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MICRONESIAN DIASPORA(S)
Emelihter Kihleng

I: interview

EK: Ahmw tepin kohla Seipan oh dah ke wia?
Ke doadoak?

When you first went to Saipan what did you do?
Did you work?

IR: Ehng. Doadoak nan factory.

Yes. I worked in a factory.

EK: Hmm. Dah ke kin wia nan factory?
What did you do in the factory?

IR: Wil kopwe. Re kin dehkada likou irail kin kidohng kit, wilikada kilahng ekei,
song koh, koakoadihla.

Fold clothes. They sew the clothes and give them to us, fold them up and give
them to others, like that, as it goes down.

EK: Doadoak laud?

Hard work?

IR: Ehng. Apw seh reirei eh, kin kiden aramas apw ngehi ongieh udahn ih kin
pwangadabh, ih kin lok.

Yes. But we were long, lots of people, but for me I really got tired, exhausted.
EK: Awa depeh?

How many hours?

IR: Ih kin tep clock isuh nek clock isuh ni soutik.

I start at seven and finish at seven in the evening.
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EK: Aoooo. Werei ieu.
Wow. That’s a long time.

IR: Werei ieu mwoh. Pweh tepda nimenseng eh, kohditehieu clock isuh ni soutik,
nek, klous.

That was a long time. Because we start in the morning and go all the way till
seven in the evening till closing.

EK: Ah ih kak idek rehmw ke kin ale tala depeh awa ehu?

And can I ask you how much you made in an hour?

IR: Ehng. Komplihdla week riau oh, ih kin aleh talah silipwukih limeisek isuh.
Yes. Completing two weeks, I get $357.00.

EK: Aooo. Sohte itar.

That’s not enough.

Ah kumwail kin lunchbreak apeh?

Did you guys have lunch breaks?

IR: Ehng. Eisek riau lunch, komoal lah oh clock ehu tep, kohditehieu.
Yes. 12:00 pm lunch, rest, and 1 o’clock start until finish.

EK: Ah ko mehn ia kei?

You and who else?

IR: Mehn Pohnpei, mehn Ruk, mehn Kusaie, mehn Pilipihn.
Pohnpeians, Chuukese, Kosraeans, Filipinos.

EK: Wei eh, sohte mehn China iang?

Oh really, and no Chinese?
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IR: Adkih mehn China meh kin deidei eng kit.

The Chinese sewed for us.

EK: Oh.

IR: Aht kaun ko mehn Korea.

Our bosses were Korean.

EK: Wei eh. Ehri mehn China kau mihmi nan ehu pereh?
Oh really. So the Chinese were in separate rooms?

IR: Reh kin mwohd nan sehr irekdihdoh ehri kin deidei dohng kit ah se kin uhd
wilik kilahng emen koakoadi.

They sit in chairs in a line all the way down to us, and they sew, and give it to us,
and we fold them, and pass it down, and onwards.

(she spits betelnut juice)

Reh kin dir nan ehu sehr oh kak meh siliakan samwah mie, pweh udahn kin reirei
koadihla, apw kaidehn pil ehu te, ehu room oh udahn kin line mwein kak meh
wenou, ah kohla nih ehu room kak pil line wenou de isuh wen dir.

They were so many on one chair; could have more than thirty because it is so
long, all the way down, but not just one. One room would have a line of six to
another room with six or seven, since so many.
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II: dreamers

1

Ih koalauh, ei doadoak oh, ong ie ih mwauki ei kin aleh nei sent, wiahki nsenei
song koh eh. Ah ei mihmi Pohnpei eh, ih sohte kin aleh songehn lapalahn sentuwoh.
Apw ih men pwurala likioh, apw ih sohte men kohla ngehi pwurala Seipan.

When I went, I worked, for me I liked it when I got my own money, doing what I
want with it. But staying in Pohnpei, I never get that much money. But I want to
go back out there, but I don’t want to go back to Saipan.

my dream is to bring my two babies with me
to Hawaii, there are lots of us there and

I hear it’s the nicest

get a job and eventually bring my parents

to live with us too

2

they are lucky these Micronesians

coming from their impoverished islands

I’ve been there, they have no sewage system
Filthy, nothing for them to do all day

yea, so they might have to work a few extra hours
I give them the American dream

3

North Pacific give me job at SeaWorld
Janitor, I don’t like but cannot leave
they stop paying the rent

my wife and baby at home

they took the TV and the bed

we sleep on floor

4

yes, they are my people therefore

I know the economic conditions on our islands
the FSM government encourages migration
I’m doing them a favor

2

you can import maybe a thousand a year,

and you don’t have to worry about a quota system.
they can fill any labor shortage you can find.
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5

these islanders are taken advantage of

literally bought for $5,500

they become indentured servants held in

debt bondage upon arrival
with no ticket home
we are trying to do whatever we can

2

Micronesians don’t need a lot to
keep entertained, they play

bingo and drink all night and

on their days off they sleep

they are happy, they don’t complain

6

when we came, me and my sister
we only have our slipper on our feet
no clothes and when we got to the
apartment we cry and cry

they said it would be nice

and we know they lie
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II1: white house

they broke my body on the inside.

I walk into the big white house.

already I smell it, Pohnpei hospital smell but worse.

pwohn kent, piss, stink.

piss and old people smell.

new smell to me.

I see them sitting, quiet some of them,

some talking to themself but not crazy, just alone.

I feel scared and the tile was sticky like white stuff from pwomaria tree.

my head hurt because I so sad for them.

so sorry for the old white people and some black.

so sad. I wonder where are their children?

they must be dead.

I never knew old people by themself, no son, no daughter.
in wheel chair, in bed, shake back and forth.

I want to cry for the children gone.

I don’t understand.

I cannot.

back home no piss smell on them.
no shit smell.

only coconut oil smell. nice smell.

Nohno Pahpa Nohno Pahpa Nohno Pahpa Nohno Pahpa Nohno Pahpa Nohno Pahpa
LIMPOAK MEHLEL!
only love we show to grandma, grandpa, uncle, auntie.

all of them our mom and dad, we love them all.
sweet smell.
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AMERIKA.

in this rich country, I so surprise.

so much french fries and cheeseburger,

so much Safeway, WalMart, Mall, SUV,

big house with fence, nice yard with flower.

I think oh, must be so much happiness and so much love.
I don’t understand.

why grandma and grandpa alone?

no one visit, no one bring happy meal, no one talk to them.
I talk to them, even in my language.

I know they don’t understand.

I don’t care.

they want to hear my voice.

I tell them:

mah ke mihmi sapweioh ke sohte pahn loleid,
ke sohte pahn kelekelepw.

seh pahn apwalihiuk. kamwengeiiuk.

kiht nomw seri limpoak.

I tell them:

if you from my island. you never be lonely. you never be alone. you no scream
late in the night time. no cry. no piss smell, never. I am your child and I feed you.
the children you feed and their baby too.
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POCHO-CHE AND THE PRODUCTION OF
A TRANSNATIONAL/TRANSCULTURAL POETICS
Rod Hernandez

Pocho-Che was a multicultural — though mostly Chicano/Latino— literary
collective and publishing company based in the San Francisco Bay Area during
the 1970s. Among the notable writers associated with Pocho-Che were Chicano
writer and artist José Montoya, U.S. Puerto Rican poet Victor Hernandez Cruz,
Chilean writer Fernando Alegria, African American authors Ntozake Shange and
Ishmael Reed, and the Filipina American novelist Jessica Hagedorn. Unlike many
artistic collectives of the Chicano Movement, Pocho-Che maintained a political
and aesthetic vision that crossed national and cultural boundaries. The name
itself —which rhetorically fused the figure of the “Americanized” Mexican, the
“pocho,” to the image of Latin American revolutionary Ernesto “Che” Guevara—
expresses their desire to identify with decolonization struggles throughout the
Americas. In 1972 Pocho-Che initiated the creation of a cross-cultural coalition
of artists and poets called Third World Communications, which published one of
the first anthologies by women of color in the U.S. And three years later it put out
amagazine called Tin-Tan. By 1980, with the political climate in the U.S. shifting
to the right and with members of the group dividing their time and energy among
various geopolitical regions and causes (the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, for example),
the activities of Pocho-Che culminated in the tenth-anniversary publication of
collected works by three of the group’s most celebrated poets: Roberto Vargas,
Nina Serrano, and Raiil Salinas.

Looking back at Pocho-Che, the subsidiaries and alliances, the rich milieu,
one can’t help but appreciate the ways it prefigured contemporary discussions of
the transnational and cross-cultural. It accomplished this through literary texts
(poetry, essays) but also through a broad definition of poetics that encompasses a
variety of social processes and cultural practices. In other words, the texts are not
subject to strict or narrow literary definitions of what constitutes poetry (lyric,
epic) any more than they’re limited to one national or cultural context.

This was important for Pocho-Che because the group saw itself making
connections: between cultures and subcultures, between the local and the global,
between cultural production and cultural activism. And while it succeeded to an
unprecedented degree in opening up lines of communication between cultures
that had been somewhat isolated from each other until then, Pocho-Che today
raises questions about the nature of such communication.

For example, how did the group negotiate the contradictory embrace of
Chicano cultural nationalism and multicultural internationalism? What linked
the political priorities and aesthetic sensibilities of artists and activists from
different socio-cultural backgrounds, whether they were Chicano poets or the
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Euro-American writers of the San Francisco Renaissance and Beat Generation?
What affinities and conflicts existed among these diverse groups and how did
they lead to new political and aesthetic possibilities? What were the internal
contradictions in artistic communities, particularly in Pocho-Che with respect to
gender and cultural nationalism? How can relations within and among diverse
literary collectives be conceptualized comparatively and dialogically in order to
avoid stultifying binarisms? Lastly, how can such concepts and analyses account
for the production of Pocho-Che’s transnational and cross-cultural poetics? [ want
to discuss the cross-cultural and transnational issues raised by Pocho-Che and
eventually focus on the marginal participation of Chicano writers in the San
Francisco Renaissance. But first I'd like to address one of the items in my title,
poetics, and its relevance for the writers of Pocho-Che.

From Ethnopoetics to Cultural Poetics

In the September 1975 issue of Pocho-Che’s quarterly magazine Tin-
Tan, poet Victor Herndndez Cruz notes in his brief column “El Rinconsito
Sabrosito” (the delicious little corner) that he and editor Alejandro Murguia had
recently attended an international poetry symposium whose theme was
“ethnopoetics.” Herndndez Cruz writes: “coming from bi-lingual situations when
we first heard the term we thought it was Es-no-Poetics” (12). In other words,
“ethnopoetics” sounded like “no poetics” at all.

On one level, this comment playfully dramatizes the humorous aspects
of interlingual clashes—the amusing misunderstandings that often occur when
communicating with interlocutors who are accustomed to code switching. Its
comic negation of a formalized artistic and intellectual program is also reminiscent
of Dada (a strain of which we find in Hernandez Cruz). Yet on another level, this
editorializing reveals the conditioned mistrust on the part of ethnic subjects toward
classic ethnographic discourses, which cultural theorist Renato Rosaldo has shown
to be complicit historically in the imperialist projects of Western nation-states
(1989, 31). Indeed, Rosaldo’s critique of “imperialist nostalgia” —“the
phenomenon of people’s longing for what they themselves have destroyed” (87)—
might account for the reaction to ethnopoetics by the African American poet David
Henderson, who also attended the symposium. Herndndez Cruz reports that
Henderson aptly characterized the gathering with the coinage “Anthro-apologist”
(12).

I mention this historical instance of tense interactions between Pocho-
Che writers and the discourse of ethnopoetics to illustrate a couple of points.
First, I wish to show that the writers and texts of Pocho-Che were not simply
objects of poetic analysis. Nor did they merely evince an awareness of discourses
such as ethnopoetics. Rather, they were active participants in contemporary critical
and meta-critical dialogues about poetics and culture, often contributing alternative
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perspectives as subaltern ethnic subjects. Second, revisiting the mid-1970s
conversation on ethnopoetics helps to redefine the terms of the debate about poetry
and culture, a debate which arrives eventually at what New Historicist scholars
Stephen Greenblatt and José E. Limén call not “ethnopoetics” but “cultural poetics”
(1988, 1994). Ultimately, I hope to demonstrate what I call the “transcultural
poetics” of Pocho-Che.

“Ethnopoetics” was coined by poet/critic Jerome Rothenberg in the late
1960s, and conceptualized within the magazine Alcheringa (founded in 1970 by
Rothenberg and mythologist/translator Dennis Tedlock) and at the 1975
international symposium hosted by the Center for Twentieth Century Studies in
Milwaukee, Wisconsin (the conference about which Hernandez Cruz comments
in his column). One of its most distinguishing features is the interdisciplinary
exploration of the relationship between anthropological and poetic discourses.

As Rothenberg defines it, the discourse of ethnopoetics follows the
example of such fields as ethnomusicology and refers to nothing less than “a
redefinition of poetry in terms of cultural specifics, with an emphasis on those
alternative traditions to which the West gave names like ‘pagan,’ ‘gentile,’ ‘tribal,’
‘oral,” and ‘ethnic’” (1983, xi). This serious ethnographic interest in alternative
traditions — the ancient and modern poetries of indigenous peoples and people of
color in the first and third world — concentrates upon oral practices and communal
forms, displaying great enthusiasm for performance and other interdisciplinary
work. Along with this comes a broader definition of writing and poetry that
includes enactments of expressive culture and symbolic social processes. Thus,
the formulation of ethnopoetics attempts to show “how ethnographic revelations
can change our ideas of poetic form and function” (xv).

“There is a politics in all of this” (xii), Rothenberg says. He shows that
the cultural politics of ethnopoetics links discontents with hegemonic definitions
of poetry and its criticism to larger issues of social change. Paramount among
these issues is the declared need to preserve communal values in the face of
increasing mechanization and the vast ecological devastation wrought by industrial
and postindustrial capitalism. Also imperative is the inclusion of the outcast and
socially despised. Rothenberg situates ethnopoetics within the historical context
of postwar decolonization movements in the third world as well as struggles by
ethnic populations in the U.S. for self-representation and self-determination. The
advent of ethnopoetics, then, marks a shift in social and literary history: an index
of “the century itself and a crisis in language and thought” (xv) that connects the
postcolonial and the postmodern.

But for all of its liberal inclinations, the discourse of ethnopoetics remains
hampered by persistent contradictions of the modernist avant-garde vis-a-vis
subaltern cultures. The discourse is a variant of primitivism: that set of tropes
about primitive or exotic cultures by which modern subjects have constructed
themselves and the subaltern according to social differences in race, ethnicity,
class, gender, and sexuality. Rothenberg even promotes what anthropologist

XCP 16



Stanley Diamond calls “the search for the primitive” or the “attempt to define a
primary human potential” (xi). Nevertheless, Rothenberg denies or disavows
any associations with “decontextualized nostalgia” and instead sees ethnopoetics
connected to “the most experimental and future-directed side of Romantic and
modern poetry” (xii).

Despite Rothenberg’s claims and disclaimers, I detect in the discourse of
ethnopoetics the elements of what Marianna Torgovnick has called “the sixties’
version of the primitive” used by the Left (1990, 12). This particular version of
the primitive has been as guilty as high-modernist primitivisms of reifying
indigenous and third world cultures, whether by conflating them with the
environmental movement or by fetishizing them as salutary alternatives to a
decadent capitalist modernity. In its search to recover “primary human values”
(xii) and utopian (read pre-modern) models of social organization, the discourse
of ethnopoetics reproduces the colonial language of discovery and establishes
subaltern cultures as sites of social convalescence and renewal. Hence, the
totalizing gestures of its artistic and intellectual agendas often read like holistic
medicinal prescriptions designed to have restorative effects on the social corpus
(“a symposium of the whole”). Moreover, its preoccupation with the myths and
archetypes of subaltern cultures risks denying the very possibility of their
modernity and reinforcing with a host of binary oppositions (primitive/modern,
sacred/profane, etc.) the paradigm of center-periphery.

Writing about ethnopoetics in Alcheringa shortly after the first
symposium, Fredric Jameson comments upon these contradictions in his essay
“Collective Art in the Age of Cultural Imperialism” (1976). Jameson acknowledges
the value of ethnopoetics as a social/collective form and as a mediating agent
between different cultures; yet he also identifies its potential problems with respect
to the forces of history and political economy. He proposes, for example, a reading
of ethnopoetics that hypothesizes its advent as an indication not so much of
ideological subversion but of the absorptive power of capitalism to co-opt
difference. Equally important are Jameson’s emphatic admonitions not to leave
out history in the discourse of ethnopoetics lest it become an idealist project.
“From both ends of history therefore, from that of an adequate critique of our
own type of capitalism, as well as from that of a meaningful clarification as to
what the primitive really is, we can transform an ethnopoetics into a genuine
sociopoetics only at the price of the old Poundian injunction to ‘include history’”
(110-111).!

José E. Lim6n follows up on this, steering clear of idealist conceptions
of cultural studies to embrace Jameson’s methodology of historical and political
interpretation. In Dancing with the Devil (1994), Limén’s ethnographic study of
working-class Mexican-American expressive cultures in South Texas and their
various scholarly representations, Limén asserts the idea of “culture as practice,
grounded in but not reducible to the ‘material’ conditions of social domination
and speaking to essentially political interests” (14). For Limén, then, expressive
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cultures articulate narratives of historical struggle between races and classes
through social processes, enactments, and textualizations (Jameson 1981). These
processes, enactments, and textualizations constitute “cultural poetics.”

The concept of cultural poetics, as conceived by New Historicist scholar
Stephen Greenblatt, refers to the “study of the collective making of distinct cultural
practices and inquiry into the relations among these practices” (1988, 5). According
to Greenblatt, cultural poetics are hermeneutic representations of collective
practices. Ethnopoetics, therefore, is certainly also cultural poetics. Limén
modifies this definition of cultural poetics, however, so that it comprises not just
the study of cultural practices but the cultural practices themselves (14). In other
words, Limén’s modification of the concept refers to sociocultural practices and
to the ethnographic interpretations of them. Thus, the playfully subversive remarks
about ethnopoetics made by the writers associated with Pocho-Che (“Es-no-
Poetics” and “Anthro-apologist”) are good examples of what Limén calls
“expressive culture about expressive culture” (12) or “a cultural poetics of cultural
poetics” (14). They are meta-critical commentaries about ethnographic discourses.

This clash of voices exemplifies the contestatory nature of cultural poetics
but also the complexity of intercultural encounters in what Mary Louise Pratt has
famously designated as “the contact zone” (1991). Indeed, Pratt’s notion of the
autoethnographic text—“in which people undertake to describe themselves in
ways that engage with representations others have made of them” and which often
marks “a marginalized group’s point of entry into the dominant circuits of print
culture” (1992, 7) —resonates with Pocho-Che’s representational strategies. What’s
more, it underscores the fact that the cultural politics of cultural poetics are not
polarized. As Limén himself states, the expressive discourses under his
examination are ‘“‘not seamless narratives of domination or resistance” (15). What
Limo6n describes instead is transculturation, or what I call “transcultural poetics.”
Transculturation, coined by Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz in the 1940s,
looks at reciprocal exchanges between dominant and subordinate groups rather
than the one-way imposition of culture. Like autoethnography, transculturation
acknowledges the very uneven and complex relations between cultures whose
historical interactions have involved not just domination and resistance but also
collaboration, appropriation and re-appropriation.

The Transnational Politics of Pocho-Che

The inaugural publication of the Pocho-Che literary collective was a
mimeographed journal issued from Oakland in July of 1969 and simply entitled
El Pocho Che.? Inspired by local publications such as The Black Panther
newspaper and El Grito (the first scholarly periodical for the study of Mexican
Americans), El Pocho Che took a militant stance against racist stereotypes and
toward the definition of a whole new identity.’ The contents of the journal include
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bilingual poems, polemical essays, and satirical drawings that deal with regional
and national topics such as the struggle of the United Farmworkers; the rights of
Chicano prisoners; and Chicano cultural nationalism expressed through the myth
of Aztldn.* As a matter of fact, this debut publication even features the legendary
manifesto of neo-indigenist Chicano cultural nationalism co-authored by poet
Alurista, “El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan.”

At the same time, however, this issue reflects the influence of local events
in which diverse groups of artists, students, and community activists organized
intercultural coalitions for political and social action. Of particular consequence
were the student strikes at San Francisco State College and the University of
California at Berkeley organized by the Third World Liberation Front (TWLF) as
well as the defense of “Los Siete de la Raza,” seven young Latinos accused of
shooting to death a San Francisco police officer.” These events galvanized diverse
communities to protest injustice and functioned as catalysts in the mobilization
of the first intercultural coalitions among San Francisco’s Left. Chicano activists
involved in these coalitions didn’t fail to relate the local struggles to national
movements in support of civil rights and in opposition to the Vietnam War, nor to
international youth rebellions occurring in Paris, Rome, Prague, Madrid, and
Mexico City. Assessing the impact of this local/global consciousness on the
Chicano Movement, historian Carlos Muiioz, Jr. writes: “Between 1968 and 1969,
Mexican American student militancy intensified as more and more of them became
convinced that they were part of an international revolution in the making” (1989,
71).

Ysidro Ramén Macias textualizes this belief in “The Evolution of the
Mind,” an essay appearing in the first issue of E/ Pocho Che and serving as a
keynote for the literary and cultural production of the group. Macias had been a
student activist at UC Berkeley as well as a playwright for Luis Valdez’s Teatro
Campesino before becoming the managing editor of EIl Pocho Che (Mufioz 53).
With the essay he joins Valdez and other artists and intellectuals of the nascent
Chicano Renaissance in the effort to define an emergent Chicano identity and to
demonstrate contemporary Chicano thought. Macias formulates a theory of
political and intellectual evolution among persons of Mexican descent in the United
States; however, his formulation diverges from strict cultural nationalist
representations of identity put forth by noted leaders such as Rodolfo “Corky”
Gonzadles, author of the influential epic poem “I Am Joaquin.”® Echoing the tone
of Frantz Fanon’s psychological writings on the decolonization of the mind, Macias
enumerates four “mentalities” through which Mexicans in the U.S. should pass
sequentially on their way to political and social enlightenment. In the following
order, these mentalities or identities are: Mexican-American, Chicano, Third World,
and Humanist.

Ideally for Macias, the Chicano mentality is a necessary phase of radical
consciousness that succeeds an assimilationist and accomodationist Mexican-
American ideology. He contends that those who identify as Mexican-Americans
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categorically repudiate their ethnicity and sever their ties with the Mexican
community in the U.S. They can redeem themselves only by reversing this
colonization and affirming “Chicanismo™: their mixed heritage as Americanized
Mexicans or “pochos.”” Macias had dramatized this evolution from Mexican-
American to Chicano in his play The Ultimate Pendejada (Muiioz 53). But in the
essay he extends the notion of an evolutionary-cum-revolutionary consciousness
two phases further. Evidently, the pocho is still too local and not too radical.

The third mentality is the Third World: “an extension of Chicanismo
expanded to embrace those ethnic minorities who are also oppressed and are victims
of Anglo exploitation and discrimination.” Poor whites also are included in this
category, as decolonization involves a wide-scale critique of capitalism and an
acknowledgement of solidarity. “One can thus state,” Macias declares, “that a
Third World mentality exists when particular Third World groups recognize their
common ties of misfortune and, tossing aside reluctance to work together because
of past friction, make a commitment to work for the betterment and improvement
of all Third World communities in this country” (n.p.). Macias notes that Chicanos
and members of other ethnic groups do not quit identifying with their cultures of
national origin once they join intercultural coalitions. “It does, however, mean
that those groups do not allow cultural nationalism (ethnic identity and self-pride)
to interfere with inter-group relations,” he writes. This restraint upon cultural
nationalism allows for the evolution of what Macias goes on to call the “Humanist”
or “ultimate mentality”: a consciousness of the human rights of all peoples,
regardless of differences in race and ethnicity.

With its global scope, the essay by Macias opens a space for subsequent
elaborations of transnationalism. And its endorsement of collective interactions
among disparate cultures signals an understanding of transculturation as well.
Nevertheless, the essay makes some rather disparaging remarks and draws very
reductive conclusions, especially about those who choose to identify as Mexican
American. Some of its claims about etymology and linguistics are quite strained.
Moreover, the essay inscribes a particular narrative of education: a postcolonial
bildungsroman in which one graduates to increasingly edified positions of
decolonization. This is obviously an evolutionist paradigm: it presents a linear,
progressive, and value-laden model of political and intellectual development that
presumes one phase to be more virtuous than another. Furthermore, its utopian
telos (Humanism) is quite remarkably detached from concrete material economic
conditions and thus little more than a universalizing liberal bourgeois ideal of
unity. For such aradical formulation, the essay concludes in a curiously normative
mode.

More important, the essay’s all-embracing consciousness is flawed by
the fact that Macias has a man of color in mind while characterizing the formation
of the transnational subject.®* Mala Efe, the artists group in Oakland that preceded
Pocho-Che, had gendered the subject of decolonization in a similar fashion.
Describing the group’s first exhibition in 1969, co-founder Esteban Villa writes:
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“The exhibition was called ‘Nuevo Simbolos for La Nueva Raza” (New Symbols
for the New People) and attempted to visually project images of El Hombre Nuevo:
The Chicano who had emerged from the de-colonization process” (Ybarra-Frausto
1977, 94). Women of color, particularly Latinas, are not just elided or subsumed
in the essay’s repeated invocations of a new “brotherhood”; the transnational
subject envisaged by Macias happens to be the construction of a specific type of
ethnic masculinity and the articulation of a specific style of political resistance.
Yoking the figure of the pocho (who is displaced between the national cultures of
Mexico and the U.S.) with that of guerrilla leader Ernesto “Che” Guevara doubles
the signifiers of transnationalism and political resistance but also of patriarchy.
The pocho is linked not only with Che Guevara but also with other militant male
icons (Emiliano Zapata, Fidel Castro, and Malcolm X) whose venerated images
appear throughout the first issue of EI Pocho Che.” This pantheon of patriarchs
essentially furnishes the faces of Pocho-Che’s publications and associates
revolutionary transnationalism with a certain kind of ethnic masculine subjectivity:
virile, heterosexual, stoic, ascetic, and martyred.'

This construction of transnational subjectivity ties in with the tendency
to gender the global or public sphere as masculine and the local or private realm
as feminine. It’s no coincidence, then, that the chosen role models of Pocho-Che
are the epic subjects of war or male warrior heroes perceived to be acting on the
stage of world history as fully autonomous and self-realized individuals (Rosaldo
1991). These images are eventually challenged by Third World Women (1972)
and subsequent texts, in which revolutionary transnational subjectivities are
gendered with female icons that represent displacement as much as defiance. The
pocho in Pocho-Che isn’t as concretely rendered until the 1975 publication of the
quarterly magazine Tin-Tan: Revista Cosmica.

Like the journal EI Pocho Che, Tin-Tan magazine is a bilingual periodical
featuring literature and art by Latinos affiliated with the Pocho-Che collective.
Tin-Tan advances the local/global politics and poetics of Pocho-Che. The pieces
comment critically upon political, social, and cultural struggles occurring locally,
nationally, and internationally. And they address several topics of transnational
significance: articles on the 1975 Second Congress of Cuban Women, on poetry
in El Salvador, and on incidents affecting the Oglala Sioux nation at the Pine
Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. Clarifying the magazine’s raison d’étre, editor
Alejandro Murguia surveys the political and cultural scene from Helsinki to the
Mission District and summarizes the mission of 7in-Tan in the second issue:

We approach our non-political articles thru political eyes, and our political
statements thru our senses, we are both serious and non-serious, we search
for the blends that make up our complexities, we are a duality of life, we
are yin and yang, we are Tin-Tan...we want to pull out all stops, the
blinders, the half-steps towards our upheaval of traditional Anglo-Saxon
values and create the modern culture of this country which for better or
worse is a Mestizo culture, a mixture of many races. That’s what Tin-

XcP 21



Tan is all about. Our literature, art, and struggle will lift the curtain on a
new way of life and attitudes that will unite us with the many because
we are a majority on this continent... the sun is free today, use it before
they put a price tag on it. Life without Boundaries— Todo Se Vale. (15)

To embody this transnational and transcultural spirit, the magazine took
as its emblem the eponymous pachuco character performed by actor/comedian
Germén Valdez (1919-1973) in Mexican movies of the late 1940s. As was the
case with Che Guevara, Valdez had died recently when the collective adopted his
character “Tin-Tan” for the magazine’s image. Valdez created Tin-Tan from his
encounters with pachucos at the border between the cities of El Paso, Texas and
Juérez, Chihuahua, Mexico (Mora 1990, 82). The figure of the pachuco actually
originated in this region of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, where Valdez spent his
adolescence. A pachuco is a pocho known typically for wearing a zoot suit (baggy
pants and long coat) and mixing English and Spanish into a pidgin called cal6
(Mufioz 37)."" In movies such as Hay muertos que no hacen ruido (1946), the
version of the pachuco portrayed by Tin-Tan playfully crosses linguistic and
cultural borders. Thus, we might say that his displaced subjectivity (zoot) suits
well the transnational and transcultural identity of the magazine, humorously
mediating contact between pochos and Mexicans through popular culture.

Pocho-Che tropicalizes the character of Tin-Tan, intensifying the already
garish, musical qualities of the pachuco and broadening his appeal (Aparicio and
Chavez-Silverman 1997). As a result, Tin-Tan becomes not just a symbol of
cultural resistance to assimilation but a mediating figure among diverse groups of
Latinos. The refashioning of Tin-Tan as a tropical pocho and of San Francisco as
a tropical environment thematizes the cross-fertilization of rural and urban, desert
and island Latina/o cultures. Poet Juan Felipe Herrera calls these diverse cultures
“The Red and the Green Nations” (Aztlan and the tropical paradise), and recalls
how their utopian desires converged in Pocho-Che (1998, 220). For example, the
multicolored cover of the first issue illustrated by artist Mike Rios juxtaposes
pictures of a pachuco and rumbera (female rumba dancer) against a background
of city buildings and palm trees. The pachuco remains a patriarchal representation
of cultural resistance; however, the use of Tin-Tan and the further tropicalization
of his image temper the seriousness and solemnity of earlier constructions such
as those modeled after Che Guevara. Tin-Tan presents different sides of Pocho-
Che but also of cultural resistance, Latino masculinity, and transnational
subjectivity; it shows aspects that are hybrid, pleasurable, ironic, mischievous,
festive, and sensuous.

In addition to the influence of popular culture such as movies and music,
the transnational politics and poetics of the collective were tropicalized through
the reading of modern literary texts such as Three Trapped Tigers (1967) by Cuban
novelist Guillermo Cabrera Infante and One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967) by
Colombian novelist Gabriel Garcia Marquez. For example, the opening pages of
Three Trapped Tigers—ahumorously experimental novel set in the cabaret society
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of pre-Castro Havana—bursts into a bold, bilingual voice that appealed to the
tropical sensibilities of Pocho-Che. 1

Tropicana! the MOST fabulous nightclub in the WORLD —el cabaret

MAS fabuloso del mundo—presents— presenta—its latest show —su

nuevo espectdculo—where performers of Continental fame will take you

all to the wonderful world of supernatural beauty of the Tropics—al

mundo maravilloso y extraordinario y hermoso: The Tropic in the

Tropicana! El Trépico en Tropicana! (1971, 3).
The translation of Spanish to English and the transformation of a nightclub into a
tropical landscape inspired the appropriation of language and urban space by
Pocho-Che. This made it possible to imagine and represent, at least allegorically,
the San Francisco peninsula as a tropical island."

Another guiding literary text was the bilingual and transnational journal
El Corno Emplumado/The Plumed Horn (1962-69), co-edited by Margaret Randall
and Sergio Mondragén in Mexico City. Randall writes: “El Corno was born
primarily out of the urgency felt by a small group of poets on both sides of the
border to communicate with one another.”'* Strained political relations among
the nations of North and Latin America during the cold war were exacerbated
after the failure of U.S.-backed Cuban exiles to overthrow the Castro government
at the Bay of Pigs in 1961. The journal responded to this tension by publishing in
English and Spanish the prose, poetry, and letters of writers throughout the
Americas. Hence, the work of North American writers such as Allen Ginsberg,
Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Denise Levertov, and Robert Creeley appeared alongside
that of Latin Americans such as César Vallejo, Octavio Paz, Rosario Castellanos,
and Ernesto Cardenal.
El Corno was a decidedly political publication, collapsing the boundary

between poetry and social action. In one of the last editorials, the journal takes a
stand against both the Mexican government for the 1968 massacre of protestors
at Tlatelolco and the liberal democratic press for suppressing critical information
about the event. Comparing this state of affairs to the Johnson administration’s
“credibility gap” regarding the Vietnam War, the editors discuss the ideological
battles over the representation of reality (“WHAT IS and WHAT IS SAID TO
BE”) and the need for alternatives to the mainstream media. The Mexican
government retaliated against El Corno by cutting off its subsidy, and the next
issue of the journal was also the last. As a political and bilingual literary periodical
of the Americas, El Corno made a profound impact on the transnational politics
(and poetics) of Pocho-Che.

The Transcultural Poetics of Pocho-Che

The appearance of Ginsberg and Ferlinghetti in the pages of El Corno
reveals a little known fact about the interactions between the Beat Generation and
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a group of writers in Latin(o) America. It also belies repeated claims that the
Beats were apathetic or apolitical. I agree with Michael Davidson that much of
this criticism from the Old Left subscribes to narrow conceptualizations of politics
(1989, 25). Although the Beats articulated no specific political platform, they
distinguished themselves in the arena of social/cultural activism primarily “through
their creation of alternative forms of community” (Davidson 28). Diametrically
opposed to the claim of apathy is the charge that the Beats were imperialistic.
While there is a good deal of merit to this argument, I would refrain from a rigidly
orientalist approach. One of the main limitations of the orientalist reading here is
that it tends to reinforce the silence of subaltern communities by focusing
exclusively on the dominant group.

I don’t dispute that critiques of apathy and imperialism can be leveled at
the Beats in general; however, I do want to take issue with homogeneous and
binary paradigms. Why must we see the Beats as either monolithically apolitical
or imperialistic? In response to inquiries about the cultural politics of the Beats,
we should be able to answer with questions concerning context, circumstance,
and contingency. Who are the Beats in question? We can’t only read Kerouac,
Ginsberg, and Burroughs; we must look beyond them to some other writers of the
San Francisco Renaissance, especially those with a history of cultural activism
such as Ferlinghetti and Bob Kaufman as well as feminist precursors such as
Diane DiPrima. What specific periods of individual and social history are under
consideration? The literary careers of these authors and cultural activists are not
restricted to the 1950s. And how do we address the internal contradictions of this
diverse generation?

We must think relationally and dialogically about the writers and cultural
activists of the San Francisco Renaissance. What is the relationship between this
group and the group that formed as Pocho-Che? Both were predominantly
homosocial clusters of male writers who worked to establish local alternative
communities and independent media yet differences in race and class as well as
social history account for the popularity and longevity of one over the other. How
do certain political, social, and cultural conflicts within and between these
communities lead to the formation of new subjects of knowledge and to new
poetic discourse? Both were changed over time, particularly by the contributions
of women authors and cultural activists.

I suggest a comparative intercultural approach in order to understand the
reciprocal though politically asymmetrical cultural exchanges among artists of
the San Francisco Renaissance and their counterparts in Pocho-Che. As I discuss
earlier, the notion of a transcultural poetics follows from Limén’s modification of
cultural poetics and from his crucial point that cultural encounters between such
groups of people are “not seamless narratives of domination or resistance” (15).
Instead, they involve complex negotiations among expressive cultures in which
domination and resistance occur along with communication, collaboration, and
contradiction. These are dialogical processes inflected by multiple differences in
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social position; at the same time, they constitute the means for cross-referencing,
appropriating and reappropriating cultural elements. It’s also important to
remember that cultural poetics pertains not to discourse (poetry) alone but to a
range of social and cultural practices (performance and production of texts) that
make up expressive culture as much as discourse. A transcultural poetics would
address such practices, too.

The legacy of the San Francisco Renaissance, especially the Beats, had a
considerable influence on the popular culture of young Americans in the 1960s
and 1970s. The artists and activists of Pocho-Che were no exception. Some of
them came of age socially and politically during the 1950s, and had been affected
by the Beats. Like many other young Americans, the members of Pocho-Che
were impressed by their rejection of social values associated with the burgeoning
postwar consumer culture and escalating cold war. The Beats also provided a
model for the formation of a literary bohemian community and avant-garde with
their hangouts, circles, and salons (Watson 1995). Their jazz-derived poetic
rhythms and live readings resonated with the oral and musical traditions of the
various Latina/o cultures represented within Pocho-Che."* The early poetry of
local writer Roberto Vargas, who associated with the Beats, shows this influence,
as does the fact that poet Nina Serrano originally moved to San Francisco in 1961
because of her fascination with the Beats.'®

Yet the relationships among artists of the San Francisco Renaissance
and Pocho-Che expanded beyond influence to interactions and collaborations.
They participated together at several important political and cultural events: for
example, the “Salvador Allende/Pablo Neruda Memorial Poetry Reading” in 1973
and the benefit poetry reading “For the Greek Resistance” the following year."’
And they were featured together as a local community of artists in the anthology
Mark in Time (Harvey 1971), which documents the transcultural poetics of the
literary scene in San Francisco during the early 1970s with poems and photographic
portraits of writers such as Ferlinghetti, Ginsberg, Kaufman, Serrano, José
Montoya, and Victor Herndndez Cruz.

Ferlinghetti, in particular, was a significant local predecessor. A well-
known and respected poet of the San Francisco Renaissance, he shares with the
poets of Pocho-Che an affinity for surrealist imagery and a preoccupation with
the rhythms and textures of urban life. Nevertheless, it was as a bookstore owner,
as publisher and editor of City Lights Books (which he founded in 1955), that
Ferlinghetti made the greatest impact on Pocho-Che and others interested in
establishing alternative and independent small presses.’®* The reputation of City
Lights Books as an agent and defender of free expression had been secured in the
famous censorship trial regarding the publication of Ginsberg’s Howl and Other
Poems (1956). Ferlinghetti and bookstore manager Shigeyoshi Murao were
arrested yet ultimately acquitted of obscenity charges in 1957. City Lights Books,
which Ferlinghetti patterned after bookstore/publisher combinations in Paris,
served as an exemplar of cultural activism.'” Murguia has recalled: “We used to
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drive around the Mission and say ‘what the neighborhood needs is a coffee house
with poetry readings and a publishing division like City Lights.””*

Since the early 1960s Ferlinghetti also has been an unflagging critic of
U.S. foreign policy in Latin America, protesting with mordant wit the neo-
imperialist economic and military invasions of the cold war. He traveled to Cuba
in 1960 as a supporter of the revolution. By doing so he clashed with the
isolationism of Kerouac, who once said, “I got my own Revolution out here in
Northport—the American Revolution.”' In poems such as “One Thousand Fearful
Words for Fidel Castro” (1961) Ferlinghetti mediates local and global politics
through allegorical images and cross-cultural metonyms, humorously suggesting
that Castro copied the Beatniks with his beard. As a supporter and representative
of El Corno Emplumado and later as a publisher of revolutionary poetry from
Central America, Ferlinghetti has continued his involvement in movements for
radical social change in the Americas.?

Notwithstanding his own transnational cultural activism, Ferlinghetti also
has criticized the political provincialism of several local writers in comparison to
Pocho-Che.? In Literary San Francisco (1980), for example, he and Nancy Peters
note the following about the bicoastal political orientation of the collective: “In
close touch with Newyorican writers in lower Manhattan (particularly at the
Newyorican Café), San Francisco Latino writers were much more active politically
in the 1970s, and in fact more effective, than their Anglo counterparts in town
(227).” This candid admission refers specifically to the pragmatic cultural
interventions (benefit readings, public demonstrations, conferences) organized
by Pocho-Che for various political causes. The Beats may have lacked a political
program but Pocho-Che didn’t. From ethnic studies to the Sandinista Revolution,
Pocho-Che articulated its political agenda of transnational social justice through
group action and cultural production. Intervention into print media was certainly
a strategic part of this agenda.

Although the first Spanish language newspapers of San Francisco were
started in the mid-nineteenth century, it wasn’t until the late 1960s that publications
began to communicate news of the Latina/o community in an unabashedly bilingual
format and militantly political tone (Lewels 36, 1974).>* The main purpose of
these publications was political rather than commercial. Basta Ya!, for instance,
was primarily an organizing tool of the Committee to Defend Los Siete de la
Raza. Pocho-Che saw itself engaged with hegemonic cultural institutions in an
ideological struggle over representation— particularly against stereotypes—and
provided local Latina/o writers with an alternative to the ethnocentric mainstream
book publishing industry based in New York City.” It was Murguia’s idea to
publish books in addition to periodicals. Mainstream book publishers not only
ignored Latinos and bilingual literature; they were anathema to the politics of the
collective.” Ediciones Pocho-Che published bilingual poetry books in a compact
2-for-1 format with artwork because it established an identifiable difference from
mainstream book publishers; enabled the publication of more writers at a lesser
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cost; and expressed the values of the group as a collective, which rejected the
fetishization of the individual artist.

Among the books published in this series was El Sol y los de Abajo
(1972) by José Montoya, doyen of Chicano arts and letters. Known chiefly as a
leading multi-media artist (poet, painter, and musician), Montoya has also
distinguished himself as a lucid and an insightful critic on the topic of Latinos
and mass media. In “Thoughts on La Cultura, the Media, Con Safos and Survival”
(1979, 1980), he argues that nothing less than the cultural survival of Chicanos/
Latinos is at stake in institutional representations of social reality: a demographic
reality projecting “that Latinos will be the largest minority before too long” (29)
gives rise to a paranoid reality fomented by mass media.”” Montoya writes:

In that deranged state, the man can still cut us down in a minute. Not
because he has the tanks and sophisticated riot control squads, but because
he controls the media! And he uses that media to tell the rest of the
world that everything from drugs and crime to unemployment and
engorged welfare rolls is the fault of us euphemisms, i.e., Hispanos,
Latins, Mexican hyphenated Americans, etc. (28)
Montoya points out that this scapegoating of Latinos is rooted in biased and racist
discourses that historically have served the interests of the dominant culture. He
exposes here a link between the media and social sciences, tracing it to the
colonizing effects of classic ethnographic literature.

Montoya discusses decolonization with an emphasis on the pragmatic
role of the artist as a mediator in the process. For Montoya, the creation by artists
of an alternative system or infrastructure—with its network of cultural centers
and writer’s collectives—is a concrete if at times didactic way to critique
internalized bourgeois, white-supremacist ideology and to develop a “practical
body of knowledge which could be used as a relevant point of reference for all
Chicanos” (29). The epistemological goals of the community are materialized by
publishing houses circulating new self-perceptions and self-representations in
newspapers, magazines, and books. Intellectual currents from sources as diverse
as Black Elk and Karl Marx are cross-referenced. And cultural identity remains
open enough so that the benefits of self-determination exercised through media
ownership are coordinated with the advantages of participation in intercultural
coalitions. Montoya concludes:

Y ahi esté el detalle, Raza. If we are to become a viable force that will be
an asset to the larger community of third world people in the future, first
we have to become a nation. If that is nationalistic, then let us deal with
that aspect creatively so we can go on to the next phase toward our total
development. But nothing is going to go anywhere if we don’t have the
means to convince our people of the importance of being self-sufficient.
Control of the media is one very important way of facilitating the process
of creative education, at least control of our own media. (31)
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Montoya’s use of the words “phase” and “development” in reference to cultural
nationalism suggests an evolutionary paradigm of sociopolitical consciousness.
Nevertheless, Montoya also insists upon the creative capacity of artists and writers
to mediate between distinct yet internally heterogeneous cultures and their
conflicts.

In “Russian Cowboys, Early Berkeley and Sunstruck Critics: On Being
a Chicano Writer” (1979, 1980), Montoya recollects one such conflict with writing
instructors who forced him to write according to the tenets of modernist poetics
and the standards of New Critics. He writes:

They were always highly critical of bilingual [writing], especially in

poetry —code switching and anything that went into calé—even though

I was drawing from people that had impressed me like Eliot and Ezra

Pound, who used many languages. (48)
This double standard only convinced Montoya “how important it is to read, just
to read and read these guys so that you can take them on, spar with them like a
boxer” (49). He began to look at writing as “getting away with something” (49).
In other words, he started to see the subversive potential of his own writing with
regard to conventional language and form. He took inspiration from poets such
as Walt Whitman, William Carlos Williams, and Dylan Thomas as well as from
novelists such as John Steinbeck, William Faulkner and Ernest Hemingway while
at the same time remaining fiercely critical of dominant literary representations
of Mexican Americans.

Being in the Bay Area during the late 1950s and early 1960s, Montoya
participated marginally in the San Francisco Renaissance. He attended the
California College of Arts and Crafts in Oakland with other young Chicano artists
on GI Bill scholarships after the Korean War. Occasionally, they interacted with
the literary and artistic community in Berkeley; however, their feelings about
these interactions were mixed. He writes:

We were learning a lot but we were also constantly being exploited by a
lot of things that were happening in Berkeley about that time. Porque
traibamos guitarras y cantdbamos y gritibamos y nos empedabamos, cada
rato nos invitaban a literary readings and Berkeley-type radical
happenings. And I know we played for some people that are probably
famous now, but we never knew. All we gave a shit about was going in
there and stealing pisto, their instruments, anything that wasn’t tied down
we’d take it. And they knew we were like that pero for them —ours was
‘an interesting life style.” So they always made sure we were invited
kind of like for entertainment. Every once in a while we’d get mad at
being considered buffoons and we’d kick their ass y luego se sentian.
But at the very next Young Socialist Fair Play for Cuba rally alli nos
tenian otra vez. ‘It’s a rally for you folks.” And we’d say, ‘We’re not
Cuban,” and they’d say, ‘Same thing!” Muy prophetic, los carnales
liberals. (50)
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Preceding by a decade what Tom Wolfe would define as “radical chic” (1970),
these hostile incidents demonstrate the intercultural conflicts of the San Francisco
Renaissance.” In particular, they betray the colonizing gaze of liberal American
writers who see people of color not as fellow artists but as classic ethnographic
objects and curiosities, or as exotic and primitive diversions that enhance the
bohemian atmosphere. Ironically, however, it is the homogenizing perception of
Latinos (their conflation of Chicanos and Cubans as the “‘Same thing’”) that first
articulates —albeit clumsily —the eventually realized solidarity of Chicanos with
the Cuban Revolution a few years later. Or as Montoya puts it: “Muy prophetic
los carnales liberals.”

Nevertheless, Montoya describes his resistance to the racist treatment of
Chicanos by his counterparts in the San Francisco Renaissance. In doing so, he
reveals contradictions as well. To a degree, Montoya and his peers performed the
transgressive roles of urban tough guys assigned to them at the Berkeley gatherings.
For example, he characterizes these intercultural or intertextual conflicts as thefts
(“stealing... anything that wasn’t tied down”) or as fistfights with literary patriarchs
such as Hemingway and Kerouac (“spar with them like a boxer” and “kick their
ass”). And he displays a gendered predisposition among male writers for the
putatively superior bardic or epic modes exemplified by Walt Whitman or the
Russian novelists Leo Tolstoy and Feodor Dostoyevsky (“Every poet started out
wanting to write the epic Chicano novel”). All of this underscores the fact that
these intercultural conflicts often were between two groups composed largely of
male writers who subscribed to largely masculinist notions of art and resistance.

Rail Salinas is a poet whose bardic expression derives in part from the
impact of the Beats. Salinas published his first book, Un Trip Through the Mind
Jail 'y Otras Excursions (1980), with Pocho-Che and represented the collective in
Seattle, Washington. Originally from Austin, Texas, he began writing poetry after
being introduced to the Beats by a group of poets with whom he associated while
serving time in Soledad prison. In an interview conducted by critic Tomds Ybarra-
Frausto, he says that the Beats influenced his writing with their attitudes and
techniques, with their deeply personal voices and free verse lines reminiscent of
romantic antecedents such as Whitman.? Regarding two of his most famous
poems, “A Trip Through the Mind Jail” (1969) and “Journey I1I” (1970), he says:
“...Ithink ‘“Trip’ and ‘Journey,’ certainly ‘Trip,” is very much, technically laid out,
the structure of it...in a Ginsbergian form. Which would then go back to the...earlier
roots, of where he got his stuff, you know?” (9).%

Salinas refers here to what Ginsberg called “ellipsis,” a method of
rendering subjective images in catalogues. Building on Kerouac’s principles of
composition outlined in “Essentials of Spontaneous Prose,” Ginsberg compressed
language into “blocks of sensations & images” by curtailing syntactical connectives
such as articles and prepositions (Ginsberg 1970; Tytell 1976, 215). He then
arranged these blocks in clusters that form long lines and dense stanzas. Whereas
the stanzas in Howl begin repeatedly with the pronoun “who” and lament “the
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best minds of my generation destroyed by madness” (9), those in “Trip” start with
the noun “Neighborhood” and memorialize a community destroyed by
socioeconomic marginalization and historical erasure: Salinas’s barrio of La Loma
in Austin.
Neighborhood of my youth

demolished, erased forever from

the universe.

You live on, captive, in the lonely

cellblocks of my mind.

More testimonial than confessional, “Trip” captures memories that flash
within the consciousness of the incarcerated speaker at a moment of personal and
historical crisis (Benjamin 1968, 255). Salinas composed the poem while serving
time yet participating actively in the Chicano and prisoner rights movements.

It is important to historicize the development of these imagistic blocks,
given the tendency to interpret them idealistically or archetypally. The Beats
themselves often were responsible for idealizing the vernacular rhythms and
textures of workers, blacks, and other ethnic groups in their attempts to recover
orality and the body in American literature. Perceiving the speech patterns of
marginalized Americans as more intuitive than intellectual, they reinforced the
antinomy of mind/body that designates subaltern cultures with the latter category.
This relates as well to their association of the improvisational styles of jazz
musicians (many of whom were black) with qualities that elevate feeling over
thought. Even some of their critics accept this neo-primitivism uncritically. In
Naked Angels (1976), John Tytell describes ellipsis as “a kind of mock American
Indian dialect used ironically — which distinguishes between the flow of a mind’s
perceptions and less intuitively sponsored flights” (215-16).

I would argue that the source of such a poetics actually is more historical
yet no less popular and transcultural. Again, I would look at the mass media,
particularly print media during the cold war, as a significant influence on the
poetry of both Ginsberg and Salinas. The blocks of images in their poems often
read like headlines rather than as “mock American Indian dialect,” suggesting a
quotidian source more likely to be shared by poets from different cultural
backgrounds. In “America” (1956) Ginsberg confesses ironically: “I’m obsessed
by Time Magazine” (41).>’ And in “Nature of the Beast (or, Weep Imperialism)”
(1994), Salinas reconfigures a sentence from a newspaper article about threats
posed by certain Middle-eastern nations to the stability of Western governments
and markets. In both cases the idioms of mass media are turned against the
hegemony of institutions such as the Luce publishing empire or the imperialism
of multinational capitalists.

This media source also would account for the element of chronicle or
testimony found in their works. Ginsberg documented the Beat Generation as a
co-founder of Beatitude magazine and as a photographer of his peers. In books
such as Planet News (1968), he illustrates the Poundian maxim: “Literature is
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news that stays news” (1934, 29). And he was a master at using mass media, as
demonstrated by his interviews in literary journals or on television talk shows.
For his part, Salinas has been a media activist since the early 1960s: as a writer
for magazines inside and outside of prison, as an editor of journals, and as founder
of Red Salmon Press. His earliest published writing includes a monthly jazz
column—influenced by San Francisco Renaissance jazz critic Ralph J. Gleason—
entitled “The Quarter Notes.”

Salinas shares with the Beats an affinity for jazz, especially for the
improvisational styles and syncopated rhythms of bebop which he first heard in
Austin: “You know, I started reading these people, and my experiences in the
Black community, in the Black world up to this time. The jazz...was also very
much a part of my life.”*> With respect to social class and aesthetics, Salinas
identifies more readily with the late Afro-Jewish Beat poet Bob Kaufman.
Kaufman’s commitment to jazz-inspired prosody, urban sensibility, and radical
politics is unique among the Beats. Before settling in San Francisco, he was a
representative of the National Maritime Union, a labor organizer, and an area
director for the 1948 presidential campaign of Progressive Party candidate Henry
Wallace (Kaufman 1996). His spontaneous readings at the Co-Existence Bagel
Shop and on the streets of North Beach led to numerous altercations with local
police. Like Salinas, Kaufman was arrested and jailed several times, conveying
the pain of these experiences in his “Jail Poems” (1965).*

Critic Barbara Christian points out the loneliness in Kaufman’s poetry
and attributes it not just to his position as a minority among the Beats but also to
his unflinching vision of alienation in America. She writes: “The extreme objective
correlative of this loneliness in our society is the prison. Kaufman’s ‘Jail Poems’
protest both America’s injustice and succinctly, painfully reveal his own psychic
prison—the real prison from which he cannot escape” (1981, 111). Jail is both
material reality and metaphysical condition in the poetry of Kaufman and Salinas.
It literally signifies the legal status of each poet in his cell while figuratively
representing the social status of ethnic subjects in the United States. For people
of color during the 1950s—the latter part of which Kaufman composed “Jail
Poems” and Salinas began writing his poetry —the “spiritual and political loneliness
of America” could be quite acute.*

Salinas acknowledges this connection to Kaufman in the dedication of
his most recent book, East of the Freeway (1995), and in the poem “Shame on the
Shaman.” In the dedication and poem Salinas confers on Kaufman an honorific,
“The REAL Beat,” and intimates a falling out with the other Beats. As Louis
Mendoza writes in the Afterword to East of the Freeway: “Any recognition of the
influence of the Beats in Salinas’s work must also acknowledge that a tension
exists between him and these contemporaries” (108). In “Riff(t)s” Salinas openly
addresses this tension with Kerouac, from whom he also takes as the epigraph to
East of the Freeway a poem about returning home. Salinas recalls in “Riff(t)s”
his youthful admiration for the leader of the Beats and describes this time as a
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“Moment of Enlightenment.” This moment turns to disillusionment, however, as
Kerouac—“fat and forty” —attacks the Left and embraces reactionary politics
during the era of the Vietnam War. In his own middle age, Salinas resists the
cynicism and alcoholism that consumed Kerouac (a.k.a. Duluoz). Through a
mixture of self-deprecating humor and a commitment to radical social change, he
eventually reaches a “Moment of Enjoyment”:

Bore you with some news,

Duluoz?
Unlike your jug o’ booze
the struggle

Turns Me ON.
As is often the case with artists of Pocho-Che and those of the Beat Generation,
the difference between Salinas and Kerouac is generalized social rebellion versus
organized political resistance. For Salinas the struggle involves him as a writer,
publisher, and activist on behalf of Chicanos, American Indians, and prisoners.*

The discursive and extra-discursive practices of Pocho-Che must be seen

within interlocking matrices of cultural production, marketing, distribution, and
consumption. Against this backdrop, editorial work such as that undertaken by
the members of Pocho-Che constitutes not only literary production but also social
and cultural critique. Pocho-Che engaged classic ethnographic discourses through
symbolic and material practices. Its autoethnographic textualizations crossed
various national and cultural boundaries to produce a poetics shaped by resistance,
by mutual influence, by collaboration, and finally by hybridization among literary
predecessors and contemporaries in North and Latin(o) America. By historicizing
and cross-referencing three literary and cultural movements— the discourse of
ethnopoetics in the 1970s, the Chicano political and cultural movements of the
same period, and the San Francisco Renaissance of the 1950s—by examining
them comparatively and dialogically, I'm hoping not only to see each of them in
a different light but to shed new light on the complex transactions between them.
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Endnotes
! Jameson responds to the question posed by Sylvia Wynter of whether or not an
ethnopoetics can become a sociopoetics. See Sylvia Wynter, “Ethno or Socio Poetics” in
Ethnopoetics: A First International Symposium (Boston: Alcheringa/ Boston University,
1976).
% A few members of the collective had belonged previously to Mala Efe (Mexican American
Liberation Art Front), a group of Chicano artists based in Oakland. The members of Mala
Efe held informal salons in which the topic of discussion was often the role of art and the
artist in the Chicano movement. This first issue was released on July 26 in commemoration
of the tenth anniversary of the Cuban Revolution.
3 The Black Panther newspaper was published in Oakland and E! Grito: A Journal of
Contemporary Mexican-American Thought was edited by Octavio I. Romano-V. and
published in Berkeley.
* Aztlan is the original homeland of the Aztecs that Chicano nationalists claim is the region
of the southwestern United States annexed after the U.S.-Mexico War of 1846-48.
5 The strikes organized by the TWLF at SF State grew out of issues raised by Students for
a Democratic Society (SDS) and the Black Student Union (BSU) regarding the school’s
cooperation with the draft board and support of ROTC programs; the reinstatement of
suspended BSU members in school and Black Panther George Murray in his teaching
post; and open admission for third world students along with the establishment of a school
of ethnic studies. The demonstrations turned into riots when police used violence to disperse
student protesters. The defense of Los Siete, who were eventually acquitted, tied in with
the broader movement against racist harassment and brutality by the mostly white police
force. The Black Panthers also had been engaged in this battle on the streets of Oakland
and in the pages of their newspaper The Black Panther, which routinely depicted the
police as pigs. Through their own publications, supporters of Los Siete such as Pocho-
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Che exposed the prejudice of local politicians and media, which implied that the defendants
were savages. See Marjorie Heins, Strictly Ghetto Property: The Story of Los Siete de la
Raza (Berkeley: Ramparts, 1972) and Basta Ya! The Story of Los Siete de La Raza (San
Francisco: Research Organizing Cooperative of San Francisco, 1970).

6 Although Luis Valdez is also known for advancing a cultural nationalist Chicano identity,
particularly a neoindigenist type, the manifesto he co-wrote with Roberto Rubalcava in
1964, “Venceremos!: Mexican-American Statement on Travel to Cuba,” pointed Macias
in the direction of internationalism. Valdez and Rubalcava declare: “The Mexican in the
United States has been...no less a victim of American imperialism than his impoverished
brothers in Latin America...As sons of Mexican manual laborers in California, we have
traveled to Revolutionary Cuba...to emphasize the historical and cultural unanimity of all
Latin American peoples, north and south of the border. Having no leaders of our own, we
accept Fidel Castro” (215-16). See Valdez and Stan Steiner, eds. Aztldn: An Anthology of
Mexican American Literature (New York: Knopf, 1972).

7 Originally a derogatory term applied by Mexicans to U.S. Mexicans, the term “pocho”
has been recuperated by Chicanos in recent history. In this sense, it is like the word
“Chicano,” whose meaning was once widely-considered pejorative too.

¢ Mala Efe, the group in Oakland that preceded Pocho-Che, had gendered the subject of
decolonization in a similar fashion. Describing the group’s first exhibition in 1969, Esteban
Villa says: “The exhibition was called ‘Nuevo Simbolos for La Nueva Raza” [New Symbols
for the New People] and attempted to visually project images of El Hombre Nuevo: The
Chicano who had emerged from the de-colonization process” (94). See Tomds Ybarra-
Frausto, “The Chicano Movement and the Emergence of a Chicano Poetic Consciousness”
in New Scholar 6 (1977).

° Since the 1990s, deploying the symbol of Che Guevara is a very ambiguous act. This
may have always been the case. But in the late 1960s the name and image of Che were
more readily understood as signs of decolonization, revolution, and third world Marxism.
While the symbol of Che continues to resonate with these meanings, it’s now a postmodern
commercial icon also. For example, in advertisements for the fast food franchise Taco
Bell the notorious talking chihuahua wears Che’s famous beret. The many t-shirts and
posters emblazoned with Che’s immortal Christ-like visage also confirm his celebrity
status in popular culture. (Many of the same things can be said about Malcolm X as an
icon.) All of this corroborates the Frankfurt School’s lessons on the awesome power of
capitalism to absorb and co-opt dissident elements. Cartoonist Lalo Lopez expresses this
idea satirically in his comic strip L.A. Cucaracha, which replaces the star on Che’s beret
with the Nike shoe corporation’s swoosh logo.

10 Artist Alex Donis deconstructed this sort of masculine subjectivity by crossing the social
boundaries of sexual desire and pleasure in his multimedia installation at Galeria de la
Raza entitled My Cathedral (1997). The devotional yet iconoclastic exhibition featured
depictions of historical and religious figures in fictionalized homoerotic embraces, including
the pairs of Che Guevara and César Chavez, Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa, Fidel
Castro and John F. Kennedy. Its presentation in the Mission District initiated an intertextual
dialogue with the local legacy of admiration (exemplified by Pocho-Che) for such
personages. Unfortunately, some chose to express themselves with vandalism and a couple
of the pieces were destroyed —notably the image of Che Guevara and César Chavez. See
the catalogue My Cathedral: An Installation by Alex Donis (San Francisco: Galeria de la
Raza, August 19-September 26, 1997).

' See Marcos Sanchez-Tranquilino, “The Pachuco’s Flayed Hide,” in Chicano Art:
Resistance and Affirmation, ed. Griswold del Castillo et al (Los Angeles: UCLA Wight
Art Gallery, 1991).

12 Recommending the book in his column “El Rinconsito Sabrosito,” Victor Hernandez
Cruz writes: “If you haven’t read any good novels lately check out Tres Tristes Tigres by
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the Cuban Guillermo Cabrera Infante, it is a verbal delight of Havana night life in the
50s, it is full of cabarets and guaracha and pre-revolution insight” (12). Alejandro Murgula
recalls when excessive rains poured on the Mission District in 1972 and made it seem like
Macondo, the legendary town in the fiction of Garcia Marquez. See Tin-Tan (Summer-
Fall, 1975) and Alejandro Murguia, interview with the author, July 16, 1996.

'3 Herrera initially makes this observation about Pocho-Che and its representation of San
Francisco as a tropical island: “It’s a hard, urban cold steel city, and the last thing it is is a
tropical island...There’s no rumbas going on in the middle of Embarcadero, there’s no
marimbas on Kearny Street...But all of a sudden the writers were writing [and] you’d
swear they were eating mangos and wearing colored shirts and staying up drinking ron...”
(75). This sense of the peninsula as an island is grounded in literary and social history,
from early Spanish accounts and maps of California to the naturalistic novel McTeague
(1899) by Frank Norris. See Sesshu Foster, “From Logan to the Mission: Riding North
Through Chicano Literary History with Juan Felipe Herrera” in The Américas Review
(Fall-Winter 1989) and Michael Davidson, The San Francisco Renaissance: Poetics and
Community at Mid-century (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989, 8, 221 n.16).

!4 Margaret Randall, letter to the author, August 3, 1997.

% In fact, Murguia claims that Pocho-Che resurrected live poetry in San Francisco after
the Beats. Interview with the author, July 16, 1996.

1 Interview with author, August 5, 1996.

'7 The first event took place at Glide Memorial Church on October 4, 1973 and featured
Alegria, Murguia, Vargas, Serrano, Hernandez Cruz, Ferlinghetti, DiPrima, Elias Hruska
y Cortés, Ishmael Reed, Janice Mirikitani, Jean Franco, John Felstiner, and Joan Baez; the
second at Fugazi Hall where featured poets included Alegria, Vargas, Ferlinghetti, DiPrima,
and Andrei Codrescu. See reproductions of posters for these events in Lawrence Ferlinghetti
and Nancy Peters, eds., Literary San Francisco (San Francisco: City Lights, 1980) and in
Rupert Garcia: Prints and Posters, 1967-1990 (San Francisco: Fine Arts Museums of San
Francisco, 1990).

'8 Beatitude magazine, reflecting in its very title Kerouac’s meaning of “beat,” was edited
by various poets such as Bob Kaufman since 1959. It continued into the 1970s. In addition
to Tin-Tan, there were other local periodicals during the early 1970s. They include
Yardbird (1972-76), edited in the East Bay by Ishmael Reed, Al Young, and Shawn Wong,
and City of San Francisco (1973-75), published by filmmaker Francis Ford Coppola.
Coppola also served on the board of directors for the San Francisco Art Commission,
which released through its Neighborhood Arts Program a booklet for non-profit
organizations entitled, “How to Manipulate the Media” (1975).

19 Nancy Peters writes about Ferlinghetti’s vision for City Lights Books: “His idea was to
encourage cross-currents and cross-fertilizations among writers and thinkers from different
cultures and communities both in the books sold at the store and in its publication program”
(212). See James Brook et al, Reclaiming San Francisco (San Francisco: City Lights
Books, 1998).

2 Interview with the author, July 16, 1996.

2l See Ann Charters, ed., The Portable Beat Reader (New York: Penguin Books, 1992,
245).

22 See Alejandro Murguia and Barbara Paschke, eds. Volcdn: Poems from Central America
(San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1983). Most recently, City Lights Books has published
a compilation of writings about the Zapatista uprising in Chiapas, Mexico. See Elaine
Katzenberger, ed., First World, Ha Ha Ha! (City Lights Books, 1995).

2 Ferlinghetti’s politics, like those of fellow transplanted artist Kenneth Rexroth, took
root in West Coast traditions of civil libertarianism, pacifism, anarchism, and anti-
authoritarianism. Aware of the contradiction in being both a self-described “enemy of the
state” and a successful capitalist entrepreneur, Ferlinghetti has acknowledged the truth of
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Herbert Marcuse’s statement regarding “the enormous capacity of society to ingest its
own most dissident elements...I’'m ingested myself” (Barolini 1990, 2333). This ingestion
played out most recently when Ferlinghetti was appointed first poet laureate of San
Francisco by Mayor Willie Brown in 1998.

%Two of the earliest newspapers in San Francisco were El Eco del Pacifico and La Crénica.
Other overtly bilingual and political publications in California and throughout the Southwest
during the 1960s and 1970s include El Malcriado, El Grito del Norte, Con Safos, and El
Caracol.

25 For an excellent account of the frustrating experiences faced by Latina/o authors who
try to have their books published by mainstream institutions, see José David Saldivar,
“The Hybridity of Culture in Arturo Islas’s The Rain God” in The Dialectics of Our America
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1991).

2 According to Murguia, mainstream book publishers disregarded bilingual literature so
much that accents and tildes would have to be written in because their typesetters lacked
diacritical marks and fonts in Spanish. Vargas declined an offer to publish with Dell because
of political differences. Interview with the author, July 16, 1996.

2 This essay was originally composed for the First Annual Chicano Film Series at Stanford
University in January 1979. It was printed in color as a booklet at Galeria de la Raza in
San Francisco and reprinted in Metamorfosis 3.1 (Spring-Summer 1980, 28-31).

28 See Tom Wolfe, Radical Chic and Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers (New York: Farrar,
Straus & Giroux, 1970).

¥ Salinas acknowledges his debt to the Beats: “Tu sabes, I don’t just have a connection. I
guess that I can be honest enough to say that I have profound respect for them, you know?”
(8). See “Tirando Rollo con Tap6n” (1973) in the Raiil Salinas Papers, Box 11 —Literary
Studies on Salinas (1972-1994), Special Collections, Green Library, Stanford University.
30 Salinas Papers.

3 Towards the end of this poem, the voice comes close to mimicking a “mock American
Indian dialect” but closer still to the utterances of a chest-beating brute like the Tarzan of
Hollywood movies. “That no good. Ugh. Him make Indians learn read./Him need big
black niggers. Hah. Her make us/all work sixteen hours a day. Help” (43). That it’s the
voice of the American white male in fear of the Soviet Union is fairly clear; however, the
use of such a primitivism is also fairly problematic because of its ambiguity.

32 Salinas Papers.

33 According to his friend Raymond Foye, Kaufman was arrested 36 times in one year.
The police considered Kaufman subversive and singled him out for harassment. See David
Henderson, Introduction to Cranial Guitar: Selected Poems by Bob Kaufman (Minneapolis:
Coffee House Press, 1996).

3 According to poet Gary Snyder: “In the spiritual and political loneliness of America of
the fifties you’d hitch a thousand miles to meet a friend” (45). See “North Beach” in The
Old Ways (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1977).

35 In addition to his involvement with the Chicano Movement, Salinas has served the
American Indian Movement and International Indian Treaty Council as a delegate,
spokesperson, and translator at the United Nations. He also has been active in prisoner
rights litigation and has traveled to Cuba and Nicaragua in solidarity with the revolutionary
aims of those nations.
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quotidian terror

knifed and niked

our backs

tromped and stumped
stunned by spectacle farce
realty teeters
middlefingers

dystopia by subtraction
marked economy

stabs false prices

onto water, air, land

stuck pig grunts

pumped full of antibiotics
psychotic bacon

beckons

know thy enzyme
transgenic estrogenic
effluvium transfers

into your porcine gut

glow-in-the-dark hashbrowns

come with the order
spudmuffin
let’s haunch

QUOTIDIAN TERROR
Rita Wong
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blood myth blood paradigm

“the number of colonies of stable transformants”
gamma stun stunts stunted
blood amplitude blood magnitude
protoplast fusion fussing

over syn whelm tax

blood error blood engine
biodirectional bioinspectional
select if marker

blood turnip blood trapeze
invertebrate longings

my eggs heat-shocked

AGRICODA
Rita Wong
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THE WORLD SOCIAL FORUM REVISITED:
BACK TO BASICS?
Radha D’Souza

[This article was originally written as my regular commentary for ZNet. ZNet
declined to publish it. It is published here without any changes. The article raises
important questions about the direction of the “New Social Movements” from
“Third World” perspectives.]

Why am I writing about the World Social Forum (WSF) again? At the
NESCO grounds in Mumbai, the WSF has given way to other exhibitions and
events. Across the road, at the veterinary college grounds, the students have
returned to where the Mumbai Resistance 2004 (MR-04) held their events. And,
the WSF is no longer headline news in the city papers. Indeed, if WSF I created
waves, WSF IV has ebbed very quickly.

The principal actors have no doubt returned to their think tank
organisations and research institutes to reflect over questions of ‘where to next.’
But, what of the large number of ‘ordinary activists’ who came there to occupy
the ‘open spaces’ that the WSF offered for ‘self-organised’ events? Those
participants too have returned to wherever they came from, taking with them
what they could take from the events. It was fortuitous therefore to be in Canada
on a speaking tour when the participants were reporting back on their experiences
of WSF, MR-04 or both to their home constituencies. Undeterred by the merciless
Montreal winter and the ice and sleet on the streets of Ottawa, people turned up
on Sunday afternoons and late evenings on weekdays to hear about civil society,
WSF, MR-04 and other issues.

It struck me that most people reporting back on the events, overwhelmed
by Mumbai, spoke more about the city and the chaos at NESCO grounds, or
about the specific issues their organisations focused on, than about the WSF itself,
its wider politics, role or future. This is hardly surprising given the paucity of
debates or critical assessments of the WSF. While a plethora of publications and
writings on the anti-globalisation movements generally and on the WSF in
particular exist, most of them are written by active participants and leaders. Often
resources and funds from Western governments and large funding agencies support
the research and publications directly or indirectly through think tank/research
organisations.

Critical voices, and there are many, remain confined to smaller groups
and organisations. There, there is unease and discomfort about the direction of
the WSF and at least some of the trends within anti-globalisation movements. If
lack of transparency and democratic functioning were matters widely
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acknowledged, even within the WSF IV, it is at least in some measure, due to the
growing strength of dissident voices within the anti-globalisation movements.
However, transparency and democratic functioning may be symptomatic of the
politics and ideology. In the absence of a critique of the ideology and
characterisation of the movement itself, the growing disquiet and unease could
well be reduced to individuals and personalities.

Taking cues from the rallying slogan, “Another World Is Possible,” the
first question that needs to be asked is: in what sense is the WSF anti-establishment,
if at all? For, implicit in the slogan is the idea that the WSF is anti-systemic.

The WSF claims it is the voice of ‘civil society’ speaking against the
inhuman and devastating effects of ‘globalisation,” meaning a set of economic
policies and programmes premised on neo-liberal ideology. Neo-liberalism revives
key concepts and ideas from the old liberal ideology of 19" century capitalism
and colonialism and adapts them to the present times on enlarged scales. Thus,
ideas of sanctity of private property, privileging the economic dimension of social
life over all others, the virtues of competition and competitiveness, ideas of ‘level
playing fields,” ‘trickle down effects’ from wealth creation as the panacea for
social inequality, the idea of the state as the invisible regulator, or in Adam Smith’s
words, as the ‘the night watchman,’ the sanctity of the market and market
mechanisms are some ideas, the revival of which is readily identifiable in the
present times.

The enlargement of scales and the deeper historical roots of capitalism
and colonialism has lead some to characterise ‘globalisation’ as a borderless
phenomenon that has transformed the world into a ‘global village,” sans history
or geography. Like the other ideas from 19" century capitalism, the idea of ‘civil
society’ too has seen a revival in the context of ‘globalisation’ and undergone
expansion of scale and depth in its present avatar.

The idea of ‘civil society’ denotes the relationship between capitalism,
state and society. It is the ham sandwiched between the state and the economy.
Different theories and ideologies have characterised the relationship between state,
economy and society in different ways. The architecture of capitalist societies
rests on the way the relationship is constituted and reconstituted. Changes in the
phases of capitalism or in the specific dimensions of capitalism have entailed
restructuring the relationship between state, society and economy. Thus when
mercantile capitalism under Dutch hegemony ended to give way to industrial
capitalism under British hegemony, when the British Empire gave way to the
post-war monopolistic finance capitalism under American hegemony, significant
restructuring of state-society-economy relations occurred. The restructuring
invariably entailed diverse debates, arguments, perceptions, theories and ideologies
on the part of actors involved and affected by the restructuring. The arguments
were economic, political, moral/ethical. What kind of state-society-economy
relations emerged depended on the concepts and ideas that were thrown into the
melting pot during times of transition. In that sense the re-emergence of the debates
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around ‘civil society’ became inevitable when ‘globalisation’ in the post-Cold
War era restructured the relations between state and economy. The question then
is, is the ham between the sandwich fresh or recycled and stale?

Let us take Third World debt, an issue that has the sympathy of a wide
cross section of Western (also capitalist) societies. The WSF would like Third
World debt to be cancelled. Evidently, this is because of the poverty in the Third
World. However, the idea of cancellation is based on forgiveness and compassion.
It overlooks a small detail, namely, that what is called debt is in fact expropriation
of the Third World and a means of continued appropriation of their land, labour
and natural resources in a new form euphemistically termed ‘development’ in the
post-war era. In that sense it is not a ‘debt’ at all. Not surprisingly, the Churches
throughout the Jubilee year were most vocal in advocating cancellation of Third
World debt based on the Christian idea of plenary indulgence and absolution so
that the slate is cleaned and the old ties resumed. Every good banker too knows
that periodically bad debts must be written off for banking to continue to be business
as usual. For the “Third World’ then, debt cancellation will undoubtedly bring
some respite, but whether it will end their continued exploitation, the continued
decimation of their social and cultural life, is another matter. Did the end of slavery
end the exploitation of black people? Or, the advent of western democracies the
colonisation of indigenous peoples? Or, did national Independence end poverty
and degradation? Already, the World Bank is saying some Third World debts will
be written off if countries agree to restructure to conform to conditions of
‘globalisation.’

Or, take the Tobin Tax, a tax to limit capital speculation, another favourite
of many leading intellectuals in the WSF. Have not states taxed corporations in
the past to address social strife? Have not states in the past given a portion of the
taxes to ‘civil society’ (including churches) to ameliorate the worst excesses of
capitalism? Does the global scale of the tax and its use alter its essential character,
i.e. to make ‘globalisation’ more sustainable and enduring? The WSF seeks to put
a human face on ‘globalisation’ by modifying those aspects that make exploitation
and injustice unsustainable for capitalism under its most recent incarnation of
‘globalisation.” Thus it advocates for a more sustainable exploitation of society.
The most important selling point in the case of the WSF has been the claim that it
provides a ‘space’ for all sections of civil society (see my Z Net article dated 7
February ’04). Western democracy as we know it is a product of this common
‘space’ where everyone could participate, provided of course that they eschew
violence and abide by some form of constitutionalism. We also know that in those
common spaces, some sections emerge as spokespersons for the whole of society.
The moot point is who is the spokesperson for the whole of society today, a society
on an enlarged global scale? If it is the WSF (or similar conglomeration of
organisations), then what is the source of their authority within the economy-
state-society nexus?
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The question becomes pertinent for the ‘Third World.” Historically, the
idea of civil society has been an ambivalent one in the colonies. In the colonies it
was first advocated by J.S. Mill who saw it as a means of strengthening relations
between the British and sections of society in the Indian sub-continent who might
collaborate with the British against native rulers. J.S. Mill was also the director
of the English East India Company and an ideologue of colonialism. The
benevolence entailed in the extension of the ideas and privileges of civil society
to the colonies and the inclusiveness it suggests blurs important distinctions in
the case of colonial societies.

In the colonies the boundaries between the economy, the state and what
did or did not constitute civil society were blurred at the best of times. For example
the East India Company was delegated sovereign power to govern. The colonial
state undertook all sorts of economic activities during the hey-days of Free Market
and Free Trade. The extension of ideas of civil society to colonies therefore was
one of form while the reality, the politics, was something different. The politics of
‘development’ in the post-War era did the same. Industrialisation, development
assistance, development planning and the like ensured the inclusion into ‘civil
society’ of those who subscribed to the dominant ideas in the neo-colonies that
the Third World had become. The restructuring of economy-society-state relations
in the post-Cold War era and the renewed debate on the nature and role of ‘civil
society’ quite naturally extended to those sections of the ‘Third World’ that were
able to articulate ideas about ‘civil society.’

More fundamentally, the economy-state dichotomy with a civil society
sandwiched in between is alien to the architecture of colonial societies. That format
of society is something Western capitalism inherited from the Greco-Roman
civilisation based on notions of “the public,” “the private” and the “state” as distinct
social realms, a format of society that did not exist in the colonial world. Although
colonialism introduced the distinction in juridical forms, the internal relations
within Third World remain vastly different. However, the WSF and similar anti-
globalisation movements overlook these important differences. Note the careful
choice of words: ‘economic globalisation’ - not simply imperialism, ‘corporate
globalisation’ - without the states that underpin it, promises of a ‘new world’
based on disarming the ‘Third World’ but not the ‘First World,” a world where
‘civil society’ stretches out in a borderless ‘globalised’ world without repeal of
immigration laws. Above all, reams and reams of facts, figures and statistics on
poverty, inequality and all the rest of it with very little on the causes, on explanations
that point to emancipation from the causes of poverty and inequality.

Are the paradoxes of our times surprising then? That at a time when
racism is universally decried, it is on the rise, often in vicious forms? While nation-
states get hammered everywhere, xenophobia is on the rise everywhere? That,
when secularism is a universally accepted value, religious fundamentalism rules?
Is the Pentagon about to wind up and close shop because of ‘democratic voices’
such as the WSF and other anti-’globalisation’ movements that address the effects
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of ‘globalisation’ but not its causes? Are we expected to believe that the French
and Finnish governments and foundations set up by mega corporations will fund
projects against themselves?

Consequently, the concept of self-determination of neo-colonial societies
gets subsumed by the choruses of ‘civil society’ emanating from imperialist nations
engaged in finding a comfortable space for themselves within the reconstituted
economy-state relations in the wake of ‘globalisation.” Unfortunately, all this
happens at a time when anti-imperialist movements and self-determination
struggles of different types are being demonised and militarily suppressed in the
name of ‘war on terror.” Often the anti-imperialist character of the struggles become
difficult to recognise as they are forced to turn to religious, racial and other esoteric
ideologies for articulation.

The ‘development’ discourse in the post-war era effectively pre-empted
the deepening of the meaning of self-determination of colonies by the way the
discourse was framed and cross-sections of society mobilised in support of
dominant ideas. Now, especially since the UN Conference on Human Development
in 1995, the ‘civil society’ discourse, espoused so unequivocally by movements
like the WSF, threatens once again to pre-empt the search for a redefinition of
self-determination, a renewed understanding of its relevance and deepening its
meaning in the neo-colonies renamed ‘Third World’ in the context of
‘globalisation.” Must we ready ourselves for a neo neo-colonialism under
‘globalisation’ then?

For those who seek true de-colonisation and emancipation from
exploitation, the critique of movements such as the WSF needs to go beyond
individuals and personalities, beyond questions of transparency and process, to
debate the concepts, ideas and ideologies that inform the movements.
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HIP-HOP POETICA #1:

MACRO N MICRO COSMOS DEFINITE

globalization
got us waitin

for our situation to change
developin ports

to be ports

for 1* world export exchange

give your tired labor
masses huddling to be poor
multinational corporations
multiply like spores

knocking down doors
create wars among men
i leave my hand down
unSURE of them

white men
beating world workers
for monetary ends
raping earth for gems
locking up color-
ful kids on corners
trying to make ends
ensuring future leaders
confined to prison

(imagine what wd’ve happened
if fred hampton found the inner
life of malcolm trying to mend
broken promises of the nation
but they killed him instead)

apprehend
comprehend alone
with words again

Kevin Coval
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only got pen and paper

hoping ancestral spirits

rise within like water vapor

unseen and existing

cyclical lessons persisting

until we learn each other’s stories

forever we’ll be dissing the point

like compassion missing from struggle

lives locked in closed bubbles post-industrial
rubble truth muddled in mud forgotten
sleeping under rugs from birth bugged
cointelpro mental spaces socialization
fallacious teachin different races we can steal
freedom like kool herc back in the day kid
nat turner hanging master in ink(re)mental stages

yes yes in
affirmation
continual progression
yes yes in
conscious resurrection
look within for the lesson
yes yes in
yes yes in
yes yes

in
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‘This sweet
- windperson
poem

for Dream Chad and Mary Morgan Bratimwaite

KAMAU BRATHWAITE
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Lhis sweet air comes from a long sweet time so ago so ago

before scissors before tractors & wheels before horses
are tamed & cattle are penned
in this ramshackle brown by the airport

it comes from the sweet lands of Africa
crossing Atlantic wi spiders & egrets & coconuts & thin tendril
plants on the slavetrade wind of the harmattan

it comes from how the land is sweet here. as a result of all these
long ancient pressures of our coral times. lime
-Stoned sweetlime & loam

like a dark butter for green grasses of aroma

- how the sweet scent of the sugarcane comes down the wide
shallow valleys into our yards into the wide open rooms

of our houses

Lhis sweet air comes wi the white birds of seaweed

& the blackbirds of tune
-lessd the sudden clatter of parakeets & the quick peck

-ing of sparrows
& these little blue chips that at dawn sing like raindrops
orwater of a sweet thought down the long throat of a bottie
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- how you remember this sound from Browns Beach
- the green bottle in yr hand yr head down under
the water & sinking - all yr heavy body drifting slowly glowing

down down towards the sand & the bottie singing
wlyou in yr hand & blinking wi stars
& this sweet sound of the dawn bird filling it down

L his sweet wind confirms all these memories

wl how it is present at this corner by the shop and the gas sta
-tion - how it comes from the hills - the long rising lines

of ancient beaches into terraces
& the landscape of the future growing up towards us from
Harrismitn from Congo Bay from Chancery Lane

whe Margaret Gill sees all this as she sits sewing words
& Indrani her Malayalam neighbour
sets up her palette of paints for her NCF mural at RockDundo

as dreams from tne sea drift up over the old sea-egg Silver
Sands coast rounding South Point & the white waves
of Oistins . the breakers coming in from blue distance

onto the bright powder silica beaches where the dunes
are. tneir power curling their sound into silence. their mist
drifting inward into our mangrove & seagrape
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& the blue spotted cactus & noo-noo
& the unpainted wooden houses we have built along this
shoar

to catch this silence of sound to breathe this sweet air
to smile wlit. shoring itup. as it were. grow greater wiit into the
green & blue

where the sunlight unlocks. where the flowers are
& the bees playing all this attention to their fix
-ed favourite colours

& the slow certain dance of the ants
who prefer their long black slightly trembling line
of silhouette & that fine instant fizz of them this morning

when they are not
dead or disturbed. devouring what has been left from the fall
of a fruit or the lipstick of blossom or the splash of some passion

and when i look up again the world is like a tuning fork
the itself of its memory receding ceeding ceeding ceeding
into its own sound its so certain & purpose & real &

L his sweetwind which is here so long before we born

so long even before we ever come here. before we loss
the names of the lannscape
on this Sunday morning of silence & worship
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when we can still hear the old dour churchbells high up
in the toss of their steeples ringing
at theircertain times certain times certain times angelus

Watch how the birds fly up high & wheel

away from the bronze iron sound even tho they have heard it
before everyday & for centuries

like in S Marco in the steep solitudes of the Andes and Lhasha
the deep tones as if coming out
of wells. like the opposite of being drowned. falling up

-ward. full of free & sweet air. trees so amazingly green
inyr ears. tneir tangles their crystal clear branches
these churchyards sleeping in the sun where the wooden

stalls of their helmet-shape bells
- castin brass castin bronze castin iron - are
like at St Leonards like at St Clements in St Lucy

like at St Margarets overlooking Martins Bay

withe rope & the little gate & the triangle top

nvr yet they say blown down in a hurricane

my half-blind cousin Daddy O'Grady Elizabeth O'Neale
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muse & musician violinist organist & organizer at All Saints
withe sweetest voice in the world in her throat
dark woo-dove of contraltocello coming down the hill

from the Maynards curve & the corner down KBen Hill
all the way down
itis twenty minutes she takes in the hot sun after the service

is over but she comes floating down singing aloud to her
-self and her saviour
wiher ivory

chaplet & hymnbook in that then silence of Sunday
& the shak-shak in shadows of gold waiting for her at the door
of her father's unpainted carpenter shop

closed now because it is Sunday
S0 she goes round to the back. up that slow rocky pathway be
-tween our two houses & forever homes that the Government

now intends to make into a new road & highway to link M&Q
wl the new housing estates of Fairfield. Indian Ground
& Mt Brevitor where all that time ago . now almost pass(ed)

me & my sister like Wordsworth & his
(is there yet nof a Jocal figerary connKjon a great fiferary convention here?)

discover this path up tnis hill where only silk grasses gorows

at this time
& reaching the top we cd see Newstead
& the wide redroofs of the Vicarage & beyond that & its trees
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the differently sweet sweet wind from the sea
mixed withe scent
of the growing grass and the sea distant & blue & flattering

and we running already into the future
where we are heading already thru the fatvalley of canes
in the hollow below us

towards the everlasting highlands
of the Brevitor hills wi their scarred white sacred
limestone faces where they say in the village

there’s a place name [jrevitor's Cave out there

but nobody willing to show us or don't have no time
& we find it ourselves one hot morning wiFillmore
running up the path along the cliff

-face & looking looking looking up until high
up where there is no
path

the dark open face of the adit we dimb up. as if we were cimb
-ing down water as many years later
9 dimb up again wl DreamChad

but by then itwas lost
we were out
of that frame & wd nvr find that secret again
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as we had when we was young in those green glorious
tracks down the hill wl my sister
her eyes wide & clear sweating softly under her round panama

hat withe elastic under her chin which my aunts say she had
to wear when she runnin bouut in de brollin hot-siun
and i tnink they say Y had was to wear my black felt cap too

- nvr yr baxe slack shiney ball-headed plate out in god's
heaven

and we find the cave & its huge
self. withe bats high up in the dark of the shelfs & the ceiling
& the cracks of light like some un

-hewn & wonderful cathedral . the festoons of candelabra
& the green like cobwebs in the limestone
corners. &thedamp

echo or sometimes ro
ecno at all in our voices
-wisomething here much much bigger than we had ever known

before - beyond even ballroom or church or St Michael's catn
-edral - that kind of interior size
- as if we wasn't any longer in our island

at all or down in Mile & Quarter from school & on holidays
as if we was somethingsdsomewhere else altogether
the poem turning into a dreamstorie of forever
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evenasiwriteit
this way. wiso little regular hundred metres or rnyme(s)
but wi sort-of margins & lines

so that its wide
undergrounn riddim can capture some of what hides
here in the dark as it happens all at once

thru so manydifferent & at the same time time
-tumblings & simultaneous
space-palaces - the world of whirl & interface of memories

we call ‘Wwriting a poem'
. and when we come back out of the cave
this will remain wl us all our Brevitor lives

where all our friends are & our loved ones & our parents
- back there wiall of us in that strange special place
of our island already losing sight of it

-self withis building of houses this building building of houses
& the white access angelus roads of death
so that already. as i say. me & DreamChad can't find it

that Newlears Day morning before we get marréd
high up above Time at the Old Windmill
on tnat OrangeHill ridge. maybe even higher than Brevitor
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- and tho none of them came wi us on these journeys
into up here. they was always here wl us
whenever we step down into that cave of creator

into that strange dark of memory. the cool the aglow
- they was always here. always here. as isay
w/our future

1"

S0 When we step back out into this landscape
the air is so sweet on this Sunday

from its long sweet time so ago so ago
before scissors before tractors & wheels

before horses are tamed & cattle are penned

so long before me writing this poem

in tnis ramshackle brown

by the Pilgrim Place airport of ishak meshak & abednegro

Cowpastor 2 July 2000

- $he po (Coupastar/nuad writes ifself that Sundoy

and | don’s see It ogain untll AYC Moy 2003 - o these Shree yaors uato . Mne-shorfen & rev here for poui
- fhe mportance of fhe mirror of fhe nofive magasne - full moon 12113/14 June = and fhen rein

- putting the haop where the hear s

ps/fom Clarke Polrahed N o/polish Ho comes ouf 2002 ke anoftee full mosn - & semehow indoors glerious fulmoon, See the conaion?
I feel it is cited somewhe v Prigrim Ploce
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All the king’s men
Count to ten.

All the king’s horses,
Twenty-five,

Almost twice
As slow to anger,

L5
As many back-

Breaking straws.
Almost the king’s men,

All the king’s horses
Board the infallible

Slow boat to China,
Women and children, at last.

A DAY TO REMEMBER
October 25, 1997
Tyrone Williams
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ANOTHER DAY IN HEAVEN, ANOTHER DAY ON EARTH

September 5, 1998, Harlem
September 7, 1998, Atlanta
Tyrone Williams

Harlem on my mind Two profiles--or one

we always get to heaven, vase, faceless as the Holy
nothing to it, no il Grail--“two warring souls”--
ifs or buts about it: Jew/ or one Nation--unruly

Greek: :Atlanta/Atlantis... acts--Standards & Practices...
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FAUX ERSATZ
Tyrone Williams

Half-quotation, half-paraphrase, me and my

little brother would have passed, cited by

goose feet--unpronounced, if not invisible--superscripts:
tribunes paying tribute to

taking a walk, taken for a ride

and the differences between the two.

Having volunteered and not, we would have been conscripted
into the services of the tribe:

a black father, his black son. And you too

would have passed as this-goes-there, you two

would have passed by, invisible, white.

Even when you took your other son from me

(to wash the sleep out of his eyes with spit)

he might have still been taken--with an asterisk--for my son,
just as we might have been taken for a couple, if not a family,
the differences between us, the blond misfit

yanking a free hand, pointing toward the rides, notwithstanding.
Everything except without a doubt and taken aback

hung in mid-air--and then those two too

as the half-brothers we were about to have

in common for a few hours

fell to either side of “ours.”
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fleets of — points of,

the untried trust of forest light
that peels off my clown cap
rented acorn —

the whole rodeo

of underwater

divisors, the sea

monkeys of stuff

doctors that the most plowed
screen dissolves

by letters,

post-script bubbles

under my tent. fog horns

trail off with the soft
parching noise.

25%,

the whole — or nothing
islands,

weather bus written at
soon. obeah, window light
reaching or coastal, pulp house
together. from the year long
walk through paces,

ocelot, the planet,

stoop. a lined face

has the only lit

pacifier that a peace jane sews
among the tents

and Ready.

a net of castaways

that Galois shot

the lead tome for —

for every circuit

the means of relay

MACAW, FOR THE ISLAND
Bob Harrison
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refutes

and grows flat by dew
that jungles case more
Guaymi

like under

light the fuselage
door weather

a circle lets the boat go by
to the island

each

for every hammock
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speak filling that mind circles
the affront

puffed for hearts. same trace
for you that one has together,
a light severing strings

goes. fine shining tops —
you of everyone
you of the walking field
you of anything

go. one’s up the currents
that you claim for

some pattern for Mercury
gives its line reading. steps

keep wire crates, storms

that one has you with

under a firing

kind that the star pulls under

for any word. one with any word
that the sign to you

that the plate you give

that any size face will

on the step filled many

under feet

and with peak severance

for simple steam & rodeos. put back

their time centered rice

under the service

that the plight of your

mind steeps under

re-grown stars. when the friend
the cadaver

the gun

and the dress,

all with infants on

spangled tops

that you breathe, ends, give it sparks
to turn the frown of insects

into hands

AMERICAN FRIENDLY
Bob Harrison
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THE “FREE TRADE” HISTORY ERASER:
HONDURAS, MAQUILAS AND POPULAR PROTEST
IN LATIN AMERICA

Toni Solo

Three things hold people’s attention currently in Latin America, the
nationwide protest in Bolivia in defence of the country’s natural resources, the
ongoing popular defence of the Chavez government in Venezuela and the heavy
political defeats suffered by President Uribe in Colombia. Uribe’s party lost
humiliatingly both the mayoral elections in Bogota and the national referendum
on his government’s policies. These events represent serious unravelling of US
government aims in Latin America.

Despite the setbacks, official US policy is committed to forcing through
as hard as it can the Free Trade Area of the Americas. That commitment is primarily
a continent-wide strategy to safeguard US corporate commercial dominance. But
it also works as a piecemeal country-by-country bilateral strategy to lock
economically vulnerable countries into the US plutocracy’s international political
agenda.

Latin American resistance to this centuries-old colonial practice is largely
a forgotten history in the United States. “Free trade” ideologues pretend current
conditions are inevitable and God-given. It is a profoundly anti-historical, carefully
contrived illusion. Hard doses of reality help see through it.

“Max” — poetry and political memory

Some say it was November 24®, 1993. Others remember it as the 17®.
Rigoberto Quezada Figueroa pulled up in his car at the traffic light by the Hotel
Siesta, just a few blocks from the centre of San Pedro Sula. The Hotel sits at a
busy traffic intersection a couple of blocks south of the old banana company
railroad tracks, the kind of cheap hotel handy for the centre of town where you lie
awake at night wondering will the traffic noise ever stop.

In those days it was possible to think President Callejas’ 1990 political
amnesty meant a new era. Maybe Rigoberto thought so too. In any case, waiting
on the corner by the Hotel Siesta, witnesses said later, two assailants shot him in
the head. The newspaper photos showed his body slumped forward over the wheel
with kind of a look of surprise on his face.

Rigoberto was “Sebastian Rojas,” the poet. For clandestine organizing
purposes he was also “Max.” The Honduran press called him “el ‘Itimo guerrillero”
— the last guerrilla fighter. Rigoberto was killed because he wrote and lived the
meaning of lines like these:
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“What do you think of your fingernails

when you look at the lines of dirt

that gather with each passing harvest

and that dirt’s all that’s ever left of you?

And then the boss calls you a thief

(Can you really steal what’s yours?

You can lose it. That’s different.)

and hauls you up before a judge

and then to gaol, since his judge condemned you
(Condemned you? You’re damned to daywork
if you don’t organize............ )

The role of memory — 1954

Another reason they killed Rigoberto was because he remembered history
and refused to let it go. He remembered the epoch-making strike in 1954 that
broke open the old National Party oligarchy and the stranglehold of the US fruit
companies at the very moment the US was about to overthrow the democratic
government of Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala. The strike was a surprise to the US
colonialists. Few had expected anything like that from Honduras. Wasn’t it the
place Sam “the Banana Man” Zemurray had ridiculed, where you could buy a
parliamentary deputy cheaper than a mule?

Honduras has long suffered from having been the original banana
republic. In fact, Honduran working people played a vital role in building and
sustaining labor rights in Central America through the 1950s and 1960s. If there
is a single Latin American novelist who speaks for the rural and urban poor in the
20th Century that writer is Honduran — Ramon Amaya Amador. His novels are
among the few sources that enable us to recover the lived reality of those times.
No better antidote exists to the modish evasion of realism than to read his novels
“Prision Verde,” “Constructores” or “Destacamento Rojo.”

The great strike — from May to July

The strike itself lasted over two months. It sprang from the awakening of
nationalist and popular consciousness following sixteen years of the US-supported
dictatorship of General Carias Andino. By 1953 newspapers were circulating like
“Worker’s Voice” and “Revolutionary Vanguard,” a political party existed called
the Honduran Party for Democratic Revolution. Leading demands were for a Labor
Code and the right to form trades unions. Women won the vote in Honduras in
1955, the year after the great strike.

XCP 65



Based on demands for fair overtime pay, the stoppage began in the town
of El Progreso on May 1*. It spread rapidly to the ports of Tela and La Ceiba and
other areas of the banana enclave dominated by the United Fruit and Standard
Fruit companies. 14,000 striking banana company workers paralysed the railways
and the docks. Strike committees were set up throughout the area, maintaining
discipline and avoiding violence so as to strip the army of pretexts for repression.

Within a month miners, bottling plant workers, textile and tobacco
workers had joined the strike and the dispute had spread to the capital Tegucigalpa.
By mid-June around 30,000 workers in various industries were on strike in support
of the fruit company workers’ demands. The government and the fruit companies
accused the strike leaders of being Communists. Many were imprisoned. By then
the companies and the government were losing up to a million dollars a week in
lost revenues.

Repression deepened in June as employers and government attempted
to isolate the different labor sectors and negotiate settlements by industry. Despite
arrests, repression and financial hardship the strike held and its basic demands
were met. Employers and government conceded wage rises and improved
conditions. By July 12" it was over with a victory for the Honduran workers.

The US government blamed Guatemala for fomenting the dispute — a
transparent fabrication. Eisenhower’s Secretary of State Dulles had even mobilised
the US Navy to be prepared to land marines “to protect US citizens.” For the US,
the strike made dealing with the moderate reformist government in Guatemala
more urgent. Good democracy was bad for US business.

Following the overthrow of President Arbenz in Guatemala in 1954,
Honduran’s civilian government was thrown out by the armed forces in 1955
until a constituent assembly was formed prior to new elections. In 1957 a Liberal
Party government was elected under Ramon Villeda Morales. A cautious social
democrat but with the 1954 strike as his precedent, Villeda Morales introduced a
Social Security program, a modern Labor Code and the country’s first Agrarian
Reform legislation.

1963 — the forgotten coup

Plenty of people know of the coup d’etat in the Dominican Republic in
1963, when military officers overthrew the democratically elected centrist
government of Juan Bosch allegedly to save the country from communism. Not
so many people know of the coup in Honduras in October 1963 which ended the
elected government of Ramon Villeda Morales. The coup was led by the chief of
the Honduran Air Force, Colonel Oswaldo Lopez Arellano, who declared in a
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radio broadcast, “The patriotic armed forces have intervened to put an end to
flagrant violations of the Constitution and self-evident Communist infiltration.”

It might have been a model for Chile just ten years later. Only 12 hours
before the coup, Arellano Lopez was saying publicly he had no intentions of
intervening. Early the next morning, he put two squadrons of warplanes in the air,
threatening to bomb the residence of the democratically elected President. Arellano
Lopez was a man to warm the hearts of latter-day covert coup-plotters like Colin
Powell and Otto Reich, understudies to Henry Kissinger and Vernon Walters.

On the ground, the army fought and disarmed the pro-government Civil
Guard. The colonel forced Villeda Morales to resign and packed him and other
Liberal Party leaders off to exile in Costa Rica. Rural workers and urban trades
unionists were not so lucky, suffering imprisonment, torture and murder. Lyndon
Johnson’s administration recognised the Lopez Arellano regime within a matter
of months.2

So that’s how the maquilas came about ...

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s Honduras toed the US colonial line.
When banana workers again took the initiative in the 1970s, setting up the ground
breaking successful “Las Isletas” workers’ cooperative, the CIA stepped in and
wrecked it. The business was taken over by Standard Fruit.

During the 1980s, Honduran domestic agricultural protection was
systematically dismantled. US PL480 “aid” distorted the country’s basic grains
market with dumped US surplus wheat and maize. Provisions in the aid legislation
to protect the indigenous market were waived year after year. That “aid” was tied
to hard political conditions including removal of the country’s Agricultural
Marketing Institute and any other effective support for small domestic producers.
Policy was geared to promote cattle farming and non-traditional exports, favouring
large farmers and big agribusiness. A main beneficiary was the US animal feeds
sector.

As a result local basic grain production contracted. By the end of the
1980s, Honduras, which had been a net exporter of basic grains in the 1970s, was
dependent on imports. Correspondingly, the 1980s saw wholesale acceleration in
migration from rural to urban areas — in effect the creation of the unskilled urban
labor reserve needed for US and US-allied maquilas. At the same time US
ambassador John Negroponte helped oversee a “dirty war” in which as many as
180 leading members of the popular movement were disappeared or murdered —
including many leading trades unionists. The Honduran people’s capacity for
organized resistance was crippled.

The decade also saw the imposition of international financial institution
“structural adjustment” policies, notorious for their failure either to promote real
economic development or to overcome poverty. By the 1990s all the necessary
conditions were established to promote low wage, non-unionised assembly
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operations to serve the US apparel and other markets. The US government’s
preferred industrial model for Central America was in place.

Public sector cutbacks and the collapse in agricultural employment created
a huge pool of unskilled labor desperate for work. The assault on the popular
movement left trade unions in disarray and on the defensive. The government
parroted free market jargon from its overseers in the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund and translated it into legislation, offering give away
terms to attract predatory foreign, low-cost, light industrial pseudo-investment —
the maquilas.

Honduran maquilas now

Conditions in Central American apparel and other maquilas have been
well reported over the years. Over 80% of maquila workers are women, the majority
between 18 and 25 years old. They work minimum shifts of 9 hours with obligatory
overtime. Their work conditions are usually stressful and unhealthy. Apparel
workers typically suffer serious respiratory problems after a couple of years
working while constantly inhaling lint microparticles. The women work in a
deliberately high tension atmosphere which includes predetermined and timed
rest-room visits. In those conditions the women perform repetitive micro-tasked
work at an output rate of two to four pieces per minute so as to make their shift
quota (anything from 800 to 1200 pieces). For that, workers are paid a basic rate
of about US$25 for a six-day week.

The companies keep the wage calculation complicated. The total wage
includes an additional daily attendance bonus of around US$3 and a similar weekly
production bonus enabling the women to make over US$30 for their week. But if
they miss just one day they lose all their bonuses and their weekly pay can fall
below US$20. Days lost through sickness are treated the same as a day lost through
unjustified absence.

Most women work in the maquilas for no more than six or seven years,
often moving from one to another. Unable to save, unable to study, those years
are lost to them. A Mexican sociologist has succinctly characterized the plight of
women maquila workers: “To be a maquila worker is to be vulnerable, day in and
day out.”3 It’s just the same in Honduras. Women are stressed all day at work
only to be faced each evening with completing domestic chores in desperately
poor conditions at home.

Penniless philanthropists finance the free market

The maquilas now employ more than 100,000 workers in over 150
factories. Honduras is the fourth main exporter of apparel to the United States. In
1999 those exports were worth more than US$2 billion — a grossly exaggerated
return on a total investment of just a few hundred million dollars. The US owns
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over 40% of the maquilas in Honduras, followed by South Korea, Taiwan and
then Singapore, China and Hong Kong. Local Honduran businesses run the
remainder. Resistance to labor unions is common to them all.

With government concessions in practice exempting the companies from
the country’s labor laws, foreign businesses can open up and close down fast. In
2001, thirty-four companies closed down throwing nearly 30,000 people out of
work. Many workers were left without their statutory severance pay. Foreign
companies can soon open up again, maximising company profits at heavy social
cost. In addition to the no-cost hire-and-fire culture, some of the companies dump
toxic waste from their plants, frequently causing widespread pollution.

International and local pressure has led to slight improvements in
employment terms and conditions. Some of the industrial parks housing these
companies now run childcare centres — but few can pay the usual cost of US$10 a
week out of a total wage of barely US$30. Attempts to organize continue based
on small successes in the late 1990s. But resistance is fierce from both the
companies and from powerful local politicans like Liberal Party business magnate
Jaime Rosenthal.

The maquila motive — high short-term profit

Local women’s organizations try to monitor conditions to ensure
minimum standards are applied. But all efforts to improve conditions come up
against a stark reality. The companies are only interested in maximizing short
term profits. People and whole countries are expendable assets.

The argument for the maquila industry is that it brings economic benefits
to Honduras. But the principal characteristic of these businesses is their almost
total isolation from the local economy. Almost all the inputs for the apparel industry
come from high-tech production areas overseas. In Honduras, extremely labour
intensive processes complete the production process. The goods are then shipped
back out to high-income markets in the US and Canada.

Next to nothing of value remains in Honduras, other than a mostly sick,
exhausted labor and a polluted environment. Tax revenue for local and national
government is virtually nil. But national and local government pick up the tab for
the infrastructure and social costs that make extortionate maquila profits possible.

National snapshot — look!....not so invisible hands

Honduras has a population of just under seven million. Per capita income
is around US$920 per year. The poorest 20% receive just over 2% of the country’s
income while the richest 10% receive over 40%. Just as the rural-urban balance
has changed from 1982 to the present, so has the balance between agriculture and
manufacturing. As a percentage of GDP, agriculture represented over 20% in 1982.
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Twenty years later that had dropped to under 15%. Correspondingly, manufacturing
in 1982 represented nearly 15% of GDP. By 2002 that figure had reached over
20%. The symmetry is striking.

Honduras is highly indebted. In 2001 the value of international debt was
nearly 50% of the country’s gross domestic product and over 100% of the value
of its annual exports. There is no Adam Smith “Wealth of Nations” invisible hand
here. That debt is a jemmy in the all-too-visible hands of international corporations
working in protective gloves provided by the international financial institutions.
As elsewhere around the world, through privatization they have openly rifled
Central American public sector resources. The maquila system is part of the same
process.

Honduras is supposed to be a free market model. But Cuba — victim of
40 years of economic blockade and terrorism by the United States — sits dozens of
places above Honduras in the UN Human Development Index.* You are unlikely
ever to see that fact widely broadcast or published in the US or in Europe. The
international financial institutions and the corporate controlled media tirelessly
sustain the illusion of inevitability, that “free trade” is imperative, the only way to
haul people out of poverty. It is a pathetic, easily refuted lie. The truth is there for
all with a mind to see.

One of the reasons for the murder of Rigoberto Quezada Figueroa was
that he worked relentlessy at grass roots to break the corporate illusory spell and
expose the lie. Few poets are worth a bullet. He was one of them, a suitable
metaphor for the global elite’s systematic attempts to deny hope, dignity and
autonomy to the region’s poor majority. But no matter how hard the global
corporate media try, people don’t forget. They remember.

NOTES

From his “Jornalero,” in Regrese a quedarme. Ediciones Martillo Tegucigalpa 1989
2Amaya Amador brought the Arellano coup to life in his novel “Operacién Gorila” 1991
Editorial Universitaria, Universidad Nacional Auténoma, Tegucigalpa, Honduras

3In “Numerous Killings Of Mexican Women Unsolved” by Marion Lloyd, Boston Globe
2002

4"Latin America in Crisis: Cuba’s Self-Reliance in the Storm,” By Nelson P. Valdes,
Counterpunch, November 7, 2003
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AFTER 1923: “THE SoclAL COMMAND”
Louis Cabri

When
you were a dream the world lived in you
inviolate —

O Russia! Russians! come with me into
my dream and let us be lovers,
connoisseurs, idlers —

—William Carlos Williams (1948)!

In Karl Marx’s writings, the term “social” scientifically points to an
underworld of human relations negated for over a century by political economists
and by the ever-expanding capitalist economy. During the Russian Revolution,
“social” no longer referred to what was negated, as it did for Marx; rather, the
term underwent a reversal of value. “Socal” referred to what was conceived as
embodiable and potentially theorizable as a positivity of relations coming into
existence under the horizon of a new organization of society. A new and as the
years passed increasingly explicit question — though fatefully directed — arose out
of such collective affirmation. How might artistic and literary works embody
aspirations of a communizing society? Artistic theories and practices said to
positively embody the idea of a specifically Marxian social drastically altered
between 1917 and 1934. Answers were openly contested in the early years. Among
writers, there was debate over a new slogan, sotsial "nyi zakaz, “social command.”

The slogan has received almost no attention since. It is too easy to Stalinize
(and thereby dismiss) “social command” by imagining that for it to make sense
requires the context of a cynically-manufactured cult of personality. “Social
command” then personifies society, big S, as great leader commanding
performances from everyone for the collective good — a totalitarian slogan.  have
been told by a Russian native speaker, an editor and poet: “The word ‘social’ is
there [in the phrase] to imply that the work is commissioned ‘by the working
class’.” This interpretation would explain an alternate choice made by some English
translators since the 1950s, “social demand.”? “Social demand” suggests, as in
the everyday economic parlance “supply and demand,” that the demand in question
(but, in literary terms, for what exactly?) is coming from below by many (the
people), not from above by one. My Russian language informant handles the
phrase with merciless historical irony. Use of a contractual metaphor for verb (the
work is commissioned) and of quotation-marks around “by the working class”
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casts doubt on its imperative as one that is truly motivated from below, or in other
words, that “social demand” ever did represent the people’s, or simply people’s,
demands. Actually, the contractual term “commission” significantly plays the role
of semantic counter to “command” in the phrase’s initial reception, as will become
evident in the brief history that I shall reconstruct for this slogan momentarily. By
contrast to a demand from below, a social command seems like the imperative not
of many but of one, a head of state, “command economy” similarly referring by
extension to an economy that is almost exclusively directed by the state (conceived
as one), instead of by the market (conceived as many) — an opposition between
state and market, one and many that, again, exists in the everyday ideologically-
saturated metaphors we live economics by, but not necessarily in “fact.”3

A loose association of Russian avant-gardes conceived of the social as a
“command” by 1923 — the Left Front of the Arts (hereafter, LEF). “Social
command” gained currency among artists and critics identified with the Revolution
and yet was used by them in the 1920s for conflicting agendas that dissipated its
potential longterm value.* One of the first critics to introduce Russian Formalist
theory to the U.S., Victor Erlich, notes that “social command” was “appropriated
by the critical hacks of the On Guard faction and thus became associated with the
political regimentation of literature.”> But Erlich also suggests here that at one
time “social command” meant something other than “the political regimentation
of literature.” Nevertheless, by the late 1920s, to go against the idea of the “social
command” for literature meant facing the potentially serious accusation of lacking
“party spirit” — as happened to Vladimir Pereverzev, despite his by no means
reactionary views that the unconscious is (in critic Régine Robin’s recounting) “a
social discourse, internalized noise” and that “every image is political, revealing
a class-based imaginary.”® Yet by 1932 under Stalin just one answer was permitted
the question of how to artistically engage some approximation of social revolution.
The “correct” answer’s aesthetic formulation was, of course, Stalin’s officially
designated Socialist Realism — “social” achieving a reductively highest score on
the positivity meter (were ideology measurable, that is).” Nonetheless, what the
term “socialist realism” actually designated for artists and poets remained (and
remains) so profoundly confusing that Régine Robin has dubbed the formulation
“an impossible aesthetic.” Her description may sound theoretically flattering but
at the time, as the shortened lives of many artists and poets attest (Mayakovsky
and Esenin among them), it meant, rather, an ideology impossible to emulate in
an aesthetic practice with any success. “To the end,” Robin explains — speaking
on her own behalf as scholar, but also on behalf of the era’s participants in debates
over the term (400 articles alone between 1932 and 1934) —

it never becomes clear whether socialist realism is a style, a method, one

possible method among others [...], a trend, a form, a thematics; nor is

there clarity as to the nature of its relation to the old realism, naturalism,

modernism, or factography, or how it integrates into its own aesthetic a

certain romanticism, the return of the epic and the monumental.
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And yet, paradoxically, in official discourse and in aesthetic pronouncements tilted
towards Party approval, “socialist realism” circulated with its meaning and value
already presupposed and decided, as if the term were self-evident, “as if the object
domain it refers to already existed, were already realized, as if it had already been
constructed elsewhere,” and “as if this fact were beyond question, not subject to
criticism, universally acknowledged.”8

The semantic valence of “social command,” by contrast, before it was
conflated with Socialist Realism, was not presupposed, let alone authorized and
officiated by the Party.

The same year that “socialist realism” was made official doctrine of the
Communist Party by Stalin (1932), Georg Lukécs, founder of “Western”-style
Marxism, critiqued the “subjective idealist character of ‘tendency’” literature as
awhole, inadvertently casting doubt (he later became infamous for his unwavering
support of the U.S.S.R.) upon the Stalinist program for Soviet culture. I shall
examine some of his words, which offer an uncanny re-envisioning of the shift in
Soviet literary polemics from the early 1920s’ ‘informal’ use of “social command”
by a grouping of poets and artists, to the early 1930s’ official use of “socialist
realism” by the state:

‘tendency’ is a demand, an ‘ought’, an ideal, which the writer counterposes

to reality; it is not a tendency of social development itself, which is simply

made conscious by the poet (in Marx’s sense), but rather a (subjectively

devised) commandment, which reality is requested to fulfill... [N]o

‘tendency’ can or need be counterposed to [...] objective reality as a

‘demand’, for the demands that the writer represents are integral parts of

the self-movement of this reality itself, at the same time the results and

premisses of this self-movement. 10
Lukacs uses “demand” and “command” interchangeably here; but the structure
of his argument clearly discloses a similar semantic tension that exists for
translators of sotsial’nyi zakaz discussed earlier — namely, the tension that manifests
via the question: Is “social” a command from above, or a demand from below? In
Lukécs’s case, the tension lies between two opposing ways of characterizing
conditions for creating the social object in question (i.e., the culture of the future
communist society). The first way is deluded, according to Lukdcs, for it claims
that the social object must be willed into existence, “subjectively devised” — the
social command (or demand) is a sort of Kantian categorical imperative inherent
in some individuals. Lukécs’s dismissive views of “Western” modernism and
subjectivity no doubt factor into this counterpart assessment of “Eastern” tendency
literature. The second way, says Lukdcs, is apparently more correct: the writer
constructs the social object by discovering it in the “integral parts of the self-
movement” of “reality” itself. That is, the “self-movement” of “reality” is
objectively, not subjectively, devised — despite his clumsy-seeming Hegelian use
of the word “self” in “self-movement, “which may suggest the opposite.!! By
1932, then, it would seem that, on the evidence of Lukacs’s passage, a particular
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discursive field of literary and artistic debate had fused “socialist realism” with
“social command” to form two identical phrasal assertions:

the social command of Socialist Realism;
and:

the socialist realism of the Social Command.
What these phrases meant in practice was profoundly uncertain, but what they
meant as official doctrine was (officially) not.

Something of the sheer poetic ambition that initially energized the phrase
“social command” is entirely lost in its rhetorical (and temporal) conflation with
Socialist Realism. What bears stating is how it is only after the Russian Revolution
via this slogan — the social command — that a Marxian conception of the social
becomes explicitly modified for literary ends by poets. In the early 1920s,
Mayakovsky and critic Osip Brik formed LEF and steered it by two interconnected
ideas in one ambitious direction: an umbrella organization of artists and poets
uniting aesthetic and political vanguardisms, LEF would “order,” by analogy to a
Leninist sense of priorities of revolutionary romanticism, the differing tendencies
of aesthetic production according to each tendency’s grasp of the revolution
underway in most domains of Russian life. LEF, then, would unite aesthetic
aspirations of pre-revolutionary so-called Bohemian avant-gardes (Futurist and
Formalist!2) with political aspirations of the Bolsheviks and their class-identified
literary-artistic tendencies aspiring to interpret Marxist historical materialism via
their own institutions-in-the-making.!3 LEF intended to fuse Futurist formal with
communist social innovation by stressing how transforming literary form was as
necessary to the ongoing Revolution as was transforming feudal land practices
into collectivized soviets. To aid in achieving their two LEF objectives for the
revolutionary transformation of Russian culture — those objectives being (to
reiterate): identifying artistic with political vanguardism and evaluating aesthetic
form on analogy to political revolution — Mayakovsky and Brik coined the term
“social command.”

“Social command” intended to bridge Futurist/Formalist investigations of
the literary word and Marxist historical materialism at a time after the Revolution
when the former investigations (excepting Mayakovsky’s) were lumped together
(famously, in Trotsky’s Literature and Revolution, 1924) as exemplarily “pre-
Revolutionary” in sensibility if not redundant, and when the latter materialism
was still a relatively untried hermeneutic that approached the aesthetic via reflection
theory.!4 But LEF’s bridging efforts and international aspirations practically died
with the first issue of its magazine, Lef, which was hostilely received in
contemporaneous journals On Guard, Press and Revolution (ed. Polonsky), Red
Virgin Soil (ed. Voronsky, “the Party’s major representative in the realm of
literature”!3), and Pravda.

Then, as now, the social command obtains to none of the conceptual rigor, let
alone influence, of Viktor Shklovsky’s 1916 formulation that art’s function was
ostranenie (making-strange). The latter is not derived from a Marxian notion of
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the social, however.!® An arguably successful example of bridging these debates
between Formalism and Marxism is Brecht’s later theory (1936) of the
Verfremdungseffekt (with its practice in his epic theatre), which indeed is derived
in part from a Marxian social as much as from Shklovsky.!” By contrast,
Mayakovsky writes in a 1923 letter how the idea of a “social command” does not
“yet lend itself to precise defining or theorizing” — how practice and intuition
must lead the way towards a communist art. Brik also stresses in the 1920s how
the social command is foremost artistic slogan, not yet theory.

It seems Mayakovsky comes closest to a definition of “social command” in
the 1926 essay, “How Are Verses Made?” when he describes the first of five
“basic propositions [...] indispensable, when one begins poetical work™; namely:
“The presence of a problem in society, the solution of which is conceivable only
in poetical terms. A social command.”!8

This is an outstandingly succinct, complex statement — far cry from a
“doctrinaire monstrosity.”19 I would like to spell out in detail the social and political
milieu in which this definition did battle for Mayakovsky in particular. The
“problem in society” that Mayakovsky addresses in writing “How Are Verses
Made?” is, on the intimate face of it, how to explain the suicide of fellow-poet
Sergey Esenin (who committed suicide at thirty in 1926); but, on the public face
of it, the problem was how to answer Esenin’s slap delivered by the last lines of
his suicide poem to those committed, like Mayakovsky, to the Revolution. Esenin
was apparently “sometimes called ‘the Russian Dylan Thomas’20 since he too
came from a peasant village. The incorporeal transformation?! performed by
Esenin’s suicide note upon the discursive field of the Revolution was such that,
for Mayakovsky, it converted the symbol of social transformation through
collective unity — the Revolution itself — into merely another revolution of the
plough in a peasant’s rented field. Through Mayakovsky s poetic response, Esenin’s
suicide comes to metonymically stand for the entire structure of conflicted relations
between proletarian, peasant and intelligentsia classes in the Soviet Union during
those precarious years. Here are the concluding lines to Esenin’s “farewell poem”
— whose symbolism was, furthermore, memorialized in blood, his own; the hotel
inkwell was dry:

In this life to die is nothing new,
But to live, of course, is nothing newer.22

A little background will help to understand the full force of these lines. To
Lenin in Spring 1917, a crucial lesson from the failed revolutions of 1871 (France)
and 1905 (Russia) was the importance of peasant support: “In Russia, the victory
of the proletariat can be achieved in the very near future only if, from the very
first step, the workers are supported by the vast majority of the peasants fighting
for the confiscation of the landed estates (and for the nationalization of all the
land [...].”23 Lenin proved correct. Alexander Blok apparently once remarked
that the myth of “Bolshevism — the real, Russian, devout kind — is somewhere in
the depths of Russia, perhaps in the village.”2* This was due in part to the fame of
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the Russian peasants’ land commune practices. The Revolution was popularly
conceived as a spontaneous uprising by the peasant class.25 Thus the famous
peasant Esenin ending his life problematized the beginning narrative of Revolution.
Insofar as there was going to be a “solution” to this problem (but there had to be
one: the Revolution was at stake, symbolically), the solution was conceivable
only in figural terms — literally, since the interlocutor (Esenin) was dead.

In order to show how singular was Mayakovsky’s response to Esenin’s farewell
poem, I shall first consider Leon Trotsky’s memorial for Esenin, published in the
official, mass-circulation newspaper Pravda. Trotsky affirms what Pravda readers
already know, that the name Esenin is deeply linked to the myth of the peasantry,
but then Trotsky separates Esenin as poet from the general interests and current
needs of the peasant class. Mayakovsky will recognize these tactics of Trotsky'’s
in his own response. Trotsky says:

Esenin’s roots are deeply those of the people... But in this solidarity of

the real peasant state of affairs lies the reason for Esenin’s personal

weakness. He was torn by the roots from the old, but the roots did not

take hold in the new ... Esenin is intimate, tender, lyrical — revolution is
public, epic, catastrophic. That is why the poet’s short life was cut off by

a catastrophe.

Trotsky then goes on to interpret Esenin’s farewell poem:

He left of his own accord, bidding farewell with his own blood to an

undesignated friend, maybe to all of us. Startling for their tenderness

and softness are these his last lines. He left life without a clamorous

insult, without a pose of protest — not slamming the door, but quietly

closing it with his blood-soaked hand. In this gesture the poetic and human
image of Esenin has blazed forth in an unforgettable light.[...] To whom

was Esenin writing in blood for the last time? Maybe he was calling to

that friend who has not yet been born, to a man of the future epoch, for

which some prepare by battles, but Esenin with songs. The poet perished

because he was not akin to the Revolution. But in the name of the future

it will adopt him forever... The poet died. Long live poetry!26
This character-based, sentimental interpretation, unknowingly anticipating the later
emergence of the “friend” and “man”-hero of the Socialist Realist novel, could
hardly be more opposed to Mayakovsky’s — who does find a “clamorous insult”
in the text itself.

To return to Mayakovsky’s definition of the social command, it may seem
that examples of problems whose solutions were “conceivable only in poetic terms”
would be so-called timeless themes of death, love, etc., the clichés of poetry. But
this is exactly why Esenin’s concluding line in particular, “to live, of course, is
nothing newer,” comes as such a slap to those hoping that public “life” (and “taste”
— a famous pre-revolutionary Futurist manifesto is titled “A Slap in the Face of
Public Taste”) was going to be “new” in the sovietizing union. For Esenin, “life”
means the natural, biological fact, the taken-for-granted attribute of every being —
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in which case no “newer” now, in 1926, post Revolution, than at any other time,
anywhere else.

Mayakovsky’s “poetic solution” to the impossible “problem” posed by
Esenin’s words and suicide is to write the poem “To Sergey Esenin.” Contrary to
the “socialist realism” that Robin calls an “impossible aesthetic,” here it is the
“problem in society” that is impossible, not its aesthetic “solution.” Where Esenin
asserts that both life and death are identical in their everyday occurrence in Nature’s
earth-bound cycle — are, in other words, aspects of peasant life stripped of its
myth as instigator of the Bolshevik Revolution and once again dependent on feudal
ties — Mayakovsky hierarchizes, dichotomizes, artificializes. His concluding verse
responds directly to Esenin’s last lines cited above:

In this life
to die
has never been hard.
To make new life
’s more difficult
by far.2’

Lost in this English translation perhaps, is that for Mayakovsky “life” signifies
not biological being in general, as it did for Esenin, but — “more difficult / by far”
— the form of a specific life, a delimiting condition requiring labor to create, and
that cannot be presupposed to exist in advance of such creational labor.28 Such a
life would radiate out from those who made it together. This specific form of life
can only be constructed. “To make new life” means in part to make a union of
soviets, of course, but also, new poems. By contrast to making new life and poems,
difficult as that may be — and this, next, is the extra turn Mayakovsky makes to
redirect the force of Esenin’s lines — in Russian life without the Revolution, dying,
even suicide, is just too common (“has never been hard”) evidently because of
the living conditions for the majority of peasants. For Roman Jakobson and Lev
Trubetzkoy, Mayakovsky’s startling reversal of values between life and death —
natural to die and unnatural to live (under the pre-Revoutionary conditions) —
produce an “upside-down view of the world” in which “not death but life ‘required
motivation’... Life was a marked category and could be realized only when there
was a motivation for it.”?° Death, including suicide, is a natural, inevitable desire;
life must be forcibly constructed against natural impulses. The social command
thus articulates motivation to construct life. A poet who listens for the social
command necessarily also renovates, so the implication here goes, the natural-
seeming language of poetry as well — there is nothing timeless, typical, clichéd,
about the demands of revolutionary invention of specific new life.

I have already mentioned that there was no agreement at the time on the use
and meaning of “social command,” and this includes Mayakovsky’s definition.
Brik characterizes the critic Vyacheslav Polonsky’s view as typical of many who
opposed LEF’s aim of finding an artistic practice for “Marxist literary science.”
According to Brik, in the 1920s Polonsky conceives that the “command” in “social
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command” reduces the complex of relationships constituting artist and his/her
public to a buy-sell relationship between craftsperson and client: “The word
‘command’ unmistakably evokes for him [Polonsky] the idea of a craftsman who
is perfectly indifferent to working for no matter what client so long as he is paid.”
Thus “if a Tsar came to reign again in Russia Mayakovsky would set himself to
writing, with the same ease and with the same fervor, verses for the glory of
autocracy.”30 Polonsky’s criticism makes the social command seem to function
in art very much like a commission — an enforced kind, a conspicuous production,
doppleginger of the “conspicuous consumption” Thorstein Veblen theorized (The
Theory of the Leisure Class, 1899) as a new social feature of capitalist relations in
the U.S.A.

Why didn’t Mayakovsky and Brik identify and theorize differences between
commission and command? My conjecture based on Mayakovsky’s definition in
the Leninist moment is that, more pressing than differentiating these terms was
asserting via LEF how revolutionary conditions had made (must make) the social
command identical to existing commissions, if the social command was to embody
the communist revolution (if the communist revolution was truly under way).
LEF was already theoretically disposed to view artistic production no differently
than any other branch of productive commission — a thought made possible by the
Formalists and that LEF renewed within a communist perspective: Mayakovsky
imagined the factory as model for production in general. “[Flormalism [...] is
really a theory of production,” Mayakovsky asserted. A brief example Mayakovsky
uses in “How Are Verses Made?” of writing from the social command is to
voluntarily compose verses for the marching Red Army. As Mayakovsky
apparently argued in a heated public debate with the People’s Commissar of
Education, Anatoly Lunacharsky, in 1925, “the structure of the Red Army is a
question of form; the bayonets and rifles are the content — and bourgeois rifles
will shoot as straight as any others.”3! The goal of writing ‘for’ the Red Army
was in order to address and privilege new form, even as it is hard not to conceive
of such writing as commission-work (even if unpaid).

This extreme identity of command and commission offers an explanation of
why literary historians such as Halina Stephan characterize LEF’s social-command
poetics with dubious distinction: “the first Soviet predecessor of the later Socialist
Realism.” “Even though these two movements were antithetical in their treatment
of artistic forms, the Soviet Futurists,” Stephan says of poets once Futurists now
associated with LEF, “were the first to reduce art and literature to a method of
shaping a world view in which the vision of utopia combined with astute politics.”3
Boris Groys independent of Stephan has fully developed this view33; and recently
Slavoj Zizek confirms it, but in a paradoxically redemptive way, when he states
that ““Leninism’ is a thoroughly Stalinist notion.”34 For Zizek, the “inner greatness”
of Stalinism is Leninism — or, translated into the literary context of Mayakovsky
and Brik, the “inner greatness” of Socialist Realism is LEF’s social command.
For Groys, the former-Futurists’ vanguard social command to transform Russian
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culture was ultimately hollowed-out by historical circumstances beyond their
control, forcibly made identical to commissions issuing from the desk of “artist-
tyrant” Stalin (the gist of Groys’s thesis when set by the jig of Mayakovsky’s and
Brik’s term). But, as in Mayakovsky’s response to Esenin, the poetic practice —
filled, rather than hollowed-out, by its historical moment — tells a more nuanced
and differentiated story.

I have only found the occasional allusion to “social command” (or demand)
among English-language poets and critics after 1930. Erlich in a footnote, for
example, calls it a “key term,”33 and does not elaborate. Frank O’Hara encounters
itin its negative guise as part of the constraining sociopolitical context that informs
Boris Pasternak’s writings.3¢ Barrett Watten’s ground-breaking 1979 talk on
Russian Formalism cites a passage from Shklovsky’s Third Factory in which the
term appears, but does not focus on it.37 Joining the social and the formal (as in a
“social formalism”) is very much the re-reading that Watten encourages of Russian
Formalism itself — in order to differentiate it from misreadings as New Criticism
in the Cleanth Brooks or John Crowe Ransom sense. “Social command” became
one of the terms I introduced (within larger discussions by other poets) at two
recent poetry events.38 Watten’s The Constructivist Moment (2003), whose preface
honors “How Are Verses Made?” uses the term “social command” to historically
refer in various contexts to an ethical compunction in modernist art and literature.
He uses it equivocally — which is fitting for the 1920s, given the attempted identity
of “command” with “commission.” The ethical compunction is constituted, for
Watten, either by a negative characterization due to association with Stalinist
cultural policy (“the social command of the Socialist state,” as enacted in poetry
by Mayakovsky) or by a positive characterization due to the poetic text’s timely
involvement in an outward social projection (“the social command of revolution
and civil war”).39 “Social command” is the ur instantiation of social formalism in
the revolutionary 20" century.

For a moment in France in the early 1970s, the social command is, moreover,
completely perceived anew. One might say that it was perceiving, within their
historical moment, a non-identity between social command and practical
commissions that led a group of writers to split from Te/ Quel and form a new
journal, Change, in the late 1960s. Among this group was novelist and critic Jean-
Claude Montel, whose 1973 essay “A propos de lacommande sociale”? introduces
Brik’s and Mayakovsky’s proto-concept to the milieu of French post-structuralist
theory.#! Montel’s extraordinary essay (moreso because brief) takes up the old
debate between Polonsky and LEF and attempts to distinguish between “actual
commission” and “social command” by recalling Mayakovsky’s 1926 definition:

One must not confuse [the social command] — as it seems that we have

tried hard to do for almost half a century — with the “practical command”

(i.e., “actual commissions”) constituted by the existence, in society, of

solutions that the poetic work has as its function to illustrate. These two

conceptions are irreducible to each other, and do not coincide. Passage
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from the one conception to the other (a passage we can schematize in

identical language as above: ...the existence of solutions that the poetic

work could prolong {could complete, indeed, plan...}) is excluded, for

the simple reason that the practical command (of an actual commission),

produced by society and reproduced by “the work,” denies the specificity

of poetic practice, depriving it in advance of all possibility of real

intervention in the order of discourses. These discourses are established

for the sole advantage of Power, serving it with the goal of reinforcing it,

by generalizing it.42

Montel’s stated half-century of confusion (between command and
commission) is a blunt reference to the aesthetic program of Socialist Realism
under Stalin, and to the efforts elsewhere to emulate a similarly-committed
communist literature of solutions — for example, in the French roman a these. A
practical commission assumes there is “the existence, in society, of solutions that
the poetic work has as its function to illustrate.” By contrast, what is distinctive
about the social command is the “specificity,” or autonomy, that literary / artistic
form can achieve under its sway. In other words, Montel attempts to align LEF’s
legacy with “the specificity of poetic practice,” but of course, this can only be a
partial success, since commission and command are no longer identical in the
political moment. And with Montel’s argument for their separation, the idea of
the social command becomes increasingly figural. Nevertheless, Montel’s line is
that poetic specificity will be formally discovered/invented only when writing
relinquishes the function of merely illustrating already-existing extra-poetic
“solutions.” So that “the social command is a formal and aesthetic category, not
given in advance but discovered and patiently constructed in the course of a series
of transformations conducted through writing itself.” These “transformations”
upon language, that disclose the social command, cumulatively stitch into a
temporary whole the separated and semi-autonomous discursive fields constituting
modern society: “once their separation (in which these discourses are artificially
maintained) is broken,” it becomes possible “to put them back into connection in
view of constructing a single and unique (but plural) text independent of those
who served in its elaboration, and strongly attached to economic, political, juridical,
sexual, etc., plans.”

For Montel, “social command” ultimately strives to articulate what Ernesto
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe will call, a decade later, “discursive totality.” Of course,
Laclau and Mouffe theoretically usher-in a negation of the social that entirely
renovates Mayakovsky’s and Brik’s inaugural Marxian usage and context. A
significant difference between the social command coined as slogan in the Russian-
revolutionary moment and the social command reformulated more-or-less as
concept in Montel’s Althusserian moment, lies in the understanding of “totality.”
In the Althusserian moment, the social totality is a “relational and differential
logic” of discourses modeled on language, in which social relations lack a
transcendental signified (Society) and “an ultimate literality” and fixity. During

XcP 80



the Russian-revolutionary moment, “social totality” is the Revolution itself, a
positivity of events and forces led by the Bolshevik party. Society and its
commissions during the Russian-revolutionary moment are identical to the social
command, to, in Laclau and Mouffe’s terms, a “single underlying principle fixing
—and hence constituting — the whole field of differences.”*3 For Montel and Change
in the Althusserian moment, by contrast, the revolutionary principle no longer
has empirical validation; and no return is possible to an understanding of the
Russian-revolutionary social totality. For Tel Quel, such a principle, in principle,
was still possible to imagine as a kind of literary Maoism.

Why focus on an obscure and vague “social command,” and not on more
conceptually-influential notions from that Russian-revolutionary era, such as
Shklovsky’s “making strange” or Brecht’s “estrangement-effect”? Fredric
Jameson’s recent Brecht study rhetorically asks whether the estrangement-effect
itself should not be estranged (which means estranged from its effects, i.e., its
reception) in order to demonstrate, paradoxically, Brecht’s ongoing relevance and
influence as the “first genuinely Marxist artist.”#* I want to ask a somewhat similar
question, not of a particular poet, but of the social command — does it need to be
historically estranged from its inheritance, including the post-structuralism of
Montel’s essay? Furthermore: Might there not have to be — however buried —
some first principle of a social command as the presupposition of any Marxian
aesthetics, that is, before there can be a Brechtian (or even Shklovskyan?) theory
of aesthetic estrangement? To entertain such a possibility is to affirm that the
historical frame of the Russian Revolution cannot be extricated from Brecht’s
and (even?) Shklovsky’s theories — no matter how far they migrate to other fields
(e.g., British film studies in the 1970s) and eras (1970s-"80s U.S. Language poetry);
that, put another way, any revisiting of a Marxian social must bear in mind our
own intractable historical distance from the Revolution (and I take this as Jameson’s
point). Bearing in mind the Russian-revolutionary context, then, Brecht’s and
Shklovsky’s theories might be seen as made out of notions of the social and the
command - twinned since Marx and Engels, but containing rhizomatically-
dispersed and distinct prior histories, including natural law and Enlightenment
“sociality” in the case of “the social.”

To focus on the “social command” is to return (in a sense, for the first time)
to the founding matrix of a Marxian aesthetics, and to ask at that historical
threshold*S to open prospects once again for rethinking methods which might be
developed from a Marxian social. Perhaps acknowledging the social command in
all its historical rawness — on the one hand, tainted by historical association with
the aesthetic commandments of Socialist Realism; on the other, and no doubt
related to the former, never quite a developed poetics in its own right — can go
some way towards its reframing. Perhaps its 1905 Leninist cry — revolutionary
romanticism! — must be dispensed with entirely; but then, what might a *“social
command” be left with? Still, there is something fanatically — in the psychical,
political, aesthetic, and social senses — categorical (a Marxian categorical
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imperative?), vulgar (in the economic sense Marxism knows too well), Old
Testament, or even inverted Socratic oracle (i.e., an “oracle” that commands, but
does not forbid#®), about the idea of a social command that continues to compel
as a way of discursively embedding poetry in relation to society. There is of course
a certain lesson to be heeded from its history — the confusions and conflations
with Socialist Realism, summarized by Régine Robin as “what no one foresaw”
(her italics), namely:

the substitution of the primacy of the political for the primacy of content,

which came crashing down on Soviet letters in 1930 by way of the

silencing of the formalists, the internal struggles in the RAPP [All-Union

Association of Proletarian Writers] — which brought the leadership and

the Litfront (the leftist group opposed to psychologism) into violent

conflict and which ended with the [Stalinist] decree of April 22, 1932 —

and the dissolution of the RAPP and of all cultural organizations in order

to form a Writers’ Union at last equipped with an artistic method, socialist

realism.4’

Perhaps the idea of a social command cannot ever be rejected, only ignored.
Best then would be to (individually, collectively) conceive of it anew. In that
case, the relationship between “social command” or “social demand” and poetic
technique is arbitrary in a way that allows history to enter, but not foreclose, the
sign. Every sign becomes, paradoxically, socially motivated (in the linguistic sense)
to its minutest degree, every mark, a social mark, every necessity, a contingency:
vistas onto and sounds of a new social command.
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A WORLD OF DIFFERENCE
Sudhanva Deshpande

THE MuLTIPOST WORLD

It’s a scary thought. That dissent is impossible.

Could it be that as soon as dissent is articulated, it ceases to be dissent?
That the megalostructures of market and state swallow every expression of dissent,
brand it, and spit out something terribly benign and contorted? A bit like the Che
figure on vodka bottles!

It’s a post world. Postmodern, poststructural, postcolonial, postsocialist,
postcapitalist, postcoldwar, postempire, postglobal, postcyber, postpostpost. In
this world of footloose signifiers and fancyfree signifieds, meaning is forever
fluid, forever shifting, forever imperfect, forever beyond grasp. A bit like a
Pentagon document: everyone knows it exists, no one knows where.

It’s also a multi world. Multicultural, multilingual, multiethnic,
multinational, multisexual, multigendered, multicuisine, multichoice,
multimultimulti. In this multi world, ‘difference’ is all. Mao Zedong is dead and
gone, and ‘contradiction’ is as dead as his embalmed body. It is a democratic
republic. Contradiction is a hierarchical concept; there are antagonistic and non-
antagonistic contradictions, there are contradictions that define a socio-political-
economic structure in fundamental ways, and others that do not. Difference is
always equal; the difference between hetero- and homosexual is equal to the
difference between black and white is equal to the difference between worker and
capitalist is equal to the difference between left handers and right handers. In this
world of difference, there are no oppressors no oppressed, no exploiters no
exploited. On the DifferenceCard, there is no limit to credit.

In this multipost world of floating meaning and ubiquitous difference,
what do we dissent on? Who do we dissent from? Who do we dissent for?

DiSSENT BANISHED

Space for dissent is shrinking. Literally. Let me take you on a walk through
India’s capital, New Delhi.

One day in 1988, I was walking through the Central Park at Connaught
Place, Delhi’s premier shopping area, with some of my colleagues in Jana Natya
Manch, a radical street theatre company. One of them was Safdar Hashmi, who
attracted many young women and men, including myself, to street theatre. A
policeman came up to Safdar and, pleasantly enough, said: ‘Not planning to do a
play here, are you?’ Safdar laughed:”*What if we were?”’‘I’d have to get into
action!’, the policeman laughed back.

As it happened, we were on our way to a performance and wouldn’t
have performed in Central Park anyway. But had we attempted to, we’d have
been whisked away by the police. As Safdar and another comrade was, some
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years before, a few hundred yards away in front of Madras Hotel, when they were
performing a play on the recent bus fare hike.

Till the end of 1992, you could hold political rallies and street theatre
performances at the lawns that run along Rajpath — the ‘king’s way”’— at the western
end of which is the Rashtrapati Bhavan — Presidential Palace — and the Parliament,
and the eastern end is India Gate, Delhi’s Arc de Triumph, commemorating Indian
soldiers who died in defence of the (British) empire. In December that year, vandals
of the Hindu Right demolished a nondescript 16"-century mosque in Ayodhya
built at the instance of the Mughal emperor Babar, allegedly after a Hindu temple
was demolished. Since then, a blanket ban protects the lawns and the buildings
around it from political contamination, even though no one has threatened to
demolish Parliament or the Presidential Palace. Many argue that the longer term
agenda of the Hindu Right includes demolishing the democratic institutions that
these buildings stand for, but that is likely to happen from inside Parliament. No
threat to the building.

So no politics along the king’s way. Though if you were a big corporation,
you’d be allowed to erect a stage in front of India Gate with the Presidential
Palace as a backdrop to hold cultural extravaganzas.

The upshot is that if you want to demonstrate in front of the Parliament,
you’d be stopped at the Parliament Street police station half a kilometer away,
from where you cannot even see the Parliament building.

I suppose that’s better than taking a demonstration to the American
Embassy and being stopped at Teen Murti House — Nehru’s official residence
while he lived and now a museum — about a kilometer away. The building of the
United States Information Service off Connaught Place is similarly out of bounds,
as is the British Council.

Every time there is an all-India rally in Delhi, thousands — sometimes
hundreds of thousands— arrive in the city, and have to be housed somewhere.
There used to be lawns behind the historic Red Fort of Delhi where organizers
would put up large tents to accommodate the rallyists. You can’t do that any more.
The lawns have been ‘beautified,” fountains and trees and benches have been
installed, and the entire area fenced. Now, rallyists have to be put up miles away,
on the outskirts of the very large metropolis that Delhi has become.

These are not isolated developments. The Calcutta High Court decreed
that you cannot hold processions in the city on weekdays during working hours.
This happened after the judge who passed this order reached office late one day
because his car was held up in traffic while a procession marched. The Kerala
High Court has passed a similar order. The Supreme Court of India has opined
that there is a strong case for a ban on ‘forced’ strikes. There are moves to have a
blanket ban on agitations and strikes by government employees. The Tamil Nadu
government dismissed two hundred thousand government employees for going
on a strike. The rest of the country applauded the strong willed Chief Minister
and asked for more stringent measures to deal with strikes.

This is extraordinary. India is supposed to be a democracy. One would
have thought that it is axiomatic that democracy cannot exist where the right to
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protest, the right to collective bargaining does not exist. We have won our
independence after a long and often bloody struggle against a colonial power.
This independence could not have come without strikes, agitations, and traffic
jams.

Indeed, the poor themselves are being banished from Delhi. Slum clusters
are being demolished and the poor who live there are being thrown miles away
where there is no water, no electricity, no jobs, no nothing. The outskirts, then,
are for the poor. Here, they may live or they may die. In those barren outskirts,
they may even dissent. It’s a free world.

But then again, there are outskirts and there are outskirts. On some
outskirts, you can see gigantic malls, all glitz and glamour, marble floors, glass
fronts. Sprawling gated communities, complete with penthouses, swimming pools,
bars and golf courses.

The airconditioned rich have seceded from India — those who have not
migrated to Silicon Valley, that is. Their lives are sealed — no heat, no dust, no
water shortages, no power cuts, no strife. And, most importantly, no dissent.

OUTSKIRTS AND OUTSKIRTS

Safdar was killed in performance. January, 1989. We were performing in
Jhandapur village, on the outskirts of Delhi. The industrial workers of Delhi and
its surrounding areas had gone on a hugely successful 7-day strike demanding,
among other things, a hike in the minimum wage, dearness allowance, equal pay
for equal work, an end to the contract labour system, and créches for the children
of worker parents. Employers felt threatened. Hired goons patronized by the then
ruling party attacked the unionized workers and the actors who had gone to perform
for them. A worker was shot dead, Safdar’s head bludgeoned.

Safdar died on the outskirts of the city, performing for those who have
been thrown to the outskirts, doing street theatre, a form on the outskirts of theatrical
practice. Then there are other outskirts as well.

A few years ago, we were touring some districts of Rajasthan. It was still
far from winter, and the afternoons were very hot. In a tiny village barely eight
k.m. from the Pakistan border, we were asked to perform by our hosts, comrades
from a peasants’ organization, at 2.30 in the afternoon in front of the local police
station where two constables and a dog slept blissfully under a whirring ceiling
fan. It was blazing hot, and not a thing moved. I laughed: who on earth was going
to come to watch us perform in this tiny village of barely a hundred houses? Our
hosts, however, insisted. So we started playing our drum, and in about ten minutes
had an audience of about 150 old people, children, women and some stray dogs.

I have been doing street theatre for some sixteen years now, and
sometimes imagine that there is nothing about audiences that will ever surprise
me. But of course I am wrong, and every so often I am dealt a lesson in humility.
But that afternoon in that sleepy border village was truly astonishing. I remember
some of us asking each other: why have these people come? What do they expect
to see? Can we deliver what they expect? In the event, it turned out to be a good
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performance we gave. It was tight, energetic, light, spontaneous: everything you
ask of a performance. Afterwards, we were taken to the peasants’ organization
office and fed a delicious watery fruit that was somewhat like a melon. But stranger
than the fruit was the language the locals were speaking among themselves: 1
realized that neither we, nor they, could understand a word of what the other were
saying.

What is the transaction that takes place between actors and spectators in
this situation? That a transaction does take place is certain. Anyone who has
performed for a while, long enough at any rate to get over the initial hesitancy
and nervousness, has experienced the unspoken, unsaid, almost unarticulated
energy that flows from audience to performer and back. In that silence, the actor
holds or does not hold the gaze of the spectators, the spectators strive, or do not,
to catch each word, they recognize, or do not, the oppressions being acted out as
their own.

Postmodernists would tell us not to fret. Meaning is Godot; it never
arrives.

SINGING IN THE DARK TIMES

The multipost world is the world of gigantic disparities. Let me give you
a few figures. In the mid-1990s, Nike paid Michael Jordan more per year for
endorsing its products than the sum total of the wages received by all the workers
across the world who manufactured the products Nike sold as its own. At the turn
of the century — the twenty-first century, not the twentieth — half the world’s
population had never made a phone call. Surprised? Listen to this: there are more
telephone lines in the Manhattan island of New York than there are in the entire
continent of Africa. That includes Egypt, South Africa, Algeria, Nigeria.

Ensconced in the heady consumerism of the multipost world, maybe
dissent looks impossible. From the outskirts though the world looks different.

The world of the outskirts is the world of that sleepy Rajasthan village,
where women trek five miles up and five miles down daily to bring home drinking
water. The outskirts is where a young man of 34 is killed for daring to do theatre
of dissent. In the outskirts, the relationship between nameless faceless sweatshop
workers and a megacorporation out to brand the whole world is not that of
difference, but of antagonistic contradiction.

On the outskirts, oppression and exploitation are not empty words void
of meaning. They have a very hard, bloody, gory feel to them. They spike you in
the ribs, they pull at your insides, they smash your bones, they pour your blood
down the gutter.

It was Brecht, wasn’t it, who asked:’*And will there be singing in the
dark times?’ His answer:’‘There will be singing of the dark times.’
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THE TIDE HAS TURNED

Sensing a trade wind
on a wetted finger

The tide, we say,
has turned

Our enclave ship, best-world, bench-marked, stirs,
yearns for venture

There’ll be, we’d concede, the inevitable
left-behinds

The unspoken, the stigmatised, the cast-aways
nursing their stuttering fire

From our crow’s nest their stranded looks
will soon dwindle

To less than a smudge
on the south horizon

As we bound now,
bound away, bound for global

Our lyrical sails billowing with
the winds of denial

Jeremy Cronin
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HYPOTHETICALLY
Jeremy Cronin

Clarification

It’s now PRECISELY (if hypothetically) 1 pm, and this is your lunch-time
news.

In today’s top story: A spokesperson for government...

...bearing in mind “government” has not been isolated in laboratory conditions,
and the orthodox argument can only point to architecture, say the Union
Buildings, or some two dozen persons, who speak for and represent an assumed
entity, without themselves actually BEING that entity, at least not the
TOTALITY of that entity, as such, and who, as “cabinet” — to use a euro-centric
term — are, therefore, metaphorically speaking, SYMPTOMS of an assumed but
unproven underlying pathology loosely known as “THE government”...

...we were saying...

A government SPOKESPERSON (itself a term still undergoing trials)

Has clarified matters by saying that when we say we are working on the
assumption of a CAUSAL LINK between something and something ELSE, and
that something might be a quote-unquote “virus,” we are not obscuring matters

but stating the obvious.

There is, therefore, ABSOLUTELY (relatively speaking of course) no reason
for any public confusion on this matter whatsoever

- which helps.
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THINGS ARE NOT As BAD AS THEY SAY
Jeremy Cronin

After more than a casual contact
Mother to child
Epoch to epoch

White to black bourgeoisie
in utero transmission

Living with the virus of righteousness

Ours the illusion
self right must by right prevail

In this era of slippage
from transforming power to

Transferring
some of the same, which is not the same

Mass action becomes
transaction

Liberation
liberalisation

Equality
equity

Sharing shares on the Joburg Securities Exchange
Things are not as bad as they. They say

Our sadness
in denial
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Living with a disappointment
still not without cure

In this vale of those who spend
Nine months in belly

Few months amongst us
Eternity buried in the ground

Or selling a child’s shoes, because
you can no longer keep her at school

Or wiping diarrhea off a bed-ridden aunt

Or pretending to cook the evening meal for so long
a hungry family falls asleep

34-years old in a nappy
White gum-sore
Fungal throat

No food

Or food
that won’t go down

It’s not as bad as they say. They say because

Perhaps
it’s worse

All the more reason to keep faith
To struggle

To stay

To stay on

To be gentle

To all of those, who

Somehow, more or less

(That’s all of us)

Survive
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TOWARDS A CRITIQUE OF ANTHROPOLOGY'
Qadri Ismail

Newton Gunasinghe, in his 1984 essay ‘May Day after the July
Holocaust,” made a cortical, if now almost forgotten, intervention into the Sri
Lankan debate on peace. He contended, about what was beginning to be called
the “ethnic conflict”:

It is now clear that the anti-Tamil riots of July 83 constitute one of the

most important turning points in the recent history of Sri Lanka. A

particular equilibrium within the Sri Lankan social formation has been

irrevocably lost and a new equilibrium is yet to be achieved. Within the

context of a heightened ethnic consciousness among the masses, the left

and the democratic forces are in a situation of theoretical disarray. One

symptom of the disarray is the dominant tendency in the old left to sweep

the ethnic issue under the carpet, and to raise “safe” economic and class

slogans.?
Let me begin my response to Gunasinghe by saying, somewhat perversely, that
elements of this formulation could be quibbled with. It does not, for instance,
quite escape the grasp of empiricism. Surely, to an Althusserian like Gunasinghe,
any determination of a conjuncture cannot be a matter of self-evident clarity. But
quibbling, of course, might sound as not a particularly comradely thing to do.
Why, somebody might ask, criticize an ally, an accomplice, a friend, and in public
at that? But it is an important part of my argument that comrades can — and perhaps
even must — disagree, openly if necessary. Otherwise, one subscribes to a notion,
always dangerous, of leftist infallibility, risks being dogmatic, refuses to work
with, and within, difference. Having said that, the first point to be taken from his
essay is that Gunasinghe made the case there for understanding what one might
term the post-July 1983 conjuncture, understood not as a historical but a politico-
epistemological moment, as “overdetermined.” Class contradictions were no longer
the primary questions the Sri Lankan left had to address in this changed
conjuncture, this new state of disequilibrium; ethnic ones had assumed greater
urgency. The task, therefore, was not to represent “the current view most popular
amongst the masses,” or “tailism,” but to produce “a far-sighted strategic line,
together with the tactical steps necessary to pursue it.”* The most important element
of this “line,” its goal, would be an “optimum political solution to the ethnic
problem.”

Gunasinghe is not cited at the very beginning of this study because we
have both been inspired by the Marxism of Louis Althusser. Neither is it sought
here, by invoking the name of a leftist academic and activist, to imply that what
follows, while academic, is also activist (despite my employment in the western
academy). Unlike Gunasinghe, the concern here is not to produce a strategic line,
or even a tactical one. This study sees itself as interventionist; but it seeks self-
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consciously to intervene in an academic debate; even while it is informed and
influenced by others, and seeks to influence them, too. Besides, it does not hold
the position, somewhat fashionable within cultural studies, that academic work is
also activist; it has a much more modest conception of such practice. Indeed, it
holds rather strongly that one completely misrepresents academic knowledge
production if one finds it synonymous, if not homonymous, with the work of
those who actually take risks, get their hands dirty, stick their necks out. Rather, I
begin this study by invoking Gunasinghe’s name to acknowledge an inheritance
(which is also, and there really is no paradox here, a debt I can never repay). This
study would quite simply not be possible without his example, without his work,
and that of many others.* But, then, the question arises, why this particular essay
of Gunasinghe’s? Why not another, better known or more substantial one? ‘May
Day after the July Holocaust’ is the most apposite text, or accomplice with which
to begin advancing my own position, making my own intervention because, for a
start, it too is interventionary and situates itself explicitly on the left. Secondly,
and more importantly, Gunasinghe’s response to what he understood as a changed
political situation, one that has apparently confused the left he is a part of, or
abides by, is to call for theoretical reflection. Such theory must lead to changed
practice, of course; the ultimate goal is a far-sighted strategic line, a solution to
the ethnic problem. But the cardinal need of the moment as he identifies it is not
what might be called knee-jerk activism but theory. To paraphrase John Mowitt’s
reading of Marx’s second thesis on Fuerbach here, the strength of Gunasinghe’s
formulation is that he refuses to separate politics from theory, without conflating
the two.> What he considers the old political realities can no longer be taken for
granted. New concepts are called for as a response.

That, precisely, is the claim being advanced here, too. Or, to use a different
vocabulary, that not just the current political moment confronting Sri Lanka, in
the form of the question of peace, but the current epistemological or disciplinary
moment — which I prefer to characterize as postcolonial and postempiricist rather
than poststructuralist but, it must be stressed, without any prejudice or hostility to
the latter term — requires that these theoretical advances be considered and, more
importantly, consolidated, affirmed, abided by, not taken for granted or abused
by casual reading and lazy citation, as all too commonly happens in social science,
and literary criticism inspired by it. For such consolidation to occur in an abiding
fashion, the postcolonial/postempiricist reader — and all three terms in this position
are of equal importance — must make the social sciences in general, and
anthropology and history most particularly in the Sri Lankan instance, account
for their complicity in naturalizing a certain, ultimately empiricist and even
colonialist understanding of the social and this political moment; and for their
complicity in naturalizing the apparent fixity of the present. But it cannot stop
there. It must also put “into question the system” or the episteme which enables
such understanding in the first place.® Sri Lanka, in other words, is not simply a
political problem, one to be addressed by the discipline of conflict management.
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The question of peace, to this study, is a politico-epistemological problem. Sri
Lanka demands, perhaps even desperately, the formulation and deployment of
“new” concepts. The current, rather narrow, debate needs to be broadened. That
is the inescapable burden facing both the leftist and the postcolonial/postempiricist
thinker of peace. But what, though, is meant by postempiricism? It is an inelegant
term, yes, but more exact than “postmodern” (and resonates, serendipitously, with
post-empire). By deploying it, instead, I want to signal that the break to be made
— which cannot be a complete or clean one, since the “post” signifies that one is
still quarreling with, trying to displace, and therefore complicit with, empiricism
— is not so much with the concept of structure but empiricism, and its postulate,
the empirical. As Jacques Derrida reminds us, in his critique of Levi-Strauss,
structuralism promised such a break, but did not deliver. Empiricism, as he puts it
there, is the “matrix of all faults” infecting the social sciences.” So postempiricism
refers, very broadly, to those literary critical persuasions which begin from this
position; to those which take reading and/or textuality and/or semiotics as their
point of departure. Empiricist understandings of language, of course, hold that
language can, without too much difficulty, capture or represent the real, the event,
the social. They operate within what Barthes called the “referential illusion.”®
Language, in that understanding, has no significatory function. Even if self-
consciously influenced by “postmodernism,” as in much contemporary social
science, including the “interpretive” tendency, the object, to empiricism, is
conceived as transparent, outside language and the process or play of signification.
In contrast, the postempiricist reader does not conceive of herself as an autonomous
or agential subject, conceives of her object as also subject, as simultaneously
subject and object. Most importantly, she works towards the demise of this
opposition.

But what connection does postempiricism have, you may wonder, with
Gunasinghe’s argument or my object of study, the question of peace in Sri Lanka?
What do the social sciences and/or anthropology/history and/or empiricism have
to do with Sri Lanka? To these questions, this reader would respond with other
questions which would get to the heart of what is at stake in insisting on
consolidating the gains of postempiricism: what is this object, Sri Lanka, in the
first place? What kind of a place is it? Do you know it? Really? How do you know
it? Did you hear or see or read about it? Why are you convinced that what you
heard or read or saw was persuasive? Did it occur to you, to anticipate my argument
somewhat, that Sri Lankans and westerners, for instance, and to use two terms I
will disavow soon, might comprehend it differently? Did you pause, consider,
however briefly, that different disciplines might produce it differently? That
anthropology might see one thing, produce a certain object, when it apprehended
Sri Lanka, history another and literature yet another? Is Sri Lanka a country in
which people are domiciled, as the social sciences — geography, anthropology,
area studies — and their applied allies — the census, encyclopedia — by and large
claim? Is it a state that issues passports — and kills its citizens, routinely and

XCP 99



randomly? Or, as the postempiricist might want you to consider, might it be
comprehended differently, textually? Is its “conflict” best understood as about
“ethnic” or nationalist violence, things that separate us (the “nonviolent” west)
from them, or about peace and democracy, concerns we all share (or are at least
supposed to)?* By what criteria does one decide? What is at stake in the difference?
And to pose a more provocative question: might those disciplines that are still
empiricist actually be an obstacle to peace — not to be understood as homonymous
with the absence of war— in Sri Lanka? Can reading textually, patiently, make a
difference? Can it not just complicate, or supplement social science understandings
of, but actually enable a reconceptualization of the very question of peace?
These are not, of course, quite the same questions as those posed by
Gunasinghe. But, in one crucial sense, they are not very different. Our concerns,
one might say, rhyme. (OED, rhyme: “Agreement in the terminal sounds of two
or more words or metrical lines, such that...the last stressed vowel and any sounds
following it are the same, while the sound or sounds preceding are different.”)'
He, too, asked the “old left,” as he put it: how do you understand Sri Lanka? You
say that, to the left, it is about class conflict. I beg to differ; to me it is should be
comprehended as about ethnic conflict. The reader will notice that, in so saying,
the grain of the text emerges as postempiricist. That is, Newton Gunasinghe —and
this is where our projects rhyme intellectually — wasn’t so much making a different
interpretation of the country but an intervention within it; his text wants to produce
a different object when the leftist thought “Sri Lanka.” An object he also conceives
of as subject because he grants it, rather than his own thoughts/subjectivity/agency,
or career for that matter, primacy. An object he wants to intervene within and so
change. And, in so doing, to produce a different object not only for the leftist and
the Sri Lankan, but for the postempiricist and the postcolonial. Like him, I seek to
produce Sri Lanka as an object that cannot be grasped empirically. One that, when
grasped textually, will not be conceptualized as merely object and existing outside
the investigating subject, but as also subject and existing in language. This may
sound like the repetition of old-fashioned terminology that we have left behind.
After all, such a conception of the object is now, to those who think time through
the calendar, many decades old. But the stakes in so doing are actually quite huge.
In bringing the gains of the critique of empiricism, and of colonialism understood
as a politico-intellectual project, to the study of not just Sri Lanka, but of non-
western “place,” which is another way of saying the critique of anthropology, it is
sought here to “finish” the critique of eurocentrism inaugurated by postcoloniality.
In our current disciplinary moment we seem to take it for granted that certain
intellectual victories have been won permanently — against the west (or
eurocentrism). [ am not so certain. This study proceeds upon the conviction that
postcoloniality — and postempiricism — still has a lot of work to do; despite the
arguments of those who hold that the project of postcoloniality has been
superceded, whether by globalization theory or our historical moment. They forget,
of course, that the object of the latter is very different. Postcoloniality still has
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many questions to conceive, let alone address or answer; many positions to
disappear; many others to make axiomatic. Thus it must be (de)fended: fostered,
nurtured, protected; its gains consolidated; its indispensability for the current
disciplinary moment (re)articulated; and, if necessary, reconceptualized. Included
here is the indispensable enterprise of rethinking, from a minority perspective,
and from that of the critique of social science and of representation, the problem
of democracy; of considering whether representative democracy, understood not
as an egalitarian mode of government or as the best possible form of government
one can conceive of, but a structure of dominance (not hegemony) that enables
the minoritization, the making insignificant, of no count, of minorities. Reading
the Sri Lankan debate leads, almost inevitably, to asking a question about not just
the necessity or practicality, but the very ethicality of what is arguably the founding
structural principle of representative democracy, majority rule.

My argument then is that displacing Sri Lanka, producing a different
object when it is thought, an object that is also conceived as subject, leads not
only to reconceptualizing peace in this particular place, but to addressing a much
larger problem; one that leftists everywhere must be concerned with, perhaps
even as a matter of some urgency — especially given the conflicting pictures Kurds,
Shias and Sunnis portray of the future of Iraq; one that anthropology, given its
constitutive inability to see politics, but only culture (gone crazy and violent) in
postcolonial places, cannot notice. But what do I mean by “displacing” Sri Lanka?
The term is used here in two senses. On the one hand, I attempt to push aside, to
replace, if not to delegitimize, the dominant account of the country produced by
the western academy which sees it, as Pradeep Jeganathan has argued, as a place
of violence and not politics.!" In this disciplinary moment, that account is authorized
by anthropology, the discipline that has dominated recent intellectual production
on Sri Lanka in the conjuncture Gunasinghe would call post-July 1983. Thus,
both the anthropological story of Sri Lanka and anthropology more generally
must be scrutinized, critiqued, displaced before another object, also called Sri
Lanka, could be produced. Or, rather, the displacement of the one would be the
emergence of the other. In its second sense, the place — and place as a concept — is
understood not geographically, or through area studies, but as a debate; not as an
object that exists empirically, but as a text, or a group of texts, that is/are read.
These texts constitute the object, Sri Lanka. Some of these texts are anthropological.
Others abide by the country, see it as subject (and also object); as opposed to the
anthropological, which only informs the west about the place, continues its
objectification, cannot conceive of it as in any way subject.

My most abiding disciplinary concern in this study, however, is with
history, not anthropology; with how and why the postempiricist/postcolonial reader
must necessarily work against the authority of that discipline which enables, in
the Sri Lankan instance, both Sinhalese and Tamil nationalisms to claim that the
“ethnic conflict” is not a political one, but shaped by the objective working out of
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the historical process, and that this working out also suggests incontrovertible
methods of resolving it. Opposed to this, it will be asked whether reading textually,
privileging not the empiricist but the literary, whether learning from the singular
and the unverifiable, from what could be termed the minority perspective, might
allow us to reconceptualize the very question of peace. But the first task, given
the commitment to postcoloniality, to finishing the critique of eurocentrism, is to
distinguish this project from that discipline which most enables and underwrites
the epistemological dominance of the west, anthropology, which is still very
influential, and not just within the discipline, in this moment that otherwise appears
to be postcolonial. It functions, structurally, to represent or speak for the other; to
inform the west about the non-west; it sees its object as only object and works to
maintain this relation of dominance. It is an epistemological enterprise which
emerged within colonialism and continues to this day to reproduce those relations
of knowledge production — if only, as Fanon might say, in new forms. Opposed to
anthropology, committed to reading after the critique of empiricism, I would rather
conceive of my object — the question of peace in Sri Lanka — as also subject. (And
also object, simultaneously; to just seek to make an object subject is to merely
make a gesture of inversion, to work within the logic of nationalism, or identity
politics.) To put this differently, a distinction is made between texts that
anthropologize Sri Lanka and those that abide by it. The latter texts — Gunasinghe’s
being an exemplary instance, despite him being an anthropologist by training —
intervene in the Sri Lankan debate, the debate or text that is Sri Lanka, address its
concerns, take sides in its quarrels, refuse to stand above and sound objectivist.
They don’t want to wash their hands off the place; write about it one moment,
forget about it the next. They desire to get involved with the present and to try and
shape thinking about the future of the country. In very different ways, they want
to intervene on the question of peace. In so doing, they abide by Sri Lanka.
One final word is necessary here; much of what follows is written in a

polemical spirit. To Michel Foucault:

The polemicist...proceeds encased in privileges that he possesses in

advance and will never agree to question. On principle, he possesses

rights authorizing him to wage war and making that struggle a just

undertaking; the person he confronts is not a partner in the search for

truth, but an adversary, an enemy who is wrong, who is harmful and

whose very existence constitutes a threat. For him, then, the game does

not consist of recognizing this person as a subject having the right to

speak, but of abolishing him, as interlocutor, from any possible dialogue;

and his final objective will be, not to come as close as possible to a

difficult truth, but to bring about the triumph of the just cause he has

been manifestly upholding from the beginning.!?
Within western discourse today this may sound like a description of a jihadist;
but, as often in Foucault, the immediate adversary here, unnamed, is Marxism. Of
course, it also constitutes a more general argument against polemics as such. Should
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it give me pause? Are all polemics bad, if not dangerous and anti-intellectual by
definition? Do they prevent, if not prohibit, “dialogue”? Perhaps. However, the
trouble with this position, at least to the postcolonialist perspective I seek to advance
here, is that postcoloniality proceeds from the conviction — not from a truth, but a
conviction — to put it crudely, that colonialism was a bad thing. What constitutes
colonialism, how it should be conceptualized, are all open to question, to debate.
That its lingering effects, if not its strong aftermath, must be opposed is not. This
is not a “privilege” it possesses in advance. Rather, it is something postcoloniality
must both take as axiomatic and argue for. From such a conviction certain things
follow. I am always prepared to grant Sinhalese and Tamil nationalisms, however
opposed the Sri Lankan leftist might and must be to them, however much she
may wish their abolition, a hearing; provided they would grant my position a
hearing, too. Peace would be not be possible without such a conviction. But it is
impossible, just impossible, to grant the same privilege to anthropology.

Insider, Outsider, Abiding

This study, then, responds to a compulsion: to address the question of
peace in Sri Lanka, to intervene in that debate from an explicitly leftist, postcolonial
and postempiricist perspective. Coded as such, or as the ethnic conflict, as the
problem of war, terrorism or genocide, this question — or something like it — is
discussed every day in what geography, abetted by anthr<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>