
There are some who worship the Virgin Mary, but Evita, the proto-
type of the intelligent Argentinian woman, beautiful while at the
same time a political genius of action and reflection, sadly has no
theological equivalent. It is curious though that those who transgress
the politics of sexuality as transvestites draw spiritual inspiration
from one who also transgressed many gender borders in such a
radical way.

From the life of the excluded and their affective, family ways,
Christian theology has much to learn - but in order to change and not
simply to adapt. First of all, the lessons of critical realism among the

oor dismantle the good intentions of the theologies whose aim is to
normalize the life of people into a discourse on family middle-class
ideals. There are lessons on recognizing plurality and theological
insights in the face of the Queer God of the poor: generous but unpre-
dictable as life; honest in its own way, with the final aim of solidarity
for survival. This is a god who rejects the economy of the market, its
public worship and the exchange of money. But it is also a god who
announces that Godself can represent collectively the world of
people’s unruly affections by re-locating the discourse of the family
into a wealth of relationships of love in transition, impermanence and

reciprocity.



