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Then every thing includes itself in power,
Power into will, will into appetite;
And appetite, an universal wolf,
So doubly seconded with will and power,
Must make perforce an universal prey,
And last eat up himself.

—Troilus and Cressida (I.iii. 122–27)

B A N A L I L L E G I T I M A C Y

Many observers have argued that the 2001–2002 Argentine financial crisis pre-
cipitated a crisis of legitimacy (e.g., Grimson 2004). Marked by the largest sov-
ereign default in world history, a dramatic currency devaluation, and nationally
unprecedented levels of unemployment (ca. 25 percent) and poverty (ca. 50
percent), these developments also entailed acute political disarray, with five
men shuffling in and out of the presidency in two weeks. As the economic
model of the 1990s revealed itself to have bankrupted the nation, and governmen-
tal agencies demonstrated themselves incapable of fulfilling even the most
pressing social needs, Argentines from a variety of social backgrounds and ideo-
logical commitments demanded that the regime end. Expressed most concisely
in the slogan, “Down with all of them! Let no one remain!” that demand was
at once thrillingly radical and maddeningly vague, an underdetermined but
wholesale repudiation of state and market institutions.

Only a few years later, the legacy of that repudiation had proved paradox-
ical. On one hand, the sense of imminent catastrophe had waned as day-to-day
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living had become, if not normalized, then routinized. On the other, there lin-
gered a sense of banal illegitimacy, a widely shared sense that the veneer of
quotidian routines belied a more fundamental condition of lawlessness and im-
morality. That sense of illegitimacy found its clearest and most common ex-
pression in the idiom of corruption. Politicians and financiers were the most
widely condemned incarnations of enduring but discredited institutions.
However, by the logic of contagion, the regular necessity of submitting to
those institutions’ bureaucratic procedures could generate a sense of complicity
whenever people paid their taxes, voted, or visited the bank. Even interpersonal
relations could assume a related taint of moral turpitude, as people wondered
aloud whether a friend had taken advantage of them or, most surprisingly of
all, whether they themselves had taken advantage of a friend. It was to this gen-
eralized mistrust that my acquaintances referred when they spoke of living in an
age of “total corruption,” in which social virtues had given way to the unavoid-
able prioritization of egoistic instrumentalism.

What could such a diagnosis have meant? This article examines the lived
experience of “total corruption” among members of the Buenos Aires middle
class, that sprawling and socioeconomically heterogeneous public within
which so many Argentines continued to situate themselves despite decades
of increasing impoverishment.1 My analysis emphasizes both the productivity
of such a diagnosis—the social relations that it produced—as well as the neg-
ativity it indexed—the social losses that it lamented. Rooted in an ethnographic
exploration of corruption, conceptualized here as a folk category of critique, the
argument develops a comparative approach to questions of mistrust, illegitimacy,
and self-destruction as relatively understudied dimensions of social life.

To anticipate that argument: The diagnosis of total corruption marked a
historical stance widely adopted within the post-crisis Buenos Aires middle
class. That stance inverted the familiar idea that national history is a teleological
progression toward a better future. In twentieth-century Argentina, as in so
many places, that generic narrative, with its accompanying civilizational and
racial imaginaries, had long posited the middle class as the protagonist of a na-
tional project oriented toward the telos of modernity. At the turn of the twenty-
first century, the economic collapse seemed to many the death-blow to that long
faltering project. In taking up this stance, people posited corruption as an inter-
nally driven and irreversible process of socio-moral decay that barred Argenti-
na from ever living out its projected future. At the same time, for an
impoverished middle class this historical stance constituted the grounds of an
ambivalent but robust mode of national belonging, a conflictual but cohesive
mode of quotidian sociality, and a discomfiting but lively structure of

1 By “public” I mean a community constituted through attention to circulating texts (Warner
2005). People who fell beneath the poverty line were often loathe to abandon claims to middle-
classness (see Kessler and Minujín 1995).
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feeling. Thus, a particular historico-moral sensibility marked the idea of corrup-
tion, which bound together recent events with patterns of the longue durée in
order to lament the impossibility of a national future: an alleged condition of
historical exhaustion.

Consider a brief excerpt from a 2005 interview with a psychoanalyst who
worked with middle-class analysands in Buenos Aires and poor ones in an
exurban neighborhood a two-hour bus ride away. In the midst of a discussion
about social inequality, Manuel turned his gaze to corruption. First, he criti-
cized the “selfishness” of politicians and their alleged manipulation of poor
voters. Both the poor and the politicians, he asserted, were responsible for
Argentina’s “obscene social marginalization.” He went on, however: “It’s
woven into our social fabric, but even more, the corruption is in our hearts.”
Asked to clarify, he continued, “We [Argentines] are corrupt in our hearts.
[…] In all our relationships we are corrupt. We’re corrupt with our parents
and our children, with our friends and our [romantic] partners. We always
look to take advantage. We have fake relationships. […] We have the politi-
cians we deserve.” Permeating every aspect of social life, corruption was the
reason “Argentina cannot mature, can never be—as our dear President
aspires—a normal country.”2

Manuel’s commentary began in the public realm, but moved fluidly into
intimate relationships of romance and filiation. In Manuel’s telling, corruption
described an egoistic but ultimately self-defeating orientation to the world.
Because, he insisted, that orientation inheres within Argentine subjectivity, it
erodes trust not only in public institutions, but also in the supposedly pre-
political domain where trust should simply go without saying. For Manuel, cor-
ruption is not a problem to be solved: it is a compulsion toward self-destruction
lodged in the interiority of even the speaker himself, whose insightful diagnosis
effects no cure.3

Manuel was not alone in extending corruption in such directions and in
bringing together, under a single, self-reflexively critical rubric, questions of
interpersonal trust, political legitimacy, and national history. This essay inter-
rogates the logic of that categorial extension and asks what it might say
about not only the stance of historical exhaustion I have begun to sketch, but
also other contexts in which people feel themselves locked in processes of
self-destruction.

Pursuing that question requires an approach that does not define corrup-
tion, but attends to the pragmatics of its use. The plasticity of corruption

2 “Un país en serio” was Néstor Kirchner’s 2003 presidential campaign slogan. My gloss em-
phasizes its normative connotations, but one could well translate it otherwise.

3 Psychoanalysis is a common therapeutic and discursive practice in Argentina, and readers will
notice its traces in many of the commentaries I quote. For a fuller treatment of psychoanalytic and
other hermeneutics of suspicion in post-crisis Buenos Aires, see Muir 2015.
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demands that we treat it as a very particular kind of concept: as a folk category
rather than a normative analytic, to be sure, but more specifically, as an evalu-
ative category that inheres within and orients particular practices as well as dis-
courses about those practices. Which practices and which discourses become
oriented in this way is necessarily an empirical matter and varies according
to both broad questions of socio-historical conditions and narrower questions
of interactional frameworks. By neither affirming nor refuting claims like
Manuel’s, we can instead ask how those processes of orientation play out
across different contexts. In other words, by resisting the temptation to define
the concept, we can illuminate its actual, practical life—its career as an elastic
category of critique that, while a “notoriously weak analytic concept” (Elyachar
2005: 113), is nonetheless a notoriously robust folk concept.

My analysis centers on three events. Each instantiated a different mode of
apprehending, interrogating, and performing the stance of historical exhaustion
implicated in that folk concept. All took place in Buenos Aires and its environs
between 2003 and 2007 and involved people who assumed a middle-class
footing. The first was an unsolicited confession offered up to me during an eth-
nographic interview. Here, the speaker framed her own career networking as an
instance of a national propensity to exploit unfair advantages. The second event
took place in my neighborhood supermarket, where a dispute over line etiquette
precipitated collective outrage at the deterioration of civic decency. The third
was a televised spectacle in which Diego Maradona boasted of cheating in
the World Cup. That melodramatic revelation allowed the soccer star to cele-
brate himself as the glorious incarnation of national audacity. In each event,
the recognition of corruption, and of the speaker’s participation in it, grounded
membership in a national public characterized by the putatively uncontrollable
transgression of its own norms.

At first glance, the idea of corruption might not seem to obtain to any of
these three events. Nonetheless, in each case people seized the opportunity to
mobilize the category of corruption in the service of evaluative claims about
self and other, individual and nation. While the valence of those claims
varied, in each case people denounced corruption in the same breath as they
voiced their complicity with it. To return to my earlier formulation, these
events were productive in that they grounded membership in a national
public. At the same time, they indexed a negativity that we cannot simply
gloss over, for the logic of each event hinged on an historical experience of
loss particular to the Argentine middle class.

That negativity—played out across the levels of interpersonal mistrust, in-
stitutional illegitimacy, and historical exhaustion—has had important conse-
quences for the terrain of political possibilities in contemporary Argentina. I
address those consequences in the conclusion, where I also sketch some of
the methodological implications of my argument for other contexts. In
moving toward that endpoint, the article takes three broad turns through the
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conceptual, social, and historical dimensions of corruption. Across these ter-
rains, it explores the dynamics of corruption as the evaluative category
through which people grappled with a particular sociohistorical experience of
self-destruction.

A P P R O A C H I N G C O R R U P T I O N

I would begin by emphasizing the polyvalence of corruption in post-crisis
Buenos Aires. An abiding preoccupation of the middle class, but also a relevant
term in the everyday conversations of the poor, corruption figured routinely as
the culprit for any number of political, economic, and social ills, from the crisis
itself to the nation’s rising Gini coefficient, its crumbling transportation infra-
structure, and its entrenched political dynasties. As to the term’s referent, cor-
ruption certainly described former President Menem’s (1989–1999)
embezzlement of 60 million dollars from prison construction projects. It also
easily encompassed his arms-smuggling ring, his laundering of drug-trafficking
funds, and his eagerness to turn the privatization of state companies toward the
enrichment of himself and his allies. Indeed, Menem and his neoliberal struc-
tural reforms stood in post-crisis Argentina as the very epitome of corruption,
all the more so since his alleged crimes had gone unproven in a court of law.4

However, the category extended to the often unspoken favors between lawmak-
ers and business elites and to those between politicians and poor voters.5 It
named not only petty bribes but also tax evasion. It could describe employment
secured through personal connections and even the subtle manipulation of
loved ones. Popularly understood as a vicious and intractable problem respon-
sible for the disintegration of social institutions ranging from democratic repre-
sentation to the family, it was a category that, in its diffuse application, might
have seemed to risk meaning nothing at all. Nonetheless, a tripartite logic cut
across the otherwise sundry acts it encompassed and granted corruption a
highly flexible, practical cohesiveness.

First, a decade’s worth of bribery and clientelist scandals (to which I will
return) grounded the concept of corruption in the illegitimate conversion of
value between the fields of the economic and the political. That model
proved iterable, since people commonly extended it to other social fields,
such as the domestic, as in the nepotistic abuse of bureaucratic authority and
even the strategic manipulation of familial sentiment. A social worker, for
example, once described one of her clients to me as “corrupt: She uses her

4 In 2013 (well after the period this essay examines), Menem was convicted of arms smuggling
but not of other alleged crimes.

5 Although dismissals of clientelism as corrupt are closely associated with the middle class, they
are also commonplace among poor people in Argentina. Considerable evidence suggests these cri-
tiques are correlated with the speaker’s social distance from political brokers, not with socioeco-
nomic status per se (see Auyero 1999).
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son’s success to gain influence over the other mothers.” A first feature of cor-
ruption, then, was the self-serving and unsanctioned conversion of value from
one social field to another.

Second, unlike straightforward appropriation, corruption required the
graceful imitation of legitimate practices, a requirement people indicated
with terms like “fake,” “counterfeit,” and “dishonest.” My interlocutors
made clear that euphemisms such as “help” and “favors” were crucial to the
felicity of a corrupt transaction. So, too, was the appropriate selection of
person, request, and mode of reciprocity.6 Corruption therefore demanded
ongoing interpretive labor to discern the logic of even trivial interactions.
“Don’t trust anyone,” an unemployed daughter of former factory workers
warned me wryly, in reference to a revoked birthday party invitation. Over
and again, people corrected my glaring naïveté about the unfathomable
depths of quotidian life.

Third, people insisted that false and illegitimate transactions did not
merely coexist alongside their true and legitimate counterparts. Because
corrupt practices imitated legitimate ones, they had penetrated the social
world and consumed it from the inside out. The logic of illegitimate and ego-
istic instrumentalism had become not merely common, people declared, but un-
avoidable. As a restaurateur explained to me, “The bribes were absolutely
necessary to open the restaurant. If I didn’t pay, the situation would be one
of unfair competition.” The instrumentalization of the world appeared so com-
plete as to compel complicity with its logic, threatening what one sociologist
called “the disappearance of society” (Simonetti 2002: 47).

Thus, the logic of corruption granted it a particular historical directional-
ity: its origin may have been inscrutable (people routinely wavered between
culturalist and individualist explanations, often in a single utterance), but its
advance through the body politic was supposedly inexorable.

In considering corruption corrosive to projects of political legitimacy, eco-
nomic welfare, and social cohesion, my interlocutors echoed a consensus con-
solidated over the past several decades among international governing bodies,
NGOs, and the academic analyses that inform their policies. That consensus is
epitomized by Transparency International, a global monitoring agency, the
founder of which has declared, “corruption is one of our epoch’s capital
sins” (Eigen 2004: 15). Understood to erode civic trust and regime legitimacy
and to inflate the costs of business transactions, corruption does not appear in
these globally popular accounts as a problem of mere logistics or incentives;
rather, it violates universal moral standards. That consensus has found fertile
ground in Latin America, where academic and popular analyses alike routinely

6 Predictably, delayed reciprocity usually occurred across relatively minimal social distances and
further bound the parties together, while prompt reciprocity, usually monetized, both presumed and
entailed shorter-lived transactions between parties at greater social distance.
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lambast machine politics and quid-pro-quo relationships between political and
business elites. In post-crisis Buenos Aires such criticisms routinely presup-
posed a middle-class footing, an implied position of ethical clarity, from
which elites and poor alike were allegedly alienated.

One corpus of anthropological literature has challenged that consensus by
reframing certain favors, prestations, and alliances as culturally attuned forms
of sociability and by emphasizing the disjuncture between bureaucratic-admin-
istrative and socio-cultural norms, especially in postcolonial contexts (Gupta
1995; Hasty 2005; de Sardan 1999). This literature joins a chorus of social
scientists who have foregrounded the historical and sociocultural specificity
of normative frameworks associated with processes of state formation that
obtained in modern northeastern Europe, but were absent in other contexts, in-
cluding Argentina (Chakrabarty 2000; Chatterjee 2004; Corradi 1985; Corrigan
and Sayer 1985; Mbembe 2001; O’Donnell 2007). These analyses parochialize
bureaucratic norms and reject facile assumptions of criminality, aberrance, and
dysfunction. However, the Argentine case disallows a ready distinction
between bureaucratic and cultural ethics. Instead, as we saw in Manuel’s
remarks, a category of bureaucratic dysfunction seems to have extended to
include even the vagaries of the human heart.

A related literature resituates the concept of corruption with respect to its
contrastive partner, transparency (Jackson 2009; Mazzarella 2006; Morris
2004). These analyses frame transparency and corruption as the mutually con-
stitutive poles of a far-reaching regime of visibility, the tensile logic of which
undergirds the political and economic projects that corruption’s critics seek to
safeguard (Ferme 1999; Sanders 2003). In Argentina, that regime of visibility
was crucial to the historical transition from the last military dictatorship (1976–
1983)—marked by state terrorism, arbitrary “disappearances,” and authoritari-
an decrees—to democratic rule, and it has since been integral to pursuits of
justice and human rights (Barrerra 2013; Gandsman 2009). However, when
it came to corruption in post-crisis Buenos Aires, calls for transparency,
accountability, and publicity resonated poorly. Instead, as Manuel’s remarks
suggest, a regime of visibility seems to have imploded, leaving behind only
the negative pole of corruption.

These works all share a concern with demonstrating the systematicity of
corruption. That emphasis is welcome, because understandings of corruption
tend to suffer from both methodological individualism and its inverse, cultur-
alism. Both obscure the reasons corruption has become an object of especially
intense academic scrutiny and popular concern around the world in recent
decades, when structural adjustments and related transformations have destabi-
lized extant political-economic institutions and opened vast extralegal spaces of
possibility for appropriation and influence (Comaroff and Comaroff 2006;
Roitman 2004; Smart 1993). The exploitation of those extralegal spaces of pos-
sibility has set in motion new dynamics of political and economic inequality in
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places ranging from the United States to Brazil, from the European Union to
China and the former Soviet Union (Gledhill 2003; Humphrey 2001; Osburg
2013; Shore 2005). Confronting those dynamics, analysts have illuminated
the mechanisms through which corrupt practices become commonplace, with
a host of negative effects that are distributed unequally, typically placing the
greatest burden on those with the fewest resources (Bähre 2005; Gupta 2014;
Smith 2008). Others, in parallel fashion, have shown how anti-corruption
movements have become the culturally appropriate vehicle for combating
those intensified inequities, a vehicle that opens up possibilities of critique
while simultaneously constraining the grounds of critique by reasserting
the normative oppositions (i.e., between the economic and the political, the
private and the public) presumed in the first place by the neoliberal wave of
structural reforms (Ansell 2014; Lazar 2005; Schneider and Schneider 2003).
As a result of this dialectic, as Morris has argued with respect to contemporary
Thailand, “wherever the discussion of social inequality was once explained
by reference to the structural inequities inherent in […] capitalism, it
has been replaced by a rhetoric of transparency and corruption” (2004: 227).
The discourses and practices of corruption in post-crisis Argentina
partook of just these sorts of systematicities (see Astarita 2014). However,
they also require attention to a rather different systematicity—that of
self-destruction.

Lomnitz has argued that analyzing corruption requires attending to three
levels: the functions and interests corrupt practices meet; the circulation of dis-
courses of corruption; and the moral sensibility it occasions or, “how discourses
and practices of corruption affect personal attitudes, definitions of self, and how
corruption is cleansed or avoided” (1995: 38). This essay dwells on the last
question, for two reasons. First, as Granovetter has remarked, the problem of
normative judgment “has been given surprisingly little attention” in studies
of corruption (2007: 166–67). Second, the moral sensibility indexed by corrup-
tion was remarkable in post-crisis Buenos Aires. People took up a category nor-
mally used to condemn dysfunctions in public bureaucracies in order to name
breaches of interpersonal ethics. People mobilized a concept normally reserved
for castigating others in order to fault themselves. They attempted to “cleanse
or avoid” that moral taint, but routinely judged those attempts insufficient in the
face of an insidious force that had infected every part of the body politic. Here,
then, the practices and discourses of corruption evoked a complex experiential
logic in which people understood themselves to be the agents of their own
undoing.

Couched in these terms, it is only logical to turn to the study of witchcraft.

W I T C H C R A F T A N D R A D I C A L N E G AT I V I T Y

A dominant motif in anthropology’s century-long engagement with witchcraft
has been its capacity to display, actualize, and police social norms. From this
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perspective, witchcraft is a cultural idiom through which a given society ex-
presses its organizational structure and enforces the values its members must
adopt if that structure is to endure (Lévi-Strauss 1963). Beliefs about witch-
craft, discursive practices such as gossip and accusation, and procedures of ad-
judication all, then, perform the labor of sanctioning certain behaviors and
curbing the particular temptations that a given society provokes but cannot
abide (Evans-Pritchard 1937; Wilson 1951). This is especially true with
respect to the (de)legitimation of historically shifting modes of authority and
accumulation, where witchcraft provides a potent way for people to negotiate
the distribution of power and wealth and to explore the relation between
hidden and visible modes of (re)production (Geschiere 1997; West 2005). As
such, witchcraft has long served as a privileged window onto a social world,
its moral philosophy, and its political disputes, as well as a privileged site for
cross-cultural comparative analysis (Austen 1993).

At times deemphasized in such analyses are the terrifying dynamics of
witchcraft, a theme that enjoys pride of place in histories of early modern Eu-
ropean witch-hunts. As these latter accounts make clear, witchcraft is not (nec-
essarily) a reliable mechanism of social reproduction, but (also) a desperate
means of struggling with social dislocations and transformations (Levack
1987; Scarre and Callow 2001). It is in such contexts that witchcraft trials
take on a self-perpetuating logic, with the search for the guilty expanding un-
controllably (Behringer 2004; Robischeaux 2009). Because that process plays
out through intimate networks of kith and kin, it violates deeply held intuitions
about trust and obligation—hence the recourse in the literature to terms like
“craze” to evoke the sense of antisocial, irrational violence that infuses both
the alleged actions of the witch as well as attempts to quell those actions
(Hutton 2004; Trevor-Roper 1969).

The literature on witchcraft is copious. Nonetheless, even so brief a sketch
as this brings into view parallels with corruption. As with witchcraft, the dis-
courses, practices, and morality that comprise corruption offer key insights
into the production and negotiation of normative frameworks, particularly
those that orient the fields of politics and economics (Bratsis 2003; Corbin
2004). Also as with witchcraft, because institutions of trust are at stake, it
incites the mobilization of tremendous energies in efforts to counteract it
(Eisenstadt and Roniger 1984; Hetherington 2011).

There is another dimension to witchcraft that is especially relevant to cor-
ruption as it figured in post-crisis Buenos Aires, and that is the logic of what I
call, following Munn, “radical negativity.” In developing a model of the prac-
tices through which people produced and transformed value on the island of
Gawa (Papua New Guinea) in the late 1970s, Munn situates the witch as the
emblem of intense egoism and secretive rapaciousness. Feeding a boundless
appetite, the Gawan witch’s predation exceeds simple theft. Rather, it entails
the mimicry of the dialectic of food transmission and consumption, that
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prototypical set of practices that constitutes Gawan self and society. Witchcraft
produces a “destructive, subversive value” that emerges out of but exceeds that
normal dialectic of positive and negative value (1992: 13). As such, witchcraft
constitutes “a hidden world of its own […] that dissolves and disorders the
overt […] order of Gawan existence” (ibid.: 213). Thus, the witch’s limitless
greed constitutes a form of cannibalistic reciprocity that threatens to
“consume the community’s capacity to exist” (ibid.: 227).

In recent years, a handful of other analyses have approached witchcraft
in congruent ways. Interrogating the killing of scores of alleged witches in
post-Suharto Indonesia, for example, Siegel rejects the functionalist tenet
that the “truth” of witchcraft lies in its capacity to safeguard social functions,
just as he refuses the notion that witchcraft names “sources of violence that
serve no social purpose” (2006: 1, 30). Transcending that opposition,
Siegel argues that witchcraft points to “a violence that inheres in the social
and that turns against it” (ibid.: 2). Neither reaffirming the social nor exem-
plifying that which lurks beyond its borders, witchcraft names “a negativity
that […] produces no community and yet has effects” (ibid.: 4). In related
fashion, Geschiere draws on Freud and Simmel to locate post-Cold War Cam-
eroonian witchcraft in the most intimate of domains, where it amounts to an
eruption of mistrust, jealousy, and ill will that threaten “to become all-
pervasive and ‘run wild’” (2013: 100). In terms that resonate with both
Siegel’s and Munn’s, Geschiere argues, “The implicit message of [witchcraft
is] the warning that seeds of destruction are hidden inside social relations as
such, even though these are vital for any human undertaking” (ibid.: xv). Sim-
ilarly, Piot frames witchcraft in contemporary Togo as an ambivalent way of
grappling with the inequalities, opacities, and transformations of contempo-
rary forms of power and wealth, which inspire both “admiration and critique”
(2010: 127).

Together, these analyses posit a radical negativity that inheres within and
threatens to consume sociality itself. Named “witchcraft,” that negativity is at
once inextricable from and yet destructive of everyday social relations. It does
indeed occasion efforts to reassert transgressed norms and reconsolidate social
forms, but it exceeds the dialectic of social reproduction. Conjuring a powerful
and uncanny realm, witchcraft arises out of, imitates, and threatens legitimate
practices of exchange, recognition, and trust. Witchcraft, then, is not asocial; it
is a self-destructive mode of sociality, a way of being that imperils its own con-
ditions of possibility.

Like witchcraft, corruption in post-crisis Buenos Aires named a mode of
radical negativity. With this concept, people grappled with the intuition that
they harbored within themselves an uncontrollable force, at once foreign and
yet deeply familiar, that threatened to erode the very grounds of sociality.
The following sections trace three progressively more robust but incomplete at-
tempts to, in Lomnitz’s phrasing, “cleanse” people of that force.

138 S A R A H M U I R

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596


T H E C O R R U P T E D S E L F

Throughout fieldwork, in casual conversations and formal interviews, friends,
acquaintances, and informants offered innumerable—and, at first, utterly sur-
prising—confessions of their corruption. In the midst of parsing blame and vic-
timhood for societal ills, my interlocutors turned their critique back upon
themselves. Confessing their own wrongdoings and comparing themselves to
the very politicians they had just been denouncing, they offered themselves
up to me as the morally fallen instantiations of a corrupt society. In so doing,
they framed their articulations as the profoundly private unveilings of a
painful truth about a society in which basic orienting frameworks had been
upended, each individual had become compelled to act counter to the
common good, and the very possibility of sociality was threatened.

One such confession occurred during a 2007 interview with a thirty-
seven-year-old woman who worked as a social worker at a foundation that
offered cultural activities, a soup kitchen, and other services to poor people
in Buenos Aires. Seated in the kitchen of her modest apartment in a comfort-
ably middle-class neighborhood of the city, Ana was describing the ways the
crisis had changed her job: The dramatic increase in the number of people
seeking help. The sight of well-educated people unable to buy food, much
less find a stable job in their fields. The way each encounter would provoke
anxiety about her own situation and the difficulty of realizing the future she
had imagined for herself.

All this had an identifiable cause, she proclaimed: “The real problem is
corruption. You probably won’t understand, because you’re from the First
World, from the U.S., but here the political class is completely corrupt, and
that’s the fundamental problem.” Outraged, she went on to explain how illegit-
imate alliances between big business and the “political class” had sold off the
country’s “patrimony,” destroying the nation’s productive potential and throw-
ing millions into poverty-induced dependence on the meager hand-outs offered
by those same politicians. “They destroyed us. They destroyed the country and
they don’t care. We, the middle class, almost don’t exist today,” she said
plaintively,

Only the ruling class and the humble people who sell their votes to survive. They don’t
understand the true value of the vote. Today, middle-class values don’t have importance.
I’m from a middle-class family, but not now. It’s a shame, but don’t pity us. We’re the
corrupt ones. There’s a saying here: “Every country has the president it deserves.” We
deserved Menem and we deserve the politicians we have now. They come from us.
From all of us. They don’t exist in some far off place. They’re from here, and they
reflect us.

She paused and looked down, took a sip of tea, and then looked up at me again,
her jaw rigid and her eyebrows raised, as if challenging me to respond. Fum-
bling, I asked her what, then, she thought might be done. What kind of
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change might be possible? “I don’t see any possibility of change,” she responded,
“because it’s impossible not to be corrupt here.” She pointed her finger at me,
proclaiming, “I’ll show you how it is. This will surprise you, but with this
you’ll understand Argentina: I work in civil society, and even there, where sup-
posedly everyone works to help others, there is a lot of corruption.” She went on
to decry the personal networks that had allowed her to secure employment and
cited them as evidence of a “fundamental corruption” that had warped her
most basic values: “I’m from a middle-class family, and I studied hard and
I work hard, and I would want to get a job because of that, not through some
personal relationship. It’s pure corruption.”

At this point, Ana’s voice had reached the point where she was almost
screaming. She paused and proceeded more calmly, “You see, there’s no way
to get a job without taking advantage of your friends. […] I can’t escape it
or I’d be left without a job. But more than that, I don’t escape it because
we’re corrupt. Because the Argentine always seeks to take advantage. We
take advantage of each other, of friends, of lovers. It’s the famous creole
cunning. It’s the way we are.” She shrugged her shoulders. “It’s part of us.
We’re not a moral people. We’ll never have justice. A hundred years ago we
were supposed to become as rich as the United States. That will never
happen. The Argentine mind can’t change. The epoch of middle-class values
is gone now. It’s as if we have no future.”

There are several features of Ana’s confession that warrant attention.
Chief among them, for my purposes here, is its discursive structure, through
which she revealed the alleged “public secret” (Taussig 1999) of corruption
and, especially, of her own complicity. Drawing attention to its own perfor-
mance as much as to its content, that revelation took place through the
medium of Ana herself. Simultaneously heroine and storyteller, her “I” was
never unitary; it was alternately narrated and narrating, evidentiary and inter-
pretive, national and personal, confessional and condemnatory.7 Moving
across these “I’s, Ana established herself as a representative member of the
nation, claiming to stand as both evidence and interpreter of its corruption.8

Crucially, the arrogation of interpretive authority only took place by virtue
of a third category—the middle-class “we”—which mediated the relationship
between speaker and nation. If Ana’s critique mobilized a complex series of
identifications and differentiations between herself and the nation, it was her
proclaimed middle-classness that explained the fact of her utterance. Most of

7 As we might expect, following any number of analyses of self-narration, the polyvocal “I”
stood as the point of inflection between these various dimensions of the narrative, transitioning
it, for example, between the historical and the autobiographical. See Bauman 1986; and Hill 1995.

8 In other words, Ana posited herself and the nation as scalar isomorphisms, in a relation of
fractal recursivity with one another (see Gal and Irvine 2000). Throughout, Ana’s revelation
hinged upon the “dequotative I” (Urban 1987) by which she rendered herself an indexical icon
of the nation.
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the time, people in post-crisis Buenos Aires did not frame activities such as
routine career networking as corruption, as if every aspect of life needed to
abide by the artificial virtue of justice. However, an encounter with a U.S. an-
thropologist constituted an invitation not only to opine about the national pre-
dicament, but also to assert a very particular mode of distinction. Ana’s
narrative was no casual conversation or everyday chat, but a pedagogical
event through which she instructed a foreigner who was not only naïve, but
also a token of the United States and the “First World”: of a society that was
supposedly not fundamentally corrupt, of the sort of society Argentina
should have become, in which both justice and economic prosperity existed.
Her confession was therefore an exaggerated performance of the difference
between the “I” and the “you,” between the corrupt and the non-corrupt,
Argentina and the United States. At the same time, the dismay she expressed
served to construct similarities between her and me at the level of presumably
shared moral values, which her narrative associated with a middle-class identity
that had become impossible to realize in Argentina. Precisely by emphasizing
her inability to refrain from corruption, she reasserted her identity as someone
who held “middle-class values,” who understood the value of a vote, the goals
of justice and equality, the importance of hard work, and who was trapped in a
country where that identity and those values were present only as the ghostly
remainders of a lost era.

Long the most disposed to embracing liberal proceduralism, the Argentine
middle class, routinely invoked as the embattled victim of the 2001–2002
crisis, came to occupy a privileged position with regard to post-crisis corruption
critiques. What is more, this middle-class populism often mobilized a disdain
for the poor inextricable from anxieties about racialized threats to national pro-
gress (Guano 2004; Milanesio 2010). All this is quite apparent in Ana’s discus-
sion of “humble people who sell their votes” (a phrase that conjured images of
poorer, darker hued, marginalized masses—a stereotypical mainstay of Argen-
tine political discourse) and in her eulogy for an “epoch of middle-class values”
that could have grounded the national project.

However, my interest goes beyond highlighting the ways in which corrup-
tion critiques offered a mode of social distinction. While that dynamic was es-
sential, it does not fully account for the insistence upon a dysfunctional
practical logic through which individuals found themselves compelled to un-
dermine the very institutions they valued so highly. In order to bring that
logic into clearer focus, I situate Ana’s confession alongside two other
genres through which people performed that experience of complicity.

H Y P E R - C O R R U P T I O N

While confessions such as Ana’s surfaced regularly in my interviews, they were
by no means a common feature of public discourse. Nonetheless, the sense of a
community defined by negativity did emerge regularly in another guise: in
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face-to-face condemnations of the sorts of mundane breaches of etiquette one
routinely suffers in the course of navigating any busy urban landscape.

In post-crisis Buenos Aires, it was exceedingly common for people to
comment on “the lack of norms” when reprimanding one another for failing
to abide by the unwritten rules of thumb that enable everyday social coordina-
tion. This was especially the case between strangers in public places, whether
pedestrians on the sidewalk, motorists on city streets, or audience members in a
movie theater. The repetitive form—the constantly outraged bemoaning of the
loss of proper standards of behavior—made it apparent that the point of these
interactions went far beyond the content of their message. Everyone already
knew that standards had been lost and that society was on the brink of collapse.
Constantly articulating this truth was a way for strangers to instantiate a com-
munity defined by particular standards of ethics and etiquette, precisely by la-
menting their absence.

This was never clearer to me than one afternoon in mid-2003 when I was
waiting in the cashier’s line in my neighborhood’s overcrowded “hypermar-
ket.” It was a Saturday, always a terrible day to go grocery shopping, since it
was the day that families stocked up on supplies for the week and prepared
to host weekend get-togethers for friends and relatives. Interminable, scarcely
moving lines snaked around the store, crisscrossing one another and blocking
aisles. Exasperated mothers admonished their children not to scamper between
the carts. People grumbled to one another about the absurdity of submitting to
the frustrations of line-waiting simply in order, as the woman in front of me in
line put it, “to give our money to a giant company.” Meanwhile, a gaggle of
young men, getting ready to watch the evening’s soccer game, stood proudly
over their carts, chock-full of beer and snack food, preening and rough-
housing. In sum, the atmosphere was equal parts festive and grouchy.

Behind me in line, a young couple in their mid-twenties was debating
whether they should go back and get toilet paper and seltzer water. After a
tense exchange with one another, they agreed that each would go off in
search of one of the two items and that they would meet back at their cart,
which they would leave in the line. Having watched all this out of the corner
of my eye, I turned my attention to other shoppers, peeking into an elderly
lady’s cart and wondering what it meant that she was buying only rice, a
single steak, and a few containers of yoghurt.

Daydreaming about her purchases, I belatedly noticed increasingly curt
voices behind me. I turned around to see that the young woman who had
gone off in search of the toilet paper had now returned, but that another
couple, who looked to be in their forties, had pushed the cart aside and taken
their place in the line. The two women had already passed through any tentative
stage of their negotiation and were clearly incensed with one another. The older
woman declared, in reference to leaving the cart as a placeholder in the line,
“It’s not what’s done!” and “You can’t do that!” The younger woman protested,
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exclaiming that she had only been gone “for a moment” and only “to look for
one little thing.” Their voices got louder and louder. The older woman main-
tained that “it’s about a lack of respect,” and insisted, “There are norms;
there is civilization!” The younger woman, incredulous, shot back, “Where
is there a rule like that? Where does it say that?” The older woman, grasping
for an ultimate grounding for her declaration, stated, “I’m a lawyer. I know.
There are rules. You can’t do that.” The younger woman was not convinced,
and the fight went on. Meanwhile, the younger man had returned with the
seltzer and, having looked on somewhat bewildered for a moment, engaged
the older man in the dispute.

Everyone within earshot was by now watching the argument, and every
once in a while one of the four disputants would appeal to the crowd of en-
tranced onlookers, turning to the audience and asking, “Right?” After a few
minutes, a man in his fifties from a neighboring line took it upon himself to in-
tervene. Taking the side of the older couple, he began screaming at the younger
couple, repeating many of the same phrases: “You can’t do this,” “You have to
respect the rules,” and “That’s the problem with this country, a lack of respect
for norms!” Others discussed the event amongst themselves. Eventually, and
for no clear reason other than perhaps fatigue and embarrassment, the
younger couple retreated and moved to the back of the line, but not without
a fair amount of eye-rolling, muttered insults, and passive-aggressive com-
ments. As the crowd quieted down, people continued to discuss the event
and, from what I could hear, nearly everyone took the side of the victorious,
older couple, declaring that it was indeed a breach of norms to leave your shop-
ping cart to hold a place for you in line and that, as the woman in front of me put
it, “This country will never advance because we refuse to respect decent norms!
We live in a complete corruption.”

Relating this incident to one of my neighbors, whom I ran into on my way
home, she nodded emphatically, agreeing with the last woman’s comment and
adding, for good measure, “I know you are interested in corruption. You can
find corruption everywhere here: if you walk through the streets, if you drive
a car, even in supermarkets! Everyone is seeking to take advantage.” As she
suggested, complaints about people’s conduct in public space—pushing and
shoving their way through crowds, refusing to clean up after their dogs,
cutting others off in traffic—surfaced regularly in conversations and newspaper
editorials. Standing as the mundane evidence of a degenerate nation, such acts
often prompted strangers to collectively shame the wrongdoer.

Take, for example, a similar incident on a bus when an elegant middle-
aged woman pushed an older, somewhat unkempt man in an attempt to get a
seat. The wronged man brought the scandalous action to the attention of every-
one on the bus by shouting at the woman, who responded by shouting about
“chivalry.” Soon the entire bus was loudly reprimanding the woman and
talking to one another, saying things like, “How will we survive in this
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country if we can’t even be on a bus without drama?” or “These things never
used to happen. What has happened to us?”

Not dissimilarly, commercial exchanges were routinely characterized by
what one friend called “the continual war for small change.” A shortage of
coins compelled customers and cashiers to hoard what they could and
engage in elaborate rituals of dissimulation, during which both parties would
pretend only to have large bills. During one such encounter, in which I was
trying to make a purchase with a large bill, the woman behind me in line
turned to me and said loudly, “This shitty country! Together we could force
her [the cashier] to give us change. The Argentine mind is incredible.” The
cashier suddenly found that she could indeed complete the transaction.

In each of these encounters, a decidedly ambivalent relationship emerged
between the shamed wrongdoer and the ad hoc community of shamers. The act
of shaming framed the younger couple in the hypermarket, the woman on the
bus, and the cashier in the store as the willful perpetrators of illegitimate behav-
ior. Yet, at the same time, by moving from a particular incident to an evaluation
of national essences, the shamers implicitly included themselves as objects of
critique and underscored the impossibility of expelling corruption from the
body politic. As with Ana’s confession, this ambivalence inhered within the
performative structure of the encounters, which linked individual behavior to
an implicitly classed and racialized civilizational rubric of “decency,” “chival-
ry,” and “progress.” Unlike the ethnographic confessions I heard, however,
these events mobilized not a mode of distinction predicated on identification
with a “First Worlder,” but instead a mode of publicity predicated on the
shared recognition of illegitimacy. Public condemnations thus operated similar-
ly to Turner’s Ndembu “rituals of affliction.” In Turner’s analysis, the deeply
conflictual Ndembu society emerged as “a transient community of suffering,”
brought into being in punctuated moments of ritual, “each couched in the idiom
of unity through common misfortune” (1957: 289, 301). In post-crisis Buenos
Aires, a differently conflictual society emerged out of these intermittent
shaming rituals, not a community of suffering, but a community of suspicion
united in the understanding that the national predicament demanded general-
ized mistrust. In this way, ad hoc communities of public condemnation instan-
tiated a paradoxical national public, grounded in the recognition of a sustained
process of corruption that had rendered the nation a failed and, indeed, impos-
sible project.

T H E L E F T H A N D O F G O D

The ethnographic confession and the face-to-face condemnation both unfolded
in a register of moral outrage. There were, however, instances in which talk of
corruption elicited humor and even affection. That was the case in late 2005,
when Diego Maradona used his new primetime talk show as a venue to an-
nounce that he had cheated in the World Cup some nineteen years earlier.
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The event he was referring to was well known. It was the 1986 quarter-
finals in Mexico City, and Argentina was playing England. Only four years
prior, the British navy had roundly defeated Argentina in a brief war over
the Islas Malvinas/Falkland Islands. The soccer match was thus widely seen
in Argentina as a chance to defeat an imperialist bully. Fifty-one minutes
into the game, with the score at 0–0, Maradona jumped into the air to intercept
the ball. His head did not quite reach, however, and he used his left fist to pound
the ball into England’s net. The referee failed to see the illegal move and, ignor-
ing the protestations of the English team, allowed the goal to stand, putting Ar-
gentina ahead 1–0. Minutes later, Maradona scored another goal so astounding
that members of the International Soccer Federation later judged it to be “The
Goal of the Century.” He intercepted the ball and dribbled it almost the entire
length of the field in ten seconds, all the while touching it with only his left foot
and eluding the frantic English team with daring footwork and sudden feints.

After the game, reporters flocked to Maradona, seeking a memorable dec-
laration. Maradona complied. In the face of accusations that the first goal was a
“handball,” he defended it, telling the press that he had made it “a little bit with
the head of Maradona and a little bit with the hand of God.” This ambiguous
statement—which at once admitted the truth of the English team’s allegations,
declared the goal the miraculous result of divine intervention, and rendered
Maradona and God equivalent actors—became belovedly famous in Argentina,
where the goal became known as “The Hand of God.”

Over the following years, Maradona’s status in Argentina only grew. His
stunning 1986 World Cup performance grounded his identity as the embodi-
ment of a decidedly non-middle-class vision of the nation: A boy born into a
humble family in a poor suburb of Buenos Aires who went on to achieve great-
ness on the world stage, drawing only on talent, cunning, and a bit of luck (or
Fate, or Divine Providence, as it were) to defeat an imperial power. It became
commonplace to liken him to a particularly virile Jesus, both of them unlikely
heroes, at once fully human and yet fully divine. There even sprang up the lov-
ingly parodic “Church of Maradona,” which aims “to keep alive the passion
and the magic with which our God played soccer” through prayers and
creeds modeled on Catholic liturgy (“Our Diego, who art on Earth, blessed
be thy left hand…”).

It was, therefore, with a great deal of fanfare that in 2005, having lost 120
kilograms, undergone gastric-bypass surgery, and recovered from a debilitating
cocaine addiction, Maradona began his primetime talk-show. For weeks
leading up to the debut, advertisements blanketed the airwaves, retelling the fa-
miliar story of Maradona’s life, from birth (when “a chosen one came to
Earth”), to his first childhood soccer team (for whom he performed feats
“that seemed like miracles”), and culminating with the “Hand of God” goal.
On the premier episode, Maradona sang the popular song, “The Hand of
God,” written several years earlier by Argentine rock star Rodrigo Bueno.
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The lyrics compare Maradona to Jesus, portraying their births as “the wish of
God,” describing how the “immortal” soccer player “sowed joy among the
people” and “watered the land with glory,” and likening Maradona’s cocaine
addiction to Jesus tripping while he carried the cross. In Maradona’s televised
performance, the third-person hagiography became first-person testimonial,
with Maradona celebrating himself as a gift from God, sent to save Argentina
from mediocrity. Gigantic television screens showed highlights from Marado-
na’s career, confetti filled the air, half-naked women danced behind him, and a
studio of cheering fans clapped, danced, and sang along.

It was in this ecstatic context that Maradona declared on the air what ev-
eryone had known all along: “For the first time I’m going to say that I did it
with my hand. […] It’s something that came from deep within me, from
having done it in Fiorito [the town where he grew up]. […] Honestly, I
meant to do it with my hand and I’ve never regretted it. My teammates came
up to hug me, but as if they were thinking, ‘We’re stealing.’ But I told them,
‘He who robs a thief receives a hundred-year pardon.’” Arguing that the goal
constituted legitimate revenge against the English for their “theft” of the
Islas Malvinas/Falkland Islands in the 1982 war, Maradona thus justified his
action while simultaneously framing cheating and trickery as practices rooted
within himself as the product of a rough-and-tumble locale.

The next day, Buenos Aires was alive with talk of Maradona’s unrepentant
revelation. In conversations with friends, people remarked to me, usually reg-
istering some wry alloy of amusement, pride, and mild embarrassment, that the
confession stood as further evidence that Argentines were “a nation of corrupt
thieves.” Some acquaintances exclaimed that “corruption can never be justified
because [it is] a cancer.” Most, however, told me laughingly that “our corrup-
tion comes out of our creole cunning,” and that, in Maradona’s case, “it was a
justified corruption,” retribution for British imperialist crimes. The discussion
proceeded as if Maradona’s spectacularized revelation was novel. In fact,
however, he had revealed this secret some five years earlier, in his best-selling
autobiography, I Am Diego, where he stated, “Now I can tell what I couldn’t
back then, about the moment known as ‘The Hand of God’ [.…] What hand
of God? It was the hand of Diego! And it was like stealing the English
team’s wallet” (2000: 32).

Everyone I spoke to asserted that they had always known that The Hand of
God was a handball. Why, then, did this doubly redundant confession precip-
itate such frenetic commentary? A thirty-year-old doorman told me, “This is
why we love Maradona. We love the beauty of the deceit. We love Maradona
because he is us. We are him. The confession is just one more level of deceit.”
According to the owner of my local laundromat, “Maradona’s confession gave
us the opportunity to talk about something we all know, but which we don’t
always want to say—the profound corruption of this nation, something we’re
both proud of and ashamed of.” A young banker told me, “We love to have
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an opportunity to talk about our flaws. But also about the history that denied us
a just position in the world. Maradona brings all that together, and allows us to
have hope for a just position, a glorious position.” Or, as a middle-aged clean-
ing woman put it, “Maradona permits us to argue that our corruption is a divine
corruption, even though we know that’s not the case. With him, we pretend our
corruption is that of a god, although it’s really that of a pathetic nation.”

I take these reflections to be apt. Maradona’s staged revelation allowed
people an opportunity to discuss issues of corruption and lawlessness.
However, what was essential was the tone of these conversations, a tone
made possible because Maradona’s “corruption of the game” was understand-
able as both justified (given Argentina’s history with Great Britain) and suc-
cessful (given that Maradona helped propel the Argentine team to victory in
the World Cup). His “theft” stood as a clear-sighted act of daring that
“watered the land with glory” and recapitulated an often-asserted Argentine ex-
ceptionalism. As a young architect remarked, people enjoyed the revelation
“because he is an Argentine god. Because we are that way: an audacious but
hard-working nation, deceitful but sincere.”

Thus, Maradona’s televised revelation offered a rare moment when the na-
tional stereotype of deceitful cunning could be celebrated rather than lamented,
an uncommon instance of carnivalesque reversal that actually served “the
nation.” In no small part that reversal was possible because he had always,
quite skillfully, instantiated a decidedly non-middle-class, autochthonous sub-
version of the “civilizational norms” and “middle-class values”with which Ana
and the lawyer in the hypermarket identified so intimately. With Maradona, it
was as if corruption were a form of what Bataille called the “left hand sacred,”
in which a doubled transgression (Maradona’s theft from the thieving Brits) did
not return the world to the status quo ante, but unleashed a potentially glorious
but supremely risky form of social energy, capable of unraveling but also ele-
vating the bonds of national belonging into a transcendent realm of autonomous
sovereignty (Bataille 1991). If, after the crisis, acts of egoistic instrumentalism
routinely required harsh and universal condemnation, Maradona offered an ex-
ceptional experience, in which charming, felicitous, and spectacular forms of
corruption could redound upon and be celebrated by the nation as a whole as
—in the words of Geschiere describing witchcraft in post-colonial Cameroon
—“not just something evil … [but also] thrill, excitement, and the possibility
of access to unknown power” (1997: 1).

T H E H I S T O RY A ND H I S T O R I C I T Y O F C O R R U P T I O N

Moving across the above three events, each achieved a more expansive, open-
ended public and a progressively fuller, more successful attempt to rid partic-
ipants of the moral taint of corruption. We see evidence of that progression in
the range of discursive registers and affective tones associated with each event.
(We move from Ana’s mournful, self-revelatory fatalism to the frisson of
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scandalized denunciation in the hypermarket, and finally to the wry ecstasy au-
thorized by Maradona’s tricks.) In related fashion, the classed and raced dy-
namics of the events shift (from Ana’s disdain for the uncomprehending
poor to Maradona’s self-stylization as an emblem of autochthony). The move-
ment across that trajectory of genres—from ethnographic confession to
face-to-face condemnation, and culminating in televised spectacle—was not
chronological in nature, but interactional. Throughout the period at issue in
this essay (2003–2007), events such as the hypermarket dispute occurred reg-
ularly and I received countless ethnographic confessions; meanwhile, opportu-
nities for celebration such as the one Maradona afforded were decidedly scarce.
Moreover, even Maradona’s divine capacity to “water the land with glory” did
not neutralize the radical negativity of corruption. In fact, the joyful embrace of
Maradona’s supposed corruption was not opposed to, but of a piece with the
routine insistence that corruption had triumphed definitively over virtue.

Fully accounting for the emergence of this understanding of corruption
lies beyond the scope of this essay (see Muir n.d.). That said, its material
scaffolding lay in a two-decade-long process that dramatically transformed
the nation’s political and economic institutions and produced an astoundingly
low economic growth rate of .02 percent and a decline in real salaries of
roughly 25 percent (Llach 2004). Those two decades began with the transition
from military rule (1976–1983) to democracy. The military regime had
legitimated its claim to powers and its so-called “Dirty War” (a campaign of
clandestine state terror) as necessary to protect the nation from communists
and allied threats to “Christian civilization” (see Feitlowitz 1998). It pursued
a deregulatory trade policy and oversaw intensified economic woes, including
a dramatically increased foreign debt and currency devaluation, but it did not
definitively lose its claim to legitimacy until the war over the Islas Malvinas/
Falkland Islands (the event that became the backdrop to Maradona’s World
Cup performance). At that moment, democracy as such came to seem the
antidote to the military’s many failures. Public debate would allow the will
of the people to emerge, journalism and political parties would ensure an
open, competitive field for that debate, and voting would hold officials account-
able to the general will. These institutions were charged, then, with ensuring the
equation of democracy and social welfare. In the words of Raúl Alfonsín, the
first president of the new democracy, “With democracy, we eat, we educate,
we cure” (quoted in Palermo 2012: 133).

However, the equation of democracy and social welfare proved difficult to
realize, and Alfonsín’s presidency (1983–1989) was hobbled by economic dif-
ficulties, including a plummeting GDP, a crippling foreign debt, and hyperin-
flation rates that reached 20,000 percent. In the face of a series of rebellions
by disgruntled sectors of the military and then a wave of supermarket lootings,
Alfonsín passed the presidential baton to President-Elect Menem (1989–1999)
some five months early. Menem granted immunity to military officials in

148 S A R A H M U I R

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596


exchange for their accepting civilian authority and launched a project of struc-
tural reforms; the measures were necessary, he insisted, in order to save the
nation from civil war and economic destitution. Over the next several years
those reforms produced economic gains for a few privileged social sectors.
They also resulted in the disinvestment of previously robust organs of social
welfare such as schools and hospitals, the disappearance of massive numbers
of jobs in state companies and bureaucracies as well as small private businesses,
and a dramatic rise in socioeconomic inequality (Svampa 2005). Political
parties responded to and accelerated that process by shifting from corporatist
to clientelist modes of organization, thereby marginalizing already weakened
unions and other corporate actors and empowering individual political oper-
atives with heightened discretionary capacities to distribute state resources
(Levitsky 2005; O’Donnell 1992).

If the popular lesson drawn from Alfonsín’s presidency was that formal
democracy alone was insufficient, for many it was the menemato (Menem’s
presidency) that clarified the reason for that insufficiency: corruption. Corrup-
tion scandals surrounding Menem’s reforms began appearing in the press as
soon as 1990. By 1994, the opposition’s (eventually failed) presidential cam-
paign was prioritizing “moral authority beyond all reproach” and “eliminating
corruption at its roots” (FREPASO 1994: 12). In the second half of the decade,
scandals appeared with dramatic frequency, and by 1998 Clarín (the largest cir-
culating newspaper) was publishing an average of three articles every day about
corruption, in seemingly every governmental apparatus. However, the notion of
total corruption only truly coalesced with the 2001–2002 crisis, when it became
commonsensical not only to talk about particular corruption scandals, but about
corruption in general as “the principal force eroding […] the normative order”
(Sautu 2004: 27).

Coursing through post-crisis Buenos Aires were attempts to develop a
self-reflexive understanding of this recent history. Because of their historical
role in the consolidation of the Argentine middle class, public schools were
the paradigmatic site of those attempts, both symbolically and materially.
Whereas previous generations had sent their children to public schools
reputed to rival their European counterparts, over the 1980s and 1990s
people with means increasingly sent their children to private schools. The
most frequently cited reason for that shift was “lack of investment.” As the
number of children in private schools increased, so too did those schools’ gov-
ernment subsidies, and funding for public schools fell further. A newly decen-
tralized regime of accountability, aimed at improving the quality of the schools,
created an array of novel encounters between bureaucrats and businessmen,
and the system leached money through the new extralegal points of contact.
These problems further incentivized parents to seek out private alternatives,
even at the height of an economic recession that made those alternatives less
affordable (Minujín and Anguita 2004). Thus, middle-class families were
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both participants in and victims of a self-reinforcing process of disinvestment
that progressively eroded an institution that had been crucial to the formation
of the middle class. By the time of my fieldwork, people could capture this
dynamic in the idiom of corruption. As one mother of young children put it,
“If we all sent our kids to the public schools, they would improve. But you
can’t because they are abandoned—by the politicians who steal their funds
and by the middle class, [for] we have to be selfish and educate our own chil-
dren however we can. That’s what corruption is and that’s what will end this
middle class, this country.”

As this example shows, many in the middle class marked their moment in
time as the culmination of a long process through which the pursuit of individ-
ual advantage had undermined the fields of practice that enable such pursuits.
From this perspective, the cannibalistic logic of corruption meant that particular
practices (e.g., educating one’s children) did not merely fail to fulfill their pu-
tative ends (e.g., a cultivated mind, a respectable job, an informed national cit-
izenry), but had actually undermined those goals by weakening the institutions
(e.g., the public schools) that were their condition of possibility. In other words,
corruption named a historically situated experience of radical negativity, one
that played out as a felt complicity with the destruction of the very social insti-
tutions upon which one most depended.

Invoking this institutional history and its attendant sentimental education,
post-crisis condemnations of corruption drew upon but inverted the promises of
the 1980s transition to democracy and the 1990s turn toward structural adjust-
ment. Despite the differences between these two turns, both had promised to
ensure social well-being through the transparent institutional mediation of indi-
vidual demands, whether political or economic. In 2001–2002, however, these
institutions were paralyzed. Coinciding with Néstor Kirchner’s presidency, the
period I am discussing (2003–2007) was characterized by political stability and
economic growth as well as the widespread sense that the crisis had ended the
“liberal and neoliberal economics that began [with the military coup] in March
1976” (Llach 2004: 148). Even so, many people were quick to warn me, as did
an unemployed bus driver, that nothing had changed except “we have perhaps
finally woken up to our own nature, to our inability to progress, to our place in
the world.”

The category of corruption thus drew upon but differed in kind from its
precedents in a long discursive history inaugurated by Sarmiento’s 1845
Facundo or, Civilization and Barbarism, which defined Argentina as riven
by those two warring principles—the first associated with Europe, liberalism,
urbanity, and prosperity and the second with autochthony, authoritarianism, ru-
rality, and destitution (2003 [1845]). In many other Latin American contexts,
racialized and classed anxieties about national character and civilizational pro-
gress generated ideologies of mestizaje. In Argentina, though, sustained gov-
ernmental policies aimed at “whitening” the population and “invisibilizing”
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the indigenous rendered mestizaje nearly inconceivable (Gordillo 2003;
Ramella 2004). Instead, there emerged an ideology of irreconcilable dichoto-
mies, which people have reanimated time and again in order to diagnose
alleged national dysfunctions.9

The outlines of this discursive history are clearly visible in the category of
corruption I have been describing. Yet participants in the above events were de-
scribing something else—an Argentina in which that historical conflict was all
but over, in which corruption had exhausted any conceivable opposition. As
such, the category of corruption may have provided a potent idiom for the cri-
tique of neoliberalism, but it simultaneously mobilized racialized and classed
conceptions of national progress in the service of a stance of historical
exhaustion.

That stance partook, most immediately, of an often explicitly voiced
impulse to come to terms with the recent past. It also posited the crisis as the
definitive end of a frustrated project of national progress. A vast literature
attests that, throughout the twentieth century, the teleological orientation of
that project laminated civilizational, racial, and class imaginaries onto one
another, allowing the middle class to become a privileged national subject,
identified with normative ideals of whiteness and modernity (Adamovsky
2009; Garguin 2009; Visacovsky 2009). The diagnosis of total corruption de-
clared that project defunct, the victim of an essential and ineradicable national
trait: a duplicitous and self-serving cunning that had slowly but unavoidably
eroded social life, leaving behind a barbaric hyper-individualism from which
no collective future could be projected. For some, this unenviable predicament
could be traced to the presence of non-European (or even non-northern Euro-
pean) elements within the body politic. For others, it could be summed up in the
idea of “savage capitalism,” and its etiology lay in the injustices implicit in the
narrative of progress to which I have just gestured. In the broadest of strokes,
these two positions characterized “conservative” and “progressive” positions
within the post-crisis middle class. Undergirding that opposition, however,
was the shared supposition that the nation had from the beginning carried
with it the seeds of its undoing.

H I S T O R I C A L E X H AU S T I O N

When he assumed the Presidency in 1989 amidst a hyperinflationary recession,
Carlos Menem proclaimed that Argentina’s future depended on a linked strat-
egy of radical structural reforms and austerity measures: “major surgery
without anaesthesia” on the body politic and “carnal relations” with the
United States, meaning acquiescence to its every policy demand (Di Tella
quoted in Munck 2001: 73). Some fifteen years later, after years of exile in

9 On the legacy of the Sarmiento schema in Argentina, see Sorensen 1996.
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Chile, house arrest in Argentina, and the threat of trial for corruption, he re-
turned triumphantly to Buenos Aires to be sworn in as a senator and thereby
(temporarily) immunized against criminal prosecution. Upon hearing
Menem’s name, then President Néstor Kirchner reached behind himself and,
raising his eyebrows, touched the wood of the Senate dais. That evening, as
the nightly news recounted Menem’s swearing in, millions of Argentines mim-
icked their President in a more vulgar fashion: With their right hands, men
touched their left testicles and women their left breasts. Infuriated by
Menem’s notoriously corrupt administration and convinced that it caused the
2002 crisis, they touched wood, testicles, and breasts in an effort—at once
sincere and farcical—to save themselves from further devastation at his hands.

Meant to ward off “bad luck” or “the evil eye,” the symbolism of these
touches was hardly subtle. As people variously explained it to me, wood is
“strong,” “pure,” and “reliable.” In a related sense, testicles and breasts are
“the essential thing that defines a sex,” and the locus of “virility or femininity.”
Touching these objects whenever someone uttered Menem’s name thus
“protect[ed] against bad luck” by mobilizing some of this reliable, essential,
and pure power at a “threatening moment.” In the case of testicles and
breasts, the touch also served to shield these potent but “delicate” body-parts.
The gestures thus pointed up a negative relationship between corruption and
socio-sexual reproduction and put forth an embodied argument about the false-
hood of Menem’s early promises: Instead of generating a stable and prosperous
nation, his carnal relations had made the national body politic complicit in its
own evisceration.

From Ana’s confession to the hypermarket condemnation, from Marado-
na’s revelation to Menem’s uncanny return, these events all exhibit an uneasy
tension. In recognizing the erosion of social norms, people performed those
very norms, effecting a paradoxical but analytically legible, if popularly
denied, mode of sociability. And yet that tidy dialectic of social (re)production
does not capture the entirety of these engagements, for it dismisses without in-
terrogating the lived experience of irrecuperable loss, both the particular, ma-
terial losses as well as the loss of the nation as a middle-class project (with
the racial and civilizational imaginaries that entailed).

In order to bring into view both dimensions of these events, this essay has
traced the contours of a historico-moral sensibility, an understanding of corrup-
tion—akin to witchcraft—as an unavoidable logic that had inhered within but
progressively undermined the framework of sociality. The logic of radical neg-
ativity is by no means ineffable, asocial, or beyond analysis; it is not simply
“excess.” However, it does require theorizing the possibility of self-destructive
social processes. In other words, it requires identifying fields (e.g., education)
in which people find themselves compelled to dismantle their own conditions
of possibility. Further, it requires attending to the extraordinarily wide variety
of forms that experience can take.
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For students of contemporary Argentina, this approach can offer insight
into the continuities and discontinuities between the immediate post-crisis
period and the years thereafter. During the 2003–2007 period at issue in this
essay, the 2001–2002 crisis served as a collective touchstone, allowing a
broad swath of society to establish a consensus that the menemato’s neoliberal
reforms were the epitome of corruption. That consensus, in the context of a sub-
stantive economic recovery, gave Néstor Kirchner’s administration a fair
degree of latitude to enact new social welfare programs and economic policies,
new political alliances and modes of social mobilization. By contrast, the
period immediately following (2008–present) has been characterized by dra-
matic political polarization and the consolidation of an oppositional bloc (fre-
quently figuring itself as “the middle class”) that has resisted the agenda of
Néstor Kirchner’s wife and successor, Cristina Fernández de Kirchner. Ana-
lysts have tended to explain the rapid polarization of public culture by pointing
to some combination of increasing temporal distance from the shared experi-
ence of 2001–2002 crisis, less favorable global economic conditions, and the
more heterodox and populist policies of Cristina Kirchner’s administration.
However, that polarization had been developing all along, and given the
status of corruption as a folk concept in post-crisis Buenos Aires, it is hardly
surprising. A sense of banal illegitimacy, couched in the language of corrup-
tion, made it difficult for many in the middle class to envision not merely
how, but whether a legitimate national project was possible.

More saliently for most readers, this approach also opens up possibilities
for comparative analyses of corruption that necessitate neither defining the
concept nor adopting it as an analytic. By focusing instead on the pragmatics
of corruption as an evaluative category that orients practices and their critique,
a host of questions appear in a different light. For example, we need not deter-
mine whether the menemato was in fact more corrupt than the dictatorship (a
topic of some debate in post-crisis Argentina), and can instead inquire into
the processes that produced a historical stance that cast the national experience
as one of intensifying self-destruction and irreversible corruption. Looking
further afield, we need not ask whether, for example, “the criminalization of
the state” in Africa has effected a “definite rupture” with modes of governance
characterized by mere corruption (Bayart 1999: 25), and can instead ask how
specific configurations of sovereign debt and structural reform produce differ-
ent experiences of social loss and different evaluations of political (il)legitimacy.
Pursuing these questions, we can inquire why witchcraft and corruption
commingle so freely, with corrupt actors frequently “depicted almost like
modern witches, with their fraud and rapacious looting serving purely
selfish purposes” (Smith 2008: 163; see Apter 1999; Blunt 2004). In this
sense, corruption can serve, like witchcraft, as a privileged site for the com-
parative analysis of struggles over the grounds of legitimate modes of accu-
mulation and authority.
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I have explored here one such struggle, characterized by a particular
historico-moral sensibility that brought together, in an unstable amalgam, intu-
itions of complicity and feelings of victimhood, criticisms of inequality and ra-
cialized distaste for the poor, not to mention a full-throated repudiation of
neoliberalism and a fatalistic rejection of political-economic alternatives. In
holding those divergent intuitions together, the category of corruption
allowed members of the Buenos Aires middle class to articulate themselves
as the iconic instantiations of a social world that had exhausted its history.
Of course, the post-crisis period was full of what one might understand,
from any number of perspectives, as “history.” But the widespread insistence
to the contrary betrayed a profound suspicion about their possibilities. It is pre-
cisely by attending to the minutiae of that suspicion that we can bring into view
both what was at stake in the events of 2001–2002 and how those events
became emplotted in a narrative of “crisis” as the apotheosis of corruption.

In the words of Pocock, who reads a remarkably similar narrative of cor-
ruption in Machiavelli’s Discourses, “virtue itself … becomes cannibal—
Shakespeare’s ‘universal wolf’ that ‘last eats up itself’” (1975: 204).

R E F E R E N C E S

Adamovsky, Ezequiel. 2009.Historia de la Clase Media Argentina: Apogeo y Decaden-
cia de una Ilusión. Buenos Aires: Planeta.

Ansell, Aaron. 2014. Zero Hunger: Political Culture and Antipoverty Policy in North-
east Brazil. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Apter, Andrew. 1999. IBB=419: Nigerian Democracy and the Politics of Illusion. In
Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, eds., Civil Society and the Political Imagina-
tion in Africa: Critical Perspectives. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 267–308.

Astarita, Martín. 2014. Los Usos Políticos de la Corrupción en la Argentina en los Años
Noventa: Una Perspectiva Histórica. Revista Estado y Políticas 3: 171–90.

Austen, Ralph. 1993. The Moral Economy of Witchcraft: An Essay in Comparative
History. In Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, eds., Modernity and Its Malcon-
tents: Ritual and Power in Postcolonial Africa. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 89–110.

Auyero, Javier. 1999. “From the Client’s Point of View”: How Poor People Perceive and
Evaluate Political Clientelism. Theory and Society 28, 2: 297–334.

Bähre, Erik. 2005. How to Ignore Corruption: Reporting on the Shortcomings of Devel-
opment in South Africa. Current Anthropology 46, 1: 107–13.

Barrera, Leticia. 2013. Performing the Court: Public Hearings and the Politics of Judicial
Transparency in Argentina. PoLAR 26, 2: 326–40.

Bataille, Georges. 1991. The Accursed Share, Volume III: Sovereignty. Robert Hurley,
trans. New York: Zone Books.

Bauman, Richard. 1986. Story, Performance, and Event: Contextual Studies of Oral
Narrative. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Bayart, Jean-Francois, et al. 1999. The Criminalization of the State in Africa. Stephen
Ellis, trans. Bloomington: International African Institute.

Behringer, Wolfgang. 2004. Witches and Witch-Hunts: A Global History. New York:
Polity Press.

154 S A R A H M U I R

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596


Blunt, Robert. 2004. “Satan Is an Imitator”: Kenya’s Recent Cosmology of Corruption.
In Brad Weiss, ed., Producing African Futures: Ritual and Reproduction in a Neolib-
eral Age. Boston: Brill, 294–328.

Bratsis, Peter. 2003. The Construction of Corruption, or Rules of Separation and Illu-
sions of Purity in Bourgeois Societies. Social Text 77: 9–34.

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. 2000. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Histor-
ical Difference. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Chatterjee, Partha. 2004. Politics of the Governed: Reflections on Popular Politics in
Most of the World. New York: Columbia University Press.

Comaroff, Jean and John L. Comaroff. 2006. Law and Disorder in the Postcolony.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Corbin, John. 2004. Interés, Morality, and Legality in Southern Spain. In Italo Pardo,
ed., Between Morality and the Law: Corruption, Anthropology, and Comparative
Society. Burlington: Ashgate, 19–32.

Corradi, Juan. 1985. The Fitful Republic: Economy, Society, and Politics in Argentina.
Boulder: Westview Press.

Corrigan, Philip and Derek Sayer. 1985. The Great Arch: State Formation as Cultural
Revolution. New York: Blackwell.

Eigen, Peter. 2004. Las Redes de la Corrupción: La Sociedad Civil Contra los Abusos
del Poder. Barcelona: Del Bronce.

Eisenstadt, S. N. and L. Roniger. 1984. Patrons, Clients, and Friends: Interpersonal Re-
lations and the Structure of Trust in Society. Winston-Salem: Wake Forest University
Press.

Elyachar, Julia. 2005. Comments on “How to Ignore Corruption” by Erik Bähre.
Current Anthropology 46, 1: 107–20.

Evans-Pritchard, E. E. 1937. Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the Azande.
Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Feitlowitz, Marguerite. 1998. A Lexicon of Terror: Argentina and the Legacies of
Torture. New York: Oxford.

Ferme, Marianne. 1999. Staging Politisi: The Dialogics of Publicity and Secrecy in
Sierra Leone. In Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, eds., Civil Society and the Po-
litical Imagination in Africa: Critical Perspectives. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 160–91.

FREPASO. 1994. Campaign publicity. Clarín, 18 May: 12.
Gal, Susan and Judith Irvine. 2000. Language Ideology and Linguistic
Differentiation. In Paul V. Kroskrity, ed., Regimes of Language. New York: SAR
Press, 35–84.

Gandsman, Ari. 2009. “A Prick of a Needle Can Do No Harm”: Compulsory Extraction
of Blood in the Search for the Children of Argentina’s Disappeared. Journal of Latin
American and Caribbean Anthropology 14, 1: 162–84.

Garguin, Enrique. 2009. “Los Argentinos Descendemos de los Barcos”: Articulación
Racial de la Identidad de Clase Media en Argentina (1920–1960). In Sergio Visacov-
sky and Enrique Garguin, eds., Moralidades, Economías e Identidades de Clase
Media: Estudios Históricos y Etnográficos. Buenos Aires: Editorial Antropofagia,
61–94.

Geschiere, Peter. 1997. The Modernity of Witchcraft. Charlottesville: University of Vir-
ginia Press.

Geschiere, Peter. 2013.Witchcraft, Intimacy, and Trust. Chicago: Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Gledhill, John. 2003. Introduction: Old Economy, New Economy; Old Corruption, New
Corruption. Social Analysis 47, 3: 130–35.

O N H I S T O R I C A L E X H A U S T I O N 155

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596


Gordillo, Gastón. 2003. Indigenous Struggles and Contested Identities in Argentina.
Journal of Latin American Anthropology 8, 3: 4–30.

Granovetter, Mark. 2007. The Social Construction of Corruption. In Richard Swedberg,
ed., On Capitalism. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 152–72.

Grimson, Alejandro. 2004. La Cultura en las Crisis Latinoamericanas. Buenos Aires:
CLACSO.

Guano, Emanuela. 2004. The Denial of Citizenship: “Barbaric” Buenos Aires and the
Middle-Class Imaginary. City and Society 16, 1: 69–97.

Gupta, Akhil. 1995. Blurred Boundaries: The Discourse of Corruption, the Culture of
Politics, and the State. American Ethnologist 22, 2: 375–402.

Gupta, Akhil. 2014. Red Tape: Bureaucracy, Structural Violence, and Poverty in India.
Durham: Duke University Press.

Hasty, Jennifer. 2005. The Pleasures of Corruption: Desire and Discipline in Ghanaian
Political Culture. Cultural Anthropology 20, 2: 271–301.

Hetherington, Kregg. 2011. Guerrilla Auditors: The Politics of Transparency in Neolib-
eral Paraguay. Durham: Duke University Press.

Hill, Jane. 1995. The Voices of Don Gabriel: Responsibility and Self in a Modern Mex-
icano Narrative. In Denis Tedlock and Bruce Mannheim, eds., The Dialogic Emer-
gence of Culture. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 97–147.

Humphrey, Caroline. 2001. Rethinking Bribery in Contemporary Russia. In Alena Lede-
neva, ed., Bribery and Blat in Russia: Negotiating Reciprocity from the Middle Ages
to the 1990s. New York: Palgrave, 216–41.

Hutton, Ronald. 2004. Anthropological and Historical Approaches to Witchcraft: Poten-
tial for New Collaboration? Historical Journal 47, 2: 413–34.

Jackson, Jennifer. 2009. To Tell It Directly or Not: Coding Transparency and Corruption
in Malagasy Political Oratory. Language in Society 38: 47–69.

Kessler, Gabriel and Alberto Minujín. 1995. La Nueva Pobreza en la Argentina. Buenos
Aires: Planeta.

Lazar, Sian. 2005. Citizens Despite the State: Everyday Corruption and Local Politics in
El Alto, Bolivia. In Dieter Haller and Cris Shore, eds., Corruption: Anthropological
Perspectives. London: Pluto Press, 212–28.

Levack, Brian. 1987. The Witch-Hunt in Early Modern Europe. New York: Routledge.
Lévi-Strauss, Claude. 1963. The Sorcerer and His Magic. In Structural Anthropology.
Claire Jacobson, trans. New York: Basic Books, 167–85.

Levitsky, Steven. 2005. The Politics of Institutional Weakness. University Park: Penn-
sylvania State University Press.

Llach, Lucas. 2004. ¿Dos Décadas Perdidas? Desafíos, Respuestas y Resultados de la
Política Económica de la Democracia. In Marcos Novaro and Vicente Palermo,
eds., La Historia Reciente: Argentina en Democracia. Buenos Aires: Edhasa, 133–54.

Lomnitz, Claudio. 1995. Ritual, Rumor, and Corruption in the Constitution of Polity in
Modern Mexico. Journal of Latin American Anthropology 1, 1: 20–47.

Maradona, Diego. 2000. Yo Soy el Diego. Buenos Aires: Planeta.
Mazzarella, William. 2006. Internet X-Ray: E-Governance, Transparency, and the Pol-
itics of Immediation in India. Public Culture 18, 3: 473–505.

Mbembe, Achille. 2001. On the Postcolony. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Milanesio, Natalia. 2010. Peronists and Cabecitas: Stereotypes and Anxieties at the Peak
of Social Change. In Matthew Karush and Oscar Charmosa, eds., The New Cultural
History of Peronism. Durham: Duke University Press, 53–84.

Minujín, Alberto and Eduardo Anguita. 2004. La Clase Media: Seducida y Abando-
nada. Buenos Aires: Edhasa.

156 S A R A H M U I R

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596


Morris, Rosalind. 2004. Intimacy and Corruption in Thailand’s Age of Transparency. In
Andrew Shryock, ed.,Off Stage, On Display: Intimacy and Ethnography in the Age of
Public Culture. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 225–43.

Muir, Sarah. 2015. The Currency of Failure: Money and Middle-Class Suspicion in
Post-Crisis Buenos Aires. Cultural Anthropology 30, 2: 310–35.

Muir, Sarah. n.d. “Argentine Afterword: Class, Critique, and the Experience of Routin-
ized” Crisis. MSS.

Munck, Ronaldo. 2001. Argentina, or the Political Economy of Collapse. International
Journal of Political Economy 31, 3: 67–88.

Munn, Nancy. 1992. The Fame of Gawa: A Symbolic Study of Value Transformation in a
Massim (Papua New Guinea) Society. Durham: Duke University Press.

O’Donnell, Guillermo. 1992. Delegative Democracy? Notre Dame: Kellogg Institute.
O’Donnell, Guillermo. 2007. Dissonances: Democratic Critiques of Democracy. Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press.

Osburg, John. 2013. Anxious Wealth: Money and Morality among China’s New Rich.
Palo Alto: Stanford University Press.

Palermo, Vicente. 2012. Entre la Memoria y el Olvido: Represión, Guerra y Democracia
en la Argentina. Journal of Iberian and Latin American Research 10, 2: 131–48.

Piot, Carles. 2010. Nostalgia for the Future: West Africa after the Cold War. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Pocock, J.G.A. 1975. The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the
Atlantic Republican Tradition. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Ramella, Susana. 2004. Una Argentina Racista: Historia de las Ideas Acerca de su
Pueblo y su Población (1930–1950). Cuyo: UNCuyo.

Robischeaux, Thomas. 2009. The Last Witch of Langenburg: Murder in a German
Village. New York: Norton.

Roitman, Janet. 2004. Fiscal Disobedience: An Anthropology of Economic Regulation
in Central Africa. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Sanders, Todd. 2003. Invisible Hands and Visible Goods: Revealed and Concealed
Economies in Millennial Tanzania. In Todd Sanders and Harry West, eds., Transpar-
ency and Conspiracy: Ethnographies of Suspicion in the New World Order. Durham:
Duke University Press, 148–74.

de Sardan, J. P. Olivier. 1999. A Moral Economy of Corruption in Africa? Journal of
Modern African Studies 37, 1: 25–52.

Sarmiento, Domingo. 2003 [1845]. Facundo: Civilization and Barbarism. Kathleen
Ross, trans. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Sautu, Ruth. 2004. Catálogo de Prácticas Corruptas: Corrupción, Confianza y Demo-
cracia. Buenos Aires: Lumiere.

Scarre, Geoffrey and John Callow. 2001. Witchcraft and Magic in Sixteenth- and
Seventeenth-Century Europe. New York: Palgrave.

Schneider, Jane C. and Peter T. Schneider. 2003. Reversible Destiny: Mafia, Antimafia,
and the Struggle for Palermo. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Shore, Cris. 2005. Culture and Corruption in the EU: Reflections on Fraud, Nepotism,
and Cronyism in the European Commission. In Dieter Haller and Cris Shore, eds.,
Corruption: Anthropological Perspectives. London: Pluto Press, 131–55.

Siegel, James. 2006. Naming the Witch. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
Simonetti, José M. 2002. El Fin de la Inocencia: Ensayos sobre la Corrupción y la Ile-
galidad del Poder. Quilmes: Universidad Nacional de Quilmes.

Smart, Alan. 1993. Gifts, Bribes, and Guanxi: A Reconsideration of Bourdieu’s Social
Capital. Cultural Anthropology 8, 3: 388–408.

O N H I S T O R I C A L E X H A U S T I O N 157

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417515000596


Smith, Daniel Jordan. 2008. A Culture of Corruption: Everyday Deception and Popular
Discontent in Nigeria. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Sorensen, Diana. 1996. Facundo and the Construction of Argentine Culture. Austin:
University of Texas Press.

Svampa, Maristella. 2005. La Sociedad Excluyente: La Argentina Bajo el Signo del Neo-
liberalismo. Buenos Aires: Taurus.

Taussig, Michael. 1999. Defacement: Public Secrecy and the Labor of the Negative.
Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Trevor-Roper, Hugh. 1969. The European Witch-Craze of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth
Centuries. New York: Penguin.

Turner, Victor. 1957. Schism and Continuity in an African Society: A Study of Ndembu
Village Life. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Urban, Greg. 1987. The “I” of Discourse. Working Papers and Proceedings of the
Center for Psychosocial Studies, no. 10. Chicago.

Visacovsky, Sergio. 2009. Imágenes de la “Clase Media” en la Prensa Escrita Argentina
Durante la Llamada “Crisis del 2001–2002.” In Sergio Visacovsky and Enrique
Garguin, eds.,Moralidades, Economías e Identidades de Clase Media: Estudios His-
tóricos y Etnográficos. Buenos Aires: Editorial Antropofagia, 247–78.

Warner, Michael. 2005. Publics and Counter-Publics. New York: Zone.
West, Harry. 2005. Kupilikula: Governance and the Invisible Realm in Mozambique.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Wilson, Monica. 1951. Witch Beliefs and Social Structure. American Journal of Sociol-
ogy 56, 4: 307–13.

Abstract: This essay examines the experience of corruption as an unavoidable
and self-destructive dynamic of everyday life in post-crisis Argentina. Embedded
in both everyday practices and popular evaluations of those practices, corruption
in this context of neoliberal crisis operated as a folk category of socio-moral cri-
tique much like witchcraft does in some other settings, for it named a cannibalistic
logic that imperiled the very framework of sociality. In order to grasp the reflex-
ive pragmatics of this category, the essay attends first to the conceptual, then to
the ethnographic, and finally to the historical dimensions of its practical life.
Moving across these three dimensions, it argues that corruption indexed a very
particular moral sensibility, marked by the sense of exhausted historical possibil-
ities and inevitable national crisis.
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