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The Oracle in the City

BEL IEFS, PR ACTICES, AND SYMBOLIC GEOGR APHIES

Rossana ReguilloA migratory or metaphorical city is thus insinuated into the living text of 
the planned and legible city.
—Michel de Certeau

Today, the category of the other has become confused.
—Marc Augé

Along with the process of cultural globalization, there have emerged vari-
ous tribalisms, through which many social actors are rediscovering their 
sense of life and activating mechanisms of identity and memory. At the 
moment when the idea of the national is diminishing because of the new 
political and economic order of the free market, violent manifestations of 
racism have increased, and so has the defense of the “proper.” Advances in 
technology are making unsuspected things possible: time and space—long 
thought to be irreducible—are bending to human understanding through 
virtual universes. A world in which there is already secular competence in 
defi ning the social meanings of life is seeing offers of salvation, healing, 
and happiness arising from all sides. Old and new magico-religious prac-
tices are setting themselves in opposition to Western rationalism, presently 
in crisis. Today, at the end of the millennium, belief is being established as 
something more than a crutch to help people bear uncertainty.

The necessary discussion of the aspects, beyond the economic, that 
are rapidly reconfi guring societies in a globalized and fragmented world 
demands an analysis that does not rely on apocalyptic images or succumb 
to domesticating promises of development at the cost of social bonds. This 
analysis must be situated around the subjectivity of social actors, since, 
as Anthony Giddens has pointed out, “in forging their own identities, 
without regard to the local character of specifi c circumstances, individuals 
intervene in social forces, whose consequences and implications take on a 
universal character as individuals directly infl uence them.”1
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The (New) Management of Belief

Recent changes in the world are reformulating the relationship between 
the local and the global. Processes of interconnection are accelerating; 
the speed and ubiquity of information are linked to the paradoxical and 
(worrisome) resurgence of certain fundamentalisms; there is an increase 
in intolerance and blind violence in the cities of the Americas. All these 
shifts demand to be considered by asking what has happened to fear and 
hope as mechanisms of social control.

We live in a context of change and risk, in a space of continuous infor-
mational fl ows. But the characteristic that perhaps best defi nes the closing 
of the millennium is the everyday experience of uncertainty—uncertainty 
driven by urban social practices.

A few dates will serve to indicate how belief is far from being circum-
scribed within one sector of society or explained, above all, by a lack of 
education. Nor is belief limited to the ignorant, innocent, or hysterical 
behavior of some. For example, in Mexico, there are currently more than 
1,200 religious denominations. Every day in the newspaper there are 
announcements promoting magical solutions to earthly problems. List-
ings for psychics, telephone fortune-telling services, and tarot readings fi ll 
pages and pages of the phone book. There is a constant stream of astro-
logical institutes and organizations devoted to paranormal phenomena, 
which offer not only services but also formal instruction in different fi elds 
of the esoteric. The expansion and diversifi cation of so-called alternative 
medicine constitutes an extensive repertory of solutions that mix tradi-
tional knowledges with the “new age”: aromatherapy, crystal therapy, Bach 
fl ower remedies, and, most recently, urine therapy have gone far beyond the 
more conservative homeopathy. The striking and increasing pronounce-
ments of traditional centers of ritual pilgrimage are raising doubts about 
secular rationalism.

One might also cite the national survey Los mexicanos de los noventa 
(Mexicans in the 1990s), which gathered information on culture and politics 
in Mexico.2 According to 25 percent of men and 28 percent of women, the 
settling of the most diffi cult problems depends only on God; 88 percent 
of Mexicans between eighteen and thirty-fi ve would ask a favor of the 
Virgin of Guadalupe or of some saint (this rises to 94 percent for those 
older than fi fty-one); 54 percent of Mexicans believe in fate, 38 percent 
in hell, and 26 percent in ritual protection. Forcing us to reconsider some 
false assumptions, the data show that 43 percent of those who say they 
believe in fate have completed their university degrees, and 30 percent of 
those who say they believe in the ritual protection live in highly urban-
ized areas.
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Divine apparitions and miracles are not phenomena exclusively located 
in rural or isolated communities. At the beginning of June 1997, in the 
Hidalgo subway station in Mexico City, there “appeared” on the ground 
an image of the Virgin of Guadalupe. Though hardly visible, the fi gure 
attracted a remarkable parade of faithful believers who immediately impro-
vised an altar. In defense of the image’s authenticity, there appeared a 
new “Juan Diego,”3 a twenty-year-old man who was a witness to the event 
whereby “the ground rose up and then came back down, and on it was 
drawn the mark of the virgin.” For this young man and for many other 
subway passengers, suddenly transformed into pilgrims, the image was an 
announcement that “something terrible” was going to happen in Mexico.4 
Although the ecclesiastical hierarchy denies the apparition’s validity, ask-
ing the news media to avoid spreading “false belief” (vana credulidad) 
and noting that no technology can confi rm the presence of the divine in 
lines formed by the leakage of a water fi ltration system, the phenomenon 
nevertheless continues to grow.

This recent event serves to illustrate the centrality of the commu-
nications media, especially television, as producers and articulators of 
belief. Television functions as a soundbox (caja de resonancia) of the 
urban miracle: “I saw it fi rst on TV, that the Virgin appeared here,” said 
one woman to a reporter: “I wanted to come to see her, and for me, yes, 
it is her.” In the investigation around the fi gure of the chupacabras,5 one 
interviewee said emphatically: “I am not so partisan about the existence 
of the chupacabras, but until I don’t see it on TV and they say, ‘Here it is,’ 
until then, I’m going to believe in it.”

Television has been converted into the new space of belief man-
agement. The mediatization of events, far from dimming them, gives 
them credibility through the means of the “transparency” of the image. 
Through the camera lens, the citizen-spectator is converted into a witness 
and coparticipant in the miracle. Television “democratizes”; there isn’t any 
more predestination: everyone is “elected.” It displaces the knowledge of 
experts and valorizes the voice of the layperson.6

At the same time, in the city as a setting of diversity, the analysis of 
phenomena such as the one described above is pertinent not only in rela-
tion to the reconfi guration of public space through the communications 
media, but moreover is connected to the dislocation of the space-time 
coordinates (as conditions and possibilities of action) that orient social 
life. In this regard, it is worth noting the porosity and indefi nition of the 
dimensions of public and private: for example, secular space (the metro, 
the street, the virtual space of television) is rendered sacred, and sacred 
spaces are secularized through the panoptic eye of the media. The oppo-
sition established by modernity between the public, social world and the 
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spiritual world today fi nds itself fractured. To save this opposition it is 
necessary, in ritual terms, to stick to an itinerary requiring the presence of 
a mediator to harmonize the passage between the social and the spiritual. 
Today television has assumed this ritual role.7

Mircea Eliade has written that “today we understand something that 
in the nineteenth century (which established the intellectual edifi ce that 
still harbors many of our ideas) could not even be presented: that symbols, 
myths, images, are linked to the substance of spiritual life; that they can 
be camoufl aged, mutilated, degraded, but never eradicated.”8 For him, 
symbols hold an unquestionable cognitive value.

What is indicated by the high ratings of radio and television programs 
that take up themes of the mysterious or the occult? What is signaled by the 
arrival on the Internet of numerous sites dedicated to magic, esotericism, 
inexplicable phenomena—or of e-mail “magic chains,” which proclaim a 
promising future for those who keep them going and terrible punishments 
for those who break them or ignore them?

The “cultural atmosphere”9 experienced today is not confi gured by 
isolated facts. Viewed as a whole, this atmosphere points to, among other 
things, the chameleon-like survival of the myths that throughout history 
have served to exorcise evil and to give shape to miracles, to give body to 
appearances, and to give an order to all things. Relations with the city are 
not exempt from magical perceptions, from ambivalent myths and rituals 
that control and domesticate while they protect and bring enchantment 
back into the world.

The Tales of Memory

To show and discuss a few aspects of the sociocultural mechanisms that 
intervene in the confi guration of perceptions and uses of the city, I turn 
to the propositions of Roland Barthes.10 In his work, what is designated a 
magical perception of the city is elaborated in the dimension of speech, in 
the tale (relato). In the formulation, narration, and “circulation of tales,” 
visions and valorizations of the world and the city are set in motion. They 
are connected to the dimension of social identity on two levels: (1) as 
identifi cation, in the way the tale tends to fi x the beliefs of a group or a 
collectivity; and (2) as differentiation, highlighting certain objects, events, 
and relationships that render visible the gaps, discontinuities, and contra-
dictions in differentiated perceptions of the city.

The tale (the myth, in this case) updates cultural identities simul-
taneously as a product of particular and specifi c ways of seeing the city, 
and as a producer of propositions and models to which one subscribes. 
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The tale can thus be considered to be the bridge of intersection between 
representation and action.

I would like to emphasize this last aspect: the productive dimension 
of myths in their capacity to bring together (convocar), to interpellate, to 
provoke discussion—that is, in their symbolic effi cacy for the positioning 
of social actors in relation to social values (a myth always has to do with 
values) in the city, which the tale puts into play.

There are fears that have accompanied humanity throughout its long 
journey through history. Still, today, “after so much promise, reason seems 
to be unable to redeem anything; castigation has revealed itself to be big-
ger than sin. It seems that the utopia of individual, collective, national, 
world emancipation is being punished by technocratic, instrumental, 
mercantile, consumer globalization. The same reason that brings about 
the disenchantment of the world in order to emancipate it is now alienat-
ing the entire world more or less inexorably.”11 On the one hand, fear and 
anguish produced by social crisis of every kind; on the other, the constant 
threat of a world that seems to have had all its secrets wrenched away from 
it. Uncertainty has been shown to be the social characteristic of the end 
of the millennium.

Among the different forms of response to uncertainty, to disenchant-
ment, to anguish, to fear, there is increasing strength in the elaboration of 
tales shared collectively (as a function of different mediations, including 
gender, class, age, religion, political ideology), which provide explications 
and interpretations of the world. These tales codify the beliefs of the groups 
that circulate them and infl uence the forms of the social. What matters is 
not so much the tale in itself as the context that makes its appearance and 
circulation possible—the truths revealed in the shaping of one or more 
diffuse fears. It is necessary to mark the areas of vulnerability and fragility 
experienced by social actors in the city.

From this perspective, it is interesting to consider the city along 
with its social actors—to explore in a context of discursive production (a 
discussion group) the elements that impact the perception and use of the 
city.12 Among the most important fi ndings of such research, one might 
point to the centrality of memory (memoria) as a lever setting off refl exive 
processes concerning the city. Thus understood, memory is not the sou-
venir (recuerdo) of an “idyllic or catastrophic past,” which is “possessed” 
for once and for all, but more a mediation that makes possible the critique 
of the social order.

Of the elements encountered thus far, the family is the primary space 
of the socialization and negotiation of the perception and usage of the city. 
Beyond the relation between family and context (which should be taken 
seriously), here it is of interest to highlight the mechanisms through which 
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the familial group communicates social values and norms to its members, 
drawing out of a collective accord those elements that educate its members 
in the usage of the city.

The fi gures that are feared, the stories and tales that mark the differ-
ences between good and evil, between the permissible and the forbidden, 
between the sacred and the profane, among other things, give form to a 
body of social knowledge only transmissible through an oral register that 
attains its force precisely because it deploys its explicative power in the 
form of “myths,” conceals its prescriptive and proscriptive intentions, and 
diminishes the resistance of the subject, to the degree that a solution to 
the tension between truth and falsehood is embedded in its formulation. 
As Bronislaw Malinowski explains, myth “is not solely a narration that is 
recounted, but also a reality that is lived.”13

In such a sense, the seemingly inoffensive “old wives’ tales” told in the 
family sphere, and today taken up again with great success by the media 
industry, reveal their socializing function as vehiculators of programs for 
action. According to Certeau, the tale limns borders and takes on a medi-
ating role.14 In taking the form of the spoken word, the tale communicates 
various meanings, proposes various senses, attributes various causes, 
con structs the other as both equal and different. For example, as young 
college students tell the tale of the city in discursive interaction, the city 
stops being a space to live in, with its streets and squares, its inhabitants 
and services, and is anthropomorphized, converted into an actor capable 
of “doing things.”

The city is segmented and its “parts” are given meaning according 
to the “experience” of its subjects. Elsewhere I have noted the poverty of 
the urban experience of the very young, whose contact with the city is 
more vicarious than direct.15 The situation is directly connected to the 
one mentioned above with respect to the familial group, which controls 
and administers the use of the city by children in their fi rst years of life. 
Generic sites (such as impoverished areas, popular markets, or the histori-
cal city center) and a few concrete sites (such as movie theaters, squares, 
and certain streets) all appear to have been marked by a sort of a priori 
danger. This danger comes about through the presence of certain fi gures 
representing “evil”—the “stealer of children” (robachicos), the “gypsy,” 
the unknown, the foreigner 16—which update the fi gures that threaten the 
security of subjects in a number of forms. The coincidences and differ-
ences among the subjects of this research point to a highly reduced range 
of “evil incarnations.”

The primary construction (in the familial group and in the fi rst experi-
ences with peer groups) of the other as enemy leaves a pattern that tends 
to be “fi lled” with the fi gures of the present or, in other terms, brought up 
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to date with “new” fears. Thus the homosexual, or the practitioner of any 
religion foreign to that of the subject, or a poor youth with certain markers 
(the supposed signs of drug traffi cking), comes to take a substitutional place 
in the primary construction of evil in a generally unproblematic manner.

Subjects participating in discussion groups take up the critique from 
their own knowledge (saber) about the city. As an example, one might note 
the critique that subjects formulate of their own families, as the place where 
visions of the city are constructed and “processed.” It is not a question of 
the family as an empirical and specifi c fact for each subject, but instead of a 
social authority whose functions of control are being revealed through the 
discursive stream. Through collective discussion, it becomes clear to the 
subjects that the “tale” is staged there (within the family), so that children 
will not go out of the house, will not speak with strangers, will increase their 
precautions when faced with certain types of actors, and will avoid certain 
practices. In the discussion groups there is a displacement of memory—of 
the souvenirs of the tales’ contents, of specifi c stories—toward the situa-
tions in which these stories operate.17

Moreover, the collective exploration of the precariousness of urban 
experience opens up a rich debate, for instance, around the relation between 
memory and space. The subjects question why they have the capacity to 
evoke “memories” and to associate them with particular places, without 
ever having been in those places. This makes possible a critique of dis-
courses of the city.

This last point is directly linked to the presence of the other. In the dis-
cussion group, each subject brings his or her “own others” (propios otros). 
As they share the fears that inspire certain fi gures, what is revealed is the 
set of characteristics, traits, marks, and practices that are “threatening.” 
The “homosexual” other, the “delinquent” other, the “sinful” other, take 
on visibility, not as empirical subjects but as carriers of social attributes 
of race, religion, sexuality, socioeconomic status, which the members of 
the discussion group fear—or better, have learned to fear—from their own 
location as historically situated actors.

Symbolic Geographies

From the exploration and analysis of the tales that structure the relation 
with the city, one might trace certain symbolic geographies that, anchored 
in spatiotemporal categories, point to the differentiated and fragmented 
perceptions and signifi cations of the city, as well as to the existence of 
multiple urban “tribes” that interact in the public sphere through their 
own signifi cations, their own fears, their own constructed certitudes.
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In the streets, avenues, squares, and buildings of the city, there is 
introduced a map of uses that overfl ows the planned orders, a map that 
reveals the differential perceptions and the multiplicity of references with 
which one inhabits the city, organizing in silence the different routes and 
itineraries through which the walking city dweller singularizes the city, thus 
converting it into “his” or “her” city, which is endured and enjoyed, which 
is feared and dominated, which irritates and enchants. This map transforms 
the social actor into an “author,” as the actor inscribes the trace of his or 
her own action (hacer) through the way he or she uses the city. Every day, 
through decisions that sketch a series of movements, and in the movements 
themselves as well as in the tales that the actor tells others about the ups 
and downs of the day, the actor-author “writes” his or her experience of the 
city, shares it, puts it next to other experiences, negotiates with it.

In this writing of the city, the dimension of the other—whether threat-
ening, suspicious, or dangerous—plays a fundamental role to delimit 
borders and to defi ne inaccessible sites. As the world becomes globalized, 
the city is growing smaller symbolically because of the vulnerability expe-
rienced by social actors. The retreat of the private appears as the means to 
counteract insecurity. The identitarian associations of the actors and the 
exercise of a group subjectivity construct multiple meanings for the city.

As a user-writer of the city, the author and city dweller confi gures a 
symbolic geography in the way topos and memory interlace. Anonymous, 
aseptic space is transformed through complex sociocognitive operations 
into a “transcendental topos”; the “common site” passes over into the 
“signifi cative site” (lugar signifi cativo).18 Individual and collective events—
events that grant a central place to the subjectivity of the actor—leave their 
traces in these sites.

Thus symbolic geography refers to a specifi c mode of appropriating 
the city, allows the transcendence of visions focused on the territorial 
imperative, and grants a central place to the subjectivity of the actor. As 
a research premise, this makes possible, as Certeau has put it, “a tactile 
apprehension and a kinetic appropriation” of reality.19 In other words, 
symbolic geography as a theoretical and methodological construct allows 
one to penetrate qualitatively the experience of actors in the city through 
their communication.

For a Communicative Agenda

For me, the question concerning belief is not a playful or preposterous 
exercise. The importance of understanding the imaginaries that today 
nourish sociocultural practices is linked to what Norbert Lechner has 
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called “the authoritative appropriation of fear,”20 referring to the political 
potential of fear in the context of the loss of security and certitude. In the 
accelerated reconfi guration of the societal maps of the end of the millen-
nium, the political project plays a role that gives substance and content to 
social relations and to the social fabric.

And although there is evidence of a democratizing wave that permits 
certain optimistic calculations, it is unquestionable that there also exist 
forces that are fi ghting for social space to defi ne the very categories of 
inclusion and exclusion. The elaboration and leveraging (aprovechamiento) 
of old and new fears are constituted by a kind of “political capital” of 
effi cacy, one that remains largely unsuspected.21 As Lechner reminds us, 
“Authoritarianism responds to fears by appropriating them. . . . when 
society interiorizes the refl ected fear that power gives back to it, brainwash-
ing is no longer necessary. . . . the fear is enough. This is to demonize the 
perceived dangers in such a way that they are ungraspable.”22

Belief, in its different forms of existence and manifestation, opens a path 
of analysis that places the question of rituals of communication—that is, 
their procedures, their mechanisms, their acts, their spaces—at the center 
of research. The technological and instrumental dimension of commu-
nication does not cancel belief but reformulates it. Nor does this dimen-
sion cancel the existence of “disseminating spaces of communication,”23 
in the form of networks of production, reproduction, and circulation on 
the one hand, and networks of the recognition of sense and signifi cance on 
the other. These spaces include the family (as we have seen here), school, 
everyday neighborhood relationships, and social movements, all of which —
in a confl ictive and contradictory unity with the technological dimension of 
communication—share the task of (re)constructing the social bond through 
the (unavoidable) task of producing articulating tales (relatos articuladores) 
capable of giving sense to everyday existence. Understanding this other 
dimension of communication as an “institutor of intimate collectivities and 
creator of spaces of exchange”24 permits us to penetrate the obscurity of social 
processes and to bring out of their “clandestinity” the mechanisms through 
which social actors have confronted what Marc Augé calls the collapse (hun-
dimiento) of intermediate cosmologies and their constituted mediations.25

The dictionary defi nes oracle simultaneously as “the response of for-
tune tellers in the name of their idols” and as the site (lugar) of such a 
response, and here we fi nd a metaphor that aims to name the multiple 
processes that in the globalizing city of the new millennium seek to rec-
oncile changes, technological conquests, the explosion and implosion of 
information, with the loss of certainties, through this communication that 
codifi es hope and fear. A response and a place, a strategy and a space, with 
its necessary mediation.
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Historically, fear has been an instrument of control and oppression. 
The city is today inhabited by multiple fi gures that would mean nothing 
if they were not nourished by discomfort, misfortune, and senselessness. 
The challenge lies in making audible and visible this discomfort, this mis-
fortune, this loss of sense, beyond their dimensions as spectacle.

—Translated by Brent Hayes Edwards and Nora Nicolini
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