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Series Editors’ Foreword

Over recent decades the traditional ‘languages and literatures’ model in Spanish departments in universities in the United Kingdom has been superseded by a contextual, interdisciplinary and ‘area studies’ approach to the study of the culture, history, society and politics of the Hispanic and Lusophone worlds – categories that extend far beyond the confines of the Iberian Peninsula, not only in Latin America but also to Spanish-speaking and Lusophone Africa.

In response to these dynamic trends in research priorities and curriculum development, this series is designed to present both disciplinary and interdisciplinary research within the general field of Iberian and Latin American Studies, particularly studies that explore all aspects of Cultural Production (inter alia literature, film, music, dance, sport) in Spanish, Portuguese, Basque, Catalan, Galician and indigenous languages of Latin America. The series also aims to publish research in the History and Politics of the Hispanic and Lusophone worlds, at the level of both the region and the nation-state, as well as on Cultural Studies that explore the shifting terrains of gender, sexual, racial and postcolonial identities in those same regions.
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Prologue

ROGER BARTRA

The essays gathered together in this book are the splendid results of many years of research that John Kraniauskas, an incisive English critic, has dedicated to Latin American reality. In his erudite and penetrating analyses, Kraniauskas dissects the Latin American literary corpus to present readers with a stimulating interpretation of the relations established over time between the region’s literary and cinematographic cultures with their corresponding political and economic structures. To look at the problems of Latin America through literature and film proves to be a revealing experiment. It is not a question, however, of merely observing how society is reflected in literature. Kraniauskas takes us beyond such an undertaking to discover the secret and hidden cultural triggers which reveal social tensions that are not easily perceived outside a specifically literary optic.

Kraniauskas begins by following in the footsteps of Walter Benjamin, who outlined, he suggests, a critique of the mythologies of industrialization. His point of departure is Benjamin’s interest in the myths of ancient Mexico, an interest, however, the German thinker failed to explore in any real depth. Kraniauskas then looks for fissures through which to detect points of sensitivity, openings that bear witness to phenomena and processes that disturb. In this sense, each essay is a small discovery that, paradoxically, reveals the depths of Latin American cultural and social discontent. Beginning with Benjamin’s approach to Mexico through ancient mythology and Christian visions, Kraniauskas is intrigued nevertheless that Benjamin remains uninterested in the historical fact of colonialism itself (as he is – deeply, coming from the British tradition), and poses the question of whether there is not a kind of colonial unconscious at work in European modernity that makes its presence felt even in Benjamin’s thought. From here Kraniauskas goes on to search for the communicating vessels that connect Benjamin to José Carlos Mariátegui, the great Peruvian Marxist thinker. In doing so, he looks at the latter from yet another surprising angle, that is, his interest in the films of Charlie Chaplin (which he shared with Benjamin), and the relation between capitalism and the circus: an Americanized modernity is thereby denounced through the gestures of a clown.

Kraniauskas’s essays reveal the work of a creative critic analysing a culture – Latin American culture – that he clearly knows very well. From a European perspective, aspects of Latin American culture are revealed that are not always self-evident. This can be seen, for example, in the essays he dedicates to José María Arguedas’s first novel Yawar fiesta, interpreted in an anti-historicist Benjaminian key, as well as Miguel Ángel Asturias’s famous dictatorship novel, El Señor Presidente, in which he finds the hidden threads of what Althusser calls ‘primitive political accumulation’. One of the most notable aspects of Kraniauskas’s interpretation consists in the ties he establishes between his object of study – Latin American culture – and post-Marxist, post-structuralist and postmodern critical traditions.

In this sense, the essays contained in this volume confirm the fact that the critical vein that encouraged the best of European socialism remains alive, providing extraordinary conceptual instruments for the understanding of cultural expression. With his interpretation of El Señor Presidente, Kraniauskas begins his analysis of the political unfolding of modern capitalism in its various national forms in Latin America, as they are expressed, furthermore, in works of literature by Augusto Roa Bastos, José Revueltas, Osvaldo Lamborghini and Carlos Monsiváis.

Kraniauskas naturally concentrates his reflections on what used to be called the ‘passions of the soul’, those most explored in novels. Today this emotional dimension attracts a lot of attention from sociologists, historians and anthropologists, who have begun to explore the topic with the same interest with which they study the structures of power, social classes, political functions or kinship systems. Kraniauskas’s essays are a further stimulus to this growing interest in the emotional aspects of politics and the economy, in the sentimental textures in which social processes are embedded.

The celebration of political emotions and feelings as a substitute for the insufficiency of ideas is one thing; the rediscovery of the importance of emotions at the very heart of the very networks that subtend modern societies is another. However, with the emergence of various forms of relativism and constructivism, and a concomitant turning away from objectivity and meaning, the confluence of both processes is observable. Similarly, an attitude that privileges the signifier over the signified, and representation over the represented, has become commonplace. The study of emotion(s) can thus impose itself on the analysis of reason(s), the texture of feelings thus becoming more important than texts, discourses and archives themselves. It is as if David Hume’s famous dictum ‘reason is and ought only to be the slave of the passions’ had been unfurled once more. Kraniauskas, however, does not fall into this trap: his analyses always take meaning and its connection to Latin American reality into account.

The political, in its multiple facets, is the principle object of Kraniauskas’s thought. For example, in his analysis of José Revueltas’s El apando, the Mexican state becomes a cage of monkeys. This, in turn, connects with an account of the emergence of modern state forms in his analysis of Roa Bastos’s well-known novel Yo el Supremo, as well as of his later El fiscal. Kraniauskas’s use of the ideas of Theodor W. Adorno, Max Horkheimer and Fredric Jameson are of particular interest: they take him, once more, to Walter Benjamin, to suggest the idea of a history ‘in the age of its mechanical reproduction’; that is, to how a sort of ‘cinematization of history’ occurs in the novels of Roa Bastos. These essays are similarly connected with those in the final part of the book focused on film and TV. In addition, Kraniauskas also studies the curious and creative narrativization of the essay form in the work of Carlos Monsiváis, which, as its translator, he knows profoundly. The Mexican writer was an eccentric character who combined rebellious utopian impulses with the exercise of great cultural power. His writing was also eccentric, located somewhere between the freedom of the newspaper chronicle, on the one hand, and the rules of the essay, on the other.

Of particular interest are Kraniauskas’s reflections on two Mexican films made towards the end of the twentieth century. The fantasies associated with the contemporary body as shown in Guillermo del Toro’s film Cronos are magisterially articulated in an attractive critique of the political economy of vampirism. Meanwhile, his analysis of Alejandro González Iñárritu’s Amores perros is a penetrating study of the mercantilization of art.

It was important to Kraniauskas to include in his volume the study of works from the USA, the imperial power to the north that projects its long shadow over Latin America. He does so through two equally symptomatic narratives: one, the last volume of James Ellroy’s Underworld USA trilogy, from the great US tradition of noir, and the other, The Wire, one of the most brilliant HBO TV serials. Although Kraniauskas is very interested in the imperial and colonial relation, he does not, however, like so many others, surrender to the simplistic temptation of resorting to theories of dependency, underdevelopment, thirdworldism or globalization to explain the misery and backwardness in which the majority of Latin America’s population live – especially evident when compared to conditions in the US and Europe. Independently of the theoretical subtleties that such interpretations might deploy, over time a feeling has grown in Latin American culture that from the very moment in which the continent was wounded by the event of colonization we all live according to the rules of an inherently dramatic condition: the result of this original sin is a tragedy in which Latin American societies are somehow condemned to failure. Kraniauskas has not inherited these views and interpretations, at times also reflected in the region’s literary culture in the form of a sentimental and plaintive attitude towards the evils of modernity and globalization. He is rather interested in deeper, more hidden aspects of the historical relationship between the culture of the imperial powers and Latin American literature.

As a whole, this volume is a formidable analytical and critical exploration of both the symptomatic and revelatory aspects of the Latin American literature and film of our times. The reader will find here surprising perspectives, disturbing proposals and a penetrating vision of Latin America. With this book John Kraniauskas reveals himself to be one of the finest, creative and intelligent critics of contemporary Latin American reality.





Introduction

The chapters of this book were, for the most part, written with different occasions in mind. All, however, share similar concerns; and together, apart from the interpretation of a series of individual literary or film texts, also illuminate an argument concerning the experience of capitalism in Latin America both as set out in theory and as dramatized in cultural form (especially in literature and film). Put simply, I suggest that the appropriating and accumulative violence that characterizes what Karl Marx refers to as ‘so-called primitive accumulation’ (the ‘so-called’ is important here), is not a ‘presupposition’ of capitalism in the region, and beyond – in the sense that it historically precedes the establishment of capitalism as a system, as in Adam Smith’s myth of an ‘original’ stock of property that is put to work as capital – but that it is constant, and thus accompanies capitalism in all its historical forms. For Marx, the process of the ‘primitive accumulation’ of property is also, necessarily, a question of the more or less violent creation of ‘free’ labour power as a resource for capital, that is, of the propertyless. In other words, the violent reality of so-called primitive accumulation is a permanent supposition guaranteeing the reproduction of the capital-labour relation in all its forms.

From this point of view, the idea of capitalism is transformed: making the role of the State in the extra-economic violence that supposedly only characterizes surplus appropriation in other (previous) modes of production one of its own conditions of existence and reproduction. This conception of capitalism and its conditions is what makes it possible to read Rodolfo Walsh’s ‘Carta abierta de un escritor a la Junta Militar’ of 1977, paradoxically, as a ‘classic’ text – a neo-crónica – of neoliberal ‘primitive’ accumulation, as I do in the conclusion to this book, where I also outline some of its theoretical (and transdisciplinary) parameters. Such an account also provides the historical and theoretical means through which the well-known Latin Americanist concept of ‘transculturation’, so important once to Latin American cultural criticism, might be critically re-tooled and reconsidered; and in so doing, recover and transform its lost political and economic aspects as found originally in the work of the term’s creator, Fernando Ortiz. It is with this in mind – transculturation as ‘so-called primitive accumulation’ – that I deploy the term in this volume, for example, in the analysis below of José María Arguedas’s novel Yawar fiesta (1941).1

‘A Small Andean History of Photography: Yawar fiesta’ is one of the most recent essays collected in this volume. It is a revalorization of Arguedas’s first novel, and was originally written as part of the centenary celebrations of the novelist’s birth in 2011. Critically, Yawar fiesta has arguably been the most negatively received of the Peruvian writer’s works (considered an example of an overly nostalgic and sentimental regionalismo) and marginalized in favour of his other later novels: Todas las sangres (1964) in the 1960s, Los ríos profundos (1958) in the 1970s and, more recently, El zorro de arriba y el zorro de abajo (1971). These latter works are all considered to be more formally adventurous and, in Angel Rama’s terms (referring to Los ríos profundos), ‘transculturating’. Without dismissing such claims altogether, I rather suggest that as the work that initiates his project of novel writing, Yawar fiesta’s narrative push (what I refer to as his ‘insistence’) already sets out some of its most important characteristics and themes, and does so radically. Particularly important, I maintain, is the appearance of (and insistence upon) the Indian ayllu as a founding compositional principle, the figuration of the ‘common’ in his oeuvre.2

In ‘A Small Andean History of Photography’ I also suggest a parallelism – a relation of affinity – between Arguedas’s novel and Walter Benjamin’s reflections on the desacralizing dynamics of photography: this function, as we shall see below, is assumed in Yawar fiesta by the technical invention of the view from the mountain ‘abra’ (opening or ‘aperture’) in the opening chapter of the work. Indeed, ‘A Small Andean History …’ is the last of three essays contained in Part I of this volume that attempt to establish the existence of different possible relations between the work of Benjamin and Latin America.3 ‘Beware Mexican Ruins! One-Way Street and the Colonial Unconscious’, the first chapter of the book, is an interpretation of a number of fragments written by the German critic that hint at an interest in the pre-colonial and colonial cultures of Mexico, and which are reflected in his momentary, youthful desire (which remained unfulfilled) to learn Nahuatl. Amongst other aspects of my account, I suggest the existence of a possible ‘colonial unconscious’ that subtends and interrupts (into) European modernity – but which is only symptomatized in the topographies of Benjamin’s short texts, and never subsequently reflected upon. This essay reflects, in other words, on the absence-presence of the question of colonialism in his work, and its significance. The second Benjaminian chapter in Part I speculates on the interest both Benjamin and another heterodox Marxist, the Peruvian critic José Carlos Mariátegui, simultaneously shared in the work of Charlie Chaplin: in an already internationalized, more or less communist cultural sphere, he was, for both critics, whatever the other differences in their approach, the great mechanical – that is, cinematographic – producer-director of anti-capitalist laughter.

The second part of the book, ‘The “Maldoblestar” of Literature’, includes chapters on El Señor Presidente, by the Guatemalan novelist Miguel Ángel Asturias (1899–1974), Yo el Supremo and El fiscal by the Paraguayan Augusto Roa Bastos (1917–2005), El apando by the Mexican José Revueltas (1914–76), El fiord, the long short story by the Argentine Osvaldo Lamborghini (1940–85), and the chronicle-essays of the Mexican Carlos Monsiváis (1938–2010). I also include in this part an essay on one of the most interesting contemporary US writers of noir fiction, James Ellroy (b.1948). It is in this section of the book that I take up, through a series of what I conceive to be immanent textual interpretations, the question posed above of the relation between Latin American literature as a cultural form and the role of the state (and ‘the political’ more generally) in more detail. The term ‘maldoblestar’, taken from Asturias, names this relation.

Both El Señor Presidente (1946) and Yo el Supremo (1974) are well-known Latin American ‘dictatorship novels’. In my interpretation, however, they are also regional versions – that is, transformations – of the historical novel in which, rather than narratives centred on civil (or bourgeois) society, as in European versions, state-centred ones are produced. In other words, the tradition of the dictatorship novel in Latin America – a singular genre, I maintain, that narrates the state and its institutionalization – is a regional transformation of the historical novel: a military coup at the level of the literary, so to speak. This hypothesis is derived from an attempt at translating and reconfiguring – transculturating? – Georg Lukács’s account of the historical novel into Latin American terms. I argue that the experience of capital in Latin America has been one in which historical processes of commodification, that is, the ‘economic’ and its institutions (the market and civil society), were subordinated to the institutions of the state (and political society). From the point of view of literature and the region’s artistic institutions more generally, this is reflected historically in a political dialectic of autonomy and dependence in art, rather than a predominantly economic one (the presupposition of many analyses of European and Latin American modernisms).4 In other words, literature struggles predominantly with the political and its forms of instrumentalization rather than with the imperatives of the market, the economic. The idea, therefore, has two dimensions, one that is particular, with regards to individual literary texts, and the other, general, and associated with the version of cultural history suggested in the book as a whole insofar as it offers a totalizing interpretation of literature in Latin America. The first dimension concerns the political relations established in each of the texts analysed. The second is related to the specific experience of capitalism in the region.

The use of the term ‘discontent’ in the title of this book, and the term ‘maldoblestar’ (a neologism invented by Miguel Ángel Asturias in the first paragraph of his novel El Señor Presidente) throughout its chapters and analyses refers to the cultural space of autonomy and dependence into which each work is caught, ‘folded’ and/or ‘bent’ (as in ‘doblar’) – the ‘maldoblestar’ of the literary in the political and the political in the literary – and whose conflicting and sometimes painful social logics it negotiates in a variety of ways. What is in play in the attempt to resist the power of the state, as well as to represent it, in the dictatorship novel, is thus the political dialectic of literary autonomy and dependency in the region. The term ‘maldoblestar’ is also an allusion to Freud’s work Civilization and its Discontents, known in Spanish as El malestar en la cultura. All of the works analysed in Part II are thus read in terms of the variety of ways in which they textually negotiate their relationship to the state and to politics more generally (as in the case of Revueltas’s political and literary militancy, his Marxism).

The chapter on Revueltas’s El apando (1971) attempts to bring some of its specifically philosophical contents to the fore, especially the idea of what the author referred to as an ‘allotropic’ dialectic – fundamental, in my view, to his thematization of the idea of freedom developed whilst in prison – as it is focused on the ‘body form’ of ‘El Carajo’, the work’s main character. Roa Bastos’s El fiscal (1993), meanwhile, narrates the suicidal attempt by a mediocre intellectual to assassinate the Paraguayan dictator Alfredo Stroessner: it dramatizes, in other words, a failed attack on the state, and marks a paradoxically melancholic turn in the Latin American post-dictatorship novel, the end of a political epoch as well as of a type of intellectual figure. Lamborghini’s earlier text, El fiord (1969), the object of chapter 8, also dramatizes an attack on the state: ‘letra’ becoming ‘arma’ – an important theme in Yo el Supremo too. In this case, however, the violence is sexual: the Peronist theatre of power is invaded, violated and cannibalized in a new version of the primitive ‘fiestonga’ which, according to Freud, gives birth to the law.5

The chapter on Carlos Monsiváis’s writing was originally conceived as an introduction to his work for English-language readers. Of all the essays included in this volume it is probably the one I would now change most. I include it, however, because it too illustrates how a celebrated writer negotiates their relation to the status quo from their own substantial cultural and communicative power – which in Monsiváis’s case was considerable. What nevertheless remains decisive about his writing is how, through the mutual formal transformation of the chronicle by the essay (so as to endow narrative with reflexivity), on the one hand, and of the essay by the chronicle (to endow reflection with narrative power), on the other, it democratizes the Mexican literary sphere. In this way he created a new literary genre that, like the ‘testimonio’, focuses on the real so as to dramatize it, using narrative strategies taken from the history of fiction. This is the populist moment of Monsiváis’s work.

Monsiváis also deployed humour as a key strategy in his writing, reminding us that not only did he struggle-compete with the PRI state, but also with the Televisa media conglomerate, disputing its monopoly on entertainment (‘entretén-y-miento’ as Roa Bastos’s dictator might say). In the last years of his post-PRI life, Monsiváis appeared on television, at the same time as he defended the culture of the book from the cultural effects of the new digitalized culture industries, and dedicated himself, amongst other things, to the recovery of the secular tradition of Mexican liberalism. This, perhaps, is the anti-populist moment of Monsiváis’s work.

Finally, I conclude Part II with an essay on James Ellroy’s Underground USA trilogy. Its inclusion, I hope, illustrates the possibility of generalizing and, at the same time, de-reifying theoretical propositions derived from the reading of Latin American historical novels beyond its borders. This, it seems to me, is a fundamental idea: the particularity of historical experiences does not imply their exclusivity. On the contrary, as reflected in thought, it provides for the occasion of their possible universalization. I return briefly to this relation between ideas, their travels and translations, and their ‘truth’, in the conclusion. On the other hand, Ellroy’s trilogy cannot be really understood, it seems to me, without taking the Cuban Revolution and its political effects in the USA into account.

This political logic of literary composition – its political ‘maldoblestar’ or discontent – comes to an end, however, with what I refer to in my reading of Alejandro González Iñárritu’s film Amores perros as the ‘monetarization of art’ – its economic ‘maldoblestar’. Walsh’s ‘Carta abierta…’ registers this process too: the story of neoliberal ‘primitive’ accumulation he charts tracing the politically enforced waning of the political and the globalized emergence of economic predominance in cultural form. In its portrait of the figure of an ordinary vampire, Guillermo del Toro’s film Cronos similarly dramatizes this recent history. Part III thus traces the historical shift from a political to an economic logic of artistic autonomy and dependence through the analysis of film and TV. As in Part II, where I include a chapter on James Ellroy’s ‘Underworld USA’ noir trilogy – which, in its use of the historical novel within the thriller form, like the Latin American dictatorship novel also illuminates the compositional importance of political society for literature – I have also included in this part a chapter on a work from the USA, in this case the HBO TV series The Wire. In over sixty hours of TV programming The Wire traces, through its looping narrative, the cycles and milieus of capitalist accumulation from its unabridged form – that is, mercantile exchange for profit (M-C-M’, in Marx’s formula) in the city streets – to its ‘abridged’ form – that is, financial speculation (M-M’) in its offices and yachts. This inclusion of texts originating in the US is not meant to suggest progressive ‘developments’ in art (literature and film), but rather, as I suggest above, the possible universalization – or, rather, hegemonic generalization – of the formal subsumption of all societies – here the US and Latin America – by finance capital, the transnationalized or ‘globalized’ form of the ‘development of underdevelopment’ in Andre Gunder Frank’s (old but still useful) words. What is interesting with regards to The Wire is that its local system of illegal capitalist accumulation has since been expanded and generalized by Mexican and Central American versions of narco-accumulation (on which I continue to work today). In this sense, from the perspective of our present, the works analysed in Part III may be considered as transitional ones.

The essays gathered here were written in the context of my involvement in both cultural and subaltern studies, first as a founding editor of the Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies from 1992 to 2011 and, secondly, as a member of the Latin American Subaltern Studies Group between 1996 and 2000. The volume is intended to be a book about the present, from the perspective of its recent pre-history, and as expressed in both literature and in film; as well as a contribution to a materialist criticism – especially of Latin American literature in a post-cultural studies disciplinary context – inflected by the experience of now globalized processes of subalternization and ‘transculturation’.





PART I

WALTER BENJAMIN AND/IN LATIN AMERICA





1

Beware Mexican Ruins! ‘One-Way Street’ and the Colonial Unconscious


We must rather picture this unconscious material topographically…

Sigmund Freud1

I have long, indeed for years, played with the idea of setting out the sphere of life – bios – graphically on a map.

Walter Benjamin2



America

Towards the end of his analysis of Walter Benjamin’s city portraits, Peter Szondi tells the following anecdote: ‘At that time a story was circulating in the emigrant community about a Jew who planned to emigrate to Uruguay; when his friends in Paris seemed astonished that he wanted to go so far away, he retorted, “Far from where?”’3 The time was 1933, and the Nazis had just seized power in Germany. Towards the end of August seven years later, in 1940, escaping from Nazi troops advancing on France, Benjamin began to make his own way to the American continent. His journey would have taken him across the Pyrenees and into Falangist Spain, and from here on to join his exiled colleagues at the Institute of Social Research in the United States.4 Thanks to the help of Max Horkheimer he had been issued with a visa in the US consulate in Marseilles. Some days later, however, he was detained by Spanish border authorities at Port Bou. Threatened with deportation back to France, Benjamin committed suicide on 25 September 1940.

America had beckoned before. Almost exactly five years earlier, in a letter to Benjamin dated 23 September 1935, the literary historian Erich Auerbach mentions a previous attempt to provide him with an opportunity to leave Europe for the ‘far away’ American continent, this time to a teaching post in Sao Paulo, Brazil:


I thought of you once, at least a year ago, when they were looking for a professor to teach German Literature in São Paulo. I found out your (then) Danish address through the Frankfurter Zeitung and communicated it to the relevant authorities



But, continues Auerbach, ‘nothing came of it’ (see the Appendix to this chapter below). The correspondence between Benjamin and Auerbach has not been published as yet, so we do not know how he may have responded to such an idea, if at all. We do know, however, that his economic situation in 1935 was extremely precarious, and that he was finding it very difficult to survive on the stipend he received from the Institute of Social Research and to make a living as a writer. He may, therefore, have welcomed the opportunity to emigrate.5 On the other hand, Benjamin’s reluctance to leave Europe – and, for example, join Gershom Scholem in Palestine – is well known, as is his strong intellectual commitment to the Arcades Project, which by 1935 was quite well advanced. This reluctance, Benjamin insisted, had political content.6

First, there was the arena and traditions to which, as a Jewish intellectual, he believed his work was relevant. Bernd Witte is surely right, in this regard, to point out that Benjamin’s reluctance to join Scholem in Palestine accords with his long-held ‘plea for an establishment for the spiritual values of Judaism in the context of European culture’.7 Secondly, there was his commitment to deciphering the crisis-ridden present of that very tradition in the Paris of Baudelaire and the Arcades. By September 1940, with the advance of Fascist forces on Paris, Benjamin finally decided to leave Europe. He would, however, never reach America – be it the USA, Brazil or even Uruguay. Nevertheless, the Americas certainly reached him – culturally – and not only in its most obvious US guise: cultural Fordism (Hollywood).

Bernd Witte’s intellectual biography of Walter Benjamin suggests that the latter’s interest in language was ‘awakened by studies with the Berlin teacher Ernst Lewy on Wilhelm von Humboldt and [most importantly for us here] furthered by his work with [Walter] Lehmann in Munich’. In October 1915, he goes on, Benjamin had moved to Munich where, until his departure in December 1916, he attended a number of seminars. According to his correspondence at the time, he was unhappy with his instruction there; except, that is, for a colloquium given by the Americanist Walter Lehmann ‘on the language and culture of ancient Mexico’.8 Witte’s suggestion about Benjamin’s interests in ancient Mexico confirms remarks already made by Scholem in his own earlier book Walter Benjamin: The Story of a Friendship:


There [in Munich], under the Americanist Walter Lehmann, he [Benjamin] had already started his studies of Mexican culture and religion of the Mayas and Aztecs in the summer semester – studies closely connected with his mythological interests. In these lectures, which were attended by few people and by hardly any regular university students, Benjamin became acquainted with the memorable figure of Bernardo [sic] Sahagún, to whom we owe so much of the preservation of the Maya and Aztec traditions … Some time later, in Berlin, I saw Molino’s [sic] big Aztec-Spanish dictionary on Benjamin’s desk; he had bought it in order to learn the Aztec language, but he never carried out his project.9



Witte concludes his own remarks on this subject as follows:


The impetus to develop his thinking in written form was given by the intensive discussions with Scholem, who at the time was still studying mathematics but was already occupied with Jewish mysticism. Benjamin’s pioneering essay, ‘Concerning Language in General and the Language of Man’, completed toward the end of 1916 in Munich, originated in his desire to continue his discussions with Scholem on the essence of language in a written forum.10



The narrative reconstructed here – from an ‘awakening’ to the ‘development’ of Benjamin’s thinking on language – leaves little doubt as to the importance of his introduction to ancient Mexican culture for his subsequent intellectual development, and of the seriousness with which he originally pursued – albeit momentarily – his desire to speak ‘Aztec’.11 A critical appreciation of this interest may provide a new perspective on important aspects of Benjamin’s work. America would not just be present in his work as the sign of the industrialization of culture (USA) but also, more problematically perhaps, as a site of its mythological critique (Mexico). The purpose of the following notes is to map out some of this (‘underground’) terrain with reference to Benjamin’s 1928 avant-garde publication ‘One-Way Street’, and to ask after the significance of his subsequent reluctance to register Mexico or to address the questions of colonialism and imperialism in his work on the cultural experience of capitalism (modernity).

Geographies: the Points of a Compass

Travel was, of course, fundamental to Benjamin’s writing. Indeed, the point of Szondi’s anecdote about the Jewish emigrant’s intended voyage to Uruguay was to explain why Benjamin had stopped writing about his travels. The emigrant’s retort, he believed, contained the germ of a possible explanation: ‘with the loss of one’s homeland’ – in this case to Nazism –


the notion of distance also disappears. If everything is foreign, then the tension between distance and nearness from which the city portraits draw their life cannot exist. The emigrant’s travels are not the kind one looks back on, his map has no focal point around which foreign lands assume a fixed configuration.12



From 1933 onwards Benjamin’s now exiled gaze remained fairly fixed on the arcades of his second home, Paris, as he gathered the materials necessary to produce their cultural history. So much so that, as we have seen, he left it until 1940 to attempt to leave Europe and join his colleagues in America.

The importance of the city portraits for Benjamin’s Arcades Project has been underlined by Susan Buck-Morss in The Dialectics of Seeing in which she takes Benjamin at his word and sets out ‘the sphere of [his] life … graphically on a map’. The cultural and political significance of the cities visited by Benjamin during the late 1920s and 1930s is such that together they provide his life and work with a structure ‘that locates the Passagen-Werk geographically, and lends it a spatial order’. Underlying Benjamin’s work can be deciphered the traces of a political geography. Buck-Morss continues:


To the West is Paris, the origins of bourgeois society in the political-revolutionary sense; to the East, Moscow in the same sense marks its end. To the South, Naples locates the Mediterranean origins, the myth-enshrouded childhood of Western civilization; to the North, Berlin locates the myth-enshrouded childhood of the author himself.13



It is the sociocultural space constituted by the Arcades – as at one and the same time ‘commodity graveyards’ and ‘the unconscious of the dream collective’ – that lies at the centre of the east–west/north–south axes, and gathers together – under one roof, so to speak – the revolutionary origins (past) and ends (future) of bourgeois culture. This particular map also contains, however, as Benjamin knew well, a triumphant fascism in the myth-enshrouded locations mapped out by Buck-Morss which, furthermore, eventually threaten to overtake Europe’s past and future too. Benjamin’s Arcades thus become a complex spatio-temporal construct of modernity porous to unconscious desire and myth, dreams of the past and the future.14

There is, however, something lacking in a political geography of Benjamin’s life and work – of Arcades, cities and Europe – so dependent on Benjamin’s own contextualization of his work, and it is the internationality of these spaces as structured by such concepts as colonialism and imperialism. ‘I believe’, says Theodor Adorno of Walter Benjamin’s essay ‘Paris – the Capital of the Nineteenth Century’, ‘that the commodity category could be greatly concretized by the specifically modern categories of world trade and imperialism. Related to this is the arcade as a bazaar, also antique shops as world-markets for the temporal.’15 Adorno never took full note of this idea in his own work. Yet it is arguable that Benjamin did not follow up this criticism either, refusing to involve himself – and Baudelaire – in the international dimension of capitalism (imperialism/colonialism) signalled by the above criticism. From Adorno’s point of view the Paris of Benjamin’s essay was not just a historical capital – the capital of a specific time (the nineteenth century) – but also a geographical capital – the capital of a specific internationalized space (imperialism).

Given Benjamin’s interest in the phantasmagoria of World Exhibitions – the precursors of the culture industry16 – and considering his interest in the materials and economy of the unconscious, this refusal appears unusual. For as Adorno suggests, in some places – bazaars and antique shops – the desires of purchasers and window-shoppers strangely acquired an international dimension, and the clue to such a geography of desire was precisely the historical specificity of the commodity form that so interested Benjamin – which, indeed, was at the theoretical centre of his enquiry. In this respect, both Adorno and Benjamin may have remembered the ‘colonial goods’ on sale in the shops of the recently unified – and imperial – nation into which they were born.17 The internationalized desire of colonialism was, however, subsequently denied and forgotten by both writers, as it has been by the criticism that has occupied itself with Benjamin’s work.

The general context into which Walter Benjamin and his colleagues of the Frankfurt School were born was that of an imperial – and recently unified – Germany in which nationhood and colonialism mutually re-enforced each other in the dominant ruling imaginary (and was to be suffered for years after the loss of colonies in 1918). If this denied international dimension is added to an appreciation of Benjamin’s work – and both Witte and Scholem’s references to his interest in ancient Mexican culture in the context of colonialism suggest that it should be – then its geographical contextualization must be modified so as to take it beyond Europe. Indeed, the name of the Americanist Walter Lehmann (1878–1939), whose seminar in Munich introduced Benjamin to the work of Bernardino de Sahagún (1499?–1590) and through him to the ‘language and culture of ancient Mexico’, can stand here as a sign for the comparatively early and rapid development of the discipline of ethnology in Germany (as compared to France) during the second half of the nineteenth century. In this respect, note should also be made of the relationship between German colonialism, the discipline of ethnology and art: ‘The acceleration of German colonial expansion after 1896’, writes Jill Lloyd, ‘coincided with developments in Western aesthetics and ethnology which encouraged Jugendstil artists to look towards non-European art for inspiration.’18 Artists, like Kirchner, did not have to go far to find such inspiration. Colonial collections already existed, for example at the ethnographic museums of Dresden and Berlin, and were regularly visited. Benjamin himself may even have seen the accompanying side-shows – put on by impresarios and encouraged by governments as part of their colonial propaganda – which exhibited African villages, their inhabitants and dancers in the zoological gardens in which he remembered spending so much time as a child. From this interaction between art, colonialism and the institutionalization of ethnology there emerged a particularly strong primitivist mode of expressionism – a cultural form, like the Jugendstil, of particular interest to Benjamin.19

In ‘One-Way Street’ Benjamin includes a fragment called ‘Mexican Embassy’ whose epigraph reads as follows: ‘I never pass by a wooden fetish, a gilded Buddha, a Mexican idol without reflecting: perhaps it is the true God.’ The text, interestingly, is by Charles Baudelaire, the literary object of the essay by Benjamin criticized by Adorno. The connection between Mexico and Baudelaire is not arbitrary, although it is not clear that for Benjamin it was ever more than literary. Indeed, Baudelaire’s last years, 1862–7, were the years of Napoleon Bonaparte’s imperial designs on Mexico and the short-lived rule imposed there of Emperor Maximilian I – whose execution in 1867 was painted by his friend Manet, three times.20 This is precisely the imperialism referred to by Adorno and which, according to Benjamin himself, Brecht even suggested was the background to Rimbaud’s Le Bateau Ivre: ‘what it describes is not an eccentric poet going for a walk but the flight, the escape of a man who cannot bear to live any longer inside the barriers of a class which – with the Crimean War, with the Mexican adventure – was then beginning to open up even the more exotic continents to its mercantile interests’.21 As can be seen, Benjamin registers the imperial relation but seems unwilling to reflect upon it even after Adorno’s suggestions. Could this be because, however critical, he remains internal to an idea of European culture that in 1933 was threatened, and by 1940 destroyed?

‘Anaquivitzli’: Underground Works


I saw in a dream barren terrain. It was the market-place at Weimar. Excavations were in progress. I too scraped about in the sand. Then the tip of a church steeple came to light. Delighted, I thought to myself: a Mexican shrine from the time of pre-animism, from the Anaquivitzli. I awoke laughing. (Ana=ava; vi=vie; witz [joke]=Mexican church [!].)22



‘One-Way Street’ is not a city portrait, although it self-consciously uses the city street as its organizing aesthetic principle. Given its status as an avant-garde literary work – it contains most of this movement’s contradictory anti-institutional gestures – of all Benjamin’s texts this one has received surprisingly little attention. This is because, paradoxically, it has not been read as an avant-garde text at all! ‘One-Way Street’ has rather been interpreted as marking an in-between stage in Benjamin’s intellectual development where other works – the ‘Work of Art’ essay or the Passagen-Werk – are privileged. In ‘One-Way Street’ Benjamin, quite appropriately, is on his way elsewhere. From this point of view, it contains the seeds of another time, Benjamin’s intellectual future, for example, his reflections on the Paris Arcades. Which it does, of course. Against the grain of narrative, however, ‘One-Way Street’ foregrounds, as in the above fragment, the symbolic organization of space: topography.

Rubbing his eyes, Benjamin ‘takes on the task of dream interpretation’.23 If the names of Berlin, Paris, Naples and Moscow take on symbolic values in Benjamin’s eyes, what could this relationship between ‘the market-place at Weimar’ and ‘a Mexican shrine’ symbolize? Both are clearly places of fetishistic ritual (exchange and worship). But, why Mexico? Could it be that, since attending Lehmann’s seminar on the culture of ancient Mexico, it has come to stand for the colonial relation and, furthermore, a now surrealist primitivism? Interestingly, the Mexican ‘joke’ is not located elsewhere, but here. And despite the temporality implicit in the ‘pre-animism’, nor is it thought as merely a residue from the cultural past; it rather shadows the market now, underground. This is a crucial – spatial – dimension of colonialism that Benjamin registers without it becoming then, or later, an object of reflection. This is because the real joke for Benjamin is a surrealist one.

In his dream, Benjamin unearths a Mexican church under a Weimar market-place: he awakes laughing at the joke. The problem with the surrealists in his view was their ‘undialectical conception of the nature of intoxication’: they refused to wake up and see the joke. History for Benjamin, on the other hand, only ‘begins with awakening’.24 But in this dream-presentation history does not begin: the colonial is registered but not reflected. The joke that awakens Benjamin is the image of a Mexican church, which he presents – the function of the exclamation mark – as a puzzle for decoding. However, there is also the other joke: the shrine’s contemporaneity and co-existence with the market. Benjamin registers this ‘joke on the joke’ only to scrape it away with the sand so as quickly to reveal the ridiculous Mexican church that awoke him. In other words, he moves back from the idea of a colonial presence ‘fetishistically’ underpinning and mirroring European markets to focus attention on that strange colonial object: a Mexican church! The joke contained in the, one supposes, invented Nahuatl (‘Aztec’) word Anaquivitzli is that despite colonization – the imposition of churches – the process of conversion in New Spain may have involved the spiritual overpowering of Christianity by the very religious system it was attempting to destroy (transculturation from below). This possibility is implicit already in the Baudelaire epigraph used by Benjamin to frame his other Mexican fragment in ‘One-Way Street’ mentioned above.

Mexican Embassy


I dreamed I was a member of an exploring party in Mexico. After crossing a high, primeval jungle, we came upon a system of aboveground caves in the mountains where an order has survived from the time of the first missionaries till now, its monks continuing the work of conversion among the natives. In an immense central grotto with a Gothically pointed roof, Mass was celebrated according to the most ancient rites. We joined the ceremony and witnessed its climax: toward a wooden bust of God the Father fixed high on a wall of the cave, a priest raised a Mexican fetish. At this the divine head turned thrice in denial from right to left.25



Bernardino de Sahagún was one of the first Franciscan missionaries to arrive in New Spain soon after the conquest of the Mexica (Aztec) capital Tenochitlan by Hernan Cortés. Would it be too much to suggest that it may be he that Benjamin has rejoined in a myth-enshrouded Mexico some years after having read and learned about him from Walter Lehmann in Munich? In this dream-presentation Benjamin does not include the moment of awakening. He rather confronts the reader with the message from Mexico to which he, with the surviving missionaries, is a witness and which God denies, three times. Is it the case, as suggested by Baudelaire, that the Mexican fetish ‘is the true God’? Is the priest who raises the object entrapped by its magical powers and presenting it to the wooden image of God as his likeness, as an alternative, or even as his truth? This is why the idea of a Mexican church is a joke: it is a joke on the church.

There is a sense in which this fragment stages many of the tropes and figures of colonial narratives, particularly travel, confrontation, anxiety and even mimicry. As with those surrealists who were to become intoxicated by Mexico – particularly André Breton and Antonin Artaud – whilst the direction of travel remains the same, the evaluative signs of colonialism are inverted. It re-stages a coloniality in which the embassy – mission and message – is from the traditional victims of colonization rather than its bearers. It is precisely the anxiety mapped out by such a context that provides the structural logic for the work of Bernardino de Sahagún in colonial Mexico (New Spain). Serge Gruzinski, for example, has told a similar story to the one contained in Benjamin’s dream:


[S]ince after 1525 the pre-Hispanic clergy that survived fled underground, the great liturgies and public sacrifices were no longer celebrated, the feasts of the calendar were only partially observed, and communication with the gods took place discreetly in a nocturnal half-light or in the secrecy of caves, hidden from the eyes of the friars or the indigenous neophytes.26



Although the ‘old religious and political machinery’ of the Mexica was ‘irreparably cracked and flawed’, continues Gruzinski, ‘without means or men, without an adequate knowledge of the country, the Church did not yet offer a true alternative’. It was to provide this knowledge that, in large measure, the work of Sahagún was dedicated. He begins the prologue to his most important text – Florentine Codex. General History of the Things of New Spain (1577–80 approx.) – foregrounding the purpose of such knowledge:


The preachers and confessors are physicians of the souls for the curing of spiritual ailments. It is good that they have practical knowledge of the medicines and the spiritual ailments … Nor is it fitting that the ministers become neglectful of this conversion by saying there are no sins among this people other than orgies, thievery, and lustfulness, because there are many other, much graver sins among them which are in great need of remedy. The sins of idolatry, idolatrous rituals, idolatrous superstitions, auguries, abuses, and idolatrous ceremonies are not yet completely lost. To preach against these matters, and even to know if they exist, it is needful to know how they practiced them in the times of their idolatry, for, through [our] lack of knowledge of this, they perform many idolatrous things in our presence without our understanding it. And, making excuses for them, some say they are foolishness or childishness, not knowing the source from whence they spring (which is pure idolatry). And the confessors neither ask about them, nor think that such a thing exists, nor understand the language to inquire about it, nor would even understand them, even though they told them of it.27



The response to such colonial anxiety was to collect and document as much as possible of the history and culture of the society destroyed by conquest. The text thus authored by Sahagún and his informants was to be as complete as possible so as to enable missionaries to correctly recognize the idolatry practised right before their eyes; in other words, to assist in ‘spiritual conquest’. In effect, Sahagún’s is a paranoid and political book: a bilingual and visual collection designed to counter the mimetic abilities of the colonized, their perceived ability to appear similar, to appear to have been converted. The historical irony is, however, that given its very nature as a re-collection Sahagún’s Florentine Codex has also been regarded as potentially subversive. This is because what it collected would enable the remembrance of the very same pre-conquest cultural practices that was its avowed intention to destroy.28

Pictures for the Unconscious

Benjamin was not particularly interested in colonial narratives as such but rather, as his imagistic writing suggests, in mythical topographies that organized space into symbolic above- and below-grounds. His attachment to the dream-worlds presented in both ‘Mexican Embassy’ and ‘Underground Works’ are nevertheless quite different from that contained in the following methodological fragment in ‘Konvolut N’ of the Passagen-Werk:


To clear fields, where until now only delusion (Wahnsenn) ran rampant. Forge ahead with the whetted axe of reason, looking neither left nor right, in order not to fall victim to the horror beckoning from the depths of the primeval forest. At a certain point, reason must clear the entire ground and rid it of the underbrush of delusion and myth.29



As Winfried Menninghaus has noted, the activity of clearing away in this passage seems remarkably close to the Enlightenment concepts of reason and truth of which Benjamin was famously a trenchant critic. Topographically, what in ‘One-Way Street’ constituted an occasion for a joke, here appears to be the scene of enlightened horror and recoil. The reversal is also accompanied by a geographical abstraction: from a jungle that is located, to another that is violently produced in opposition to an ideal of ‘clarity’. The clue to an explanation for such a shift in view appears five entries later in ‘Konvolut N’, where he sets his work off from Louis Aragon’s surrealist Paris Peasant which had initially inspired both ‘One-Way Street’ and the later incomplete Passagen-Werk: ‘whereas Aragon persistently remains in the realm of dreams, here it is a question of finding the constellation of awakening’. As we have seen, this is a critique Benjamin had begun tentatively to elaborate in his ‘Surrealism’ essay. It is even rehearsed in the two fragments of ‘One-Way Street’ discussed above.

If ‘Mexican Embassy’ remains in the realm of slumber and thus, as in Aragon, blurs ‘the threshold between waking and sleeping’, in his enlightened riposte it is arguable that for the theory of historical experience that interested Benjamin – in which, according to Menninghaus, a truth aligned with reason in opposition to myth was insufficient – he was too awake.30 The threshold of ‘awakening’ (designed to break down the enlightened opposition) is, however, plotted into ‘Underground Works’ in the form of laughter. The point of ‘awakening’ is, says Benjamin, ‘the dissolution of “mythology” into the space of history’.31 Does laughter do this work of taking myth into history in such a way as to remain partially attached to an experience of it and thereby redeem it?32 As I have suggested above, it may be that it does not; that Benjamin, in a sense, remained at one and the same time too enthralled by both his aesthetic construction of myth (that is, too surrealist) and his enlightened rejection of it (understandable in the context of the rise of a ‘myth-enshrouded’ Fascism).

Benjamin’s images of Mexico in ‘One-Way-Street’ were produced at the intersection of ethnology, aesthetics and psychoanalysis constitutive first of expressionism and then of surrealism. With the invention of the unconscious by Freud a whole new realm of experience was made available to reflection. The unconscious itself, however, had to be narrativized and populated – colonized? – and provided with recognizable dramas that structured and explained it. Anthropology and literature – especially in their respective relationships to colonialism – provided many of the characters, dramas and scenarios – the primal hordes, Oedipuses and Electras, the undergrounds – for such experiences. The newly split European subject was thus provided with an unconscious that was, in part at least, explicable in terms of the anxieties of colonial history. Benjamin’s images of overgrounds and undergrounds are arguably, from this point of view, colonial pictures both of and for the unconscious.33

Both the joke about the Mexican shrine from the time of pre-animism – that is, from before the subject-object split characteristic of the Enlightenment34 – and the disturbing message to the missionaries register histories of colonialism. The geography and temporality of each, however, mean that church and shrine remain elsewhere and exist in another time, the past of myth. In this sense, these dream-images in ‘One-Way Street’ remain internal to a temporal structure of modernity that narrativizes history in terms of a master concept of ‘progress’ that on a global stage entails the idea of ‘the non-contemporaneousness of geographically diverse but chronologically simultaneous times’.35 Benjamin’s colonial Mexico is located in another, non-contemporary time that is, by definition, not present.

This leaves the joke on the joke in ‘Underground Works’: the joke on the joke of the colonial Mexican church. Which, as we have seen, in making the joke contemporaneous, becomes a joke on the market-place of Enlightened Europe – now, it is suggested, enslaved to fetishism (of the commodity) and myth (of the new) and whose roots, moreover, are to be found in primitive accumulation and colonial exploitation. This, however, is not the joke that wakes the dreamer. It is refused entry into ‘the space of history’ that would provide Benjamin’s work – in response to Adorno’s critique – with some insight into an international, that is, imperial political geography that would explain the place of the Paris of Baudelaire (and Europe) within a colonial system. Encoded and disavowed according to the historically specific intertwining of the logics of aesthetics, psychoanalysis and ethnology, colonialism remains unconscious. Only after Benjamin’s death will the crises of Fascism in Europe (particularly the Holocaust) and the subsequent anti-colonial struggles in Africa and Asia reveal – like photography with the optical unconscious – ‘the secret … the existence of this [colonial] unconscious’.36





 

APPENDIX

23 September 1935

Rome

Pensione Milton

Via di Porta Pinciana

Dear Mr Benjamin,

My wife has just discovered a contribution by you in last Saturday’s Neue Zuericher Zeitung. What a joy – that you are still here, that you write, and that in your writings we hear the sounds of our far-off lost homeland. Please let us know immediately where you are and how you are doing. I thought of you once, at least a year ago, when they were looking for a professor to teach German Literature at São Paulo. I found out your (then) Danish address through the Frankfurter Zeitung and communicated it to the relevant authorities – but nothing came of the matter, and it would have been pointless to write to you from Germany. We shall probably be staying here until 4th Oct. and then, for a few days, with Dr Binswanger,37 Castello-Firenze, Villa La Limonaia, Via di Quarto 9. I have had a very sad letter from Beverdell38 in Prague; Bloch seems to be in Paris; his book,39 which I have read recently, shows him, whether one likes it or not, in his whole and intact character.

We are well, I am still in office, but do not exercise it much. My Privatdozent, W. Krauss, teaches the main lecture course and the seminars and takes care of the examinations; he is proving to be of excellent calibre. Whether I shall still be teaching at all this coming winter seems very questionable; at least it is possible. It is impossible to give you an idea of the strangeness of my position. At any rate it has, for all its advantages, hardly a prospect to last, and is becoming more pointless by the day. I am therefore beginning to make contingency plans; but whether any of them are realizable is very uncertain.

Please write. Cordial regards and wishes from both of us.40

Yours,

Eric Auerbach
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Laughing at ‘Americanism’: Benjamin, Mariátegui, Chaplin

Charlie Chaplin’s film The Circus was released in 1928, which was also the year in which the first all-talkie movie was premiered in Hollywood. By then, Chaplin was not only a key figure of mass Fordist entertainment and the international popular imagination, but was widely considered an auteur too, famously taking complete control of the audio, visual and dramatic content of his work. His stubborn resistance to synchronized sound, for example, was a deliberate use of technological anachronism that worked both as a powerful compositional principle and as a form of resistance to verbal ‘Hollywoodization’ – the mechanical sound of ‘Americanism’ – from the perspective of a kind of general vernacular mimetics.1 In early 1929, The Circus opened in Berlin, and by February, Walter Benjamin had written a short article on Chaplin – ‘Chaplin in Retrospect’, published in Die literarische Welt – taking the release as his occasion: ‘The Circus’, he declares in the first sentence, ‘is the first product of the art of film that is also the product of old age.’2 With the release of Chaplin’s most recent film, Benjamin seems to suggest that cinema was becoming a cultural form endowed with history: it had taken a life. And, of course, this history was also becoming global.

Some months earlier, in October 1928, the Lima-based avant-gardist magazine Amauta had published a similar – that is, a totalizing – reaction to Chaplin’s work provided by the occasion of the release of The Circus in Peru: ‘Explaining Chaplin: A Sketch’ by José Carlos Mariátegui.3 In contrast to Benjamin’s opening, which seems to outline an immanent approach to a filmic oeuvre, Mariátegui’s account of Chaplin begins quite conventionally as a political portrait of the times. ‘The theme of Chaplin’, he declares, is as important ‘in helping to explain our epoch’ as any contemporary statesman. His examples are, like Chaplin, British: Lloyd George and Ramsey MacDonald. This approach is, however, quickly dropped: first, because from the standpoint of cultural form, Chaplin has world-historical significance (the tramp is significant from the point of view of communism); and secondly, because although the essay contains no direct reference to Peru, it provides Mariátegui with the occasion briefly to experiment with new ways of thinking Peruvian capitalist modernity free from the constraints of immediate political relevance. The question of mythic subjectivization was particularly important to Mariátegui at that time – as a counter to positivism and the processes of desacralization associated with modernity – but so was engaging with the idea of development in history in his analyses of the Peruvian social formation from within a materialist perspective – involving, in contrast, an historicist approximation to positivism. As is well known, Benjamin was similarly engaged in countering positivism and social democracy as he moved towards a Brechtian techno-Bolshevism in the late 1920s and early 1930s, to finally arrive at the radical anti-historicist Marxist messianism of his ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’. From this perspective, these two short texts on Chaplin by Benjamin and Mariátegui constitute important experimental stepping stones towards better known, classical works: ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ and Siete ensayos de interpretación de la realidad peruana (‘Seven Interpretative Essays on Peruvian Reality’).

In La agonía de Mariátegui (‘Mariátegui’s Agony’) Alberto Flores Galindo describes Mariátegui as an unsettled, divided subject with the sensibility ‘of a frontiersman’.4 Referring particularly to Mariátegui after 1924, that is, after his return from a visit to Europe at the behest of the Peruvian government (in effect, a manoeuvre to be rid of him as he emerged as an important political organizer), this frontier gathers and divides – ‘agonically’ – geo-culturally defined spaces: his ‘European experience and his Peruvian experience’. But time comes into the picture too: factory time, church time and ‘the cyclical traditional time of the inhabitants of the Amazon’, as well as their hierarchical re-ordering mainly along developmentalist lines – still apparent even in Flores Galindo’s talk of ‘backwardness’ and his de-socialization of the time of ‘tradition’. Peru, Flores Galindo shows, had experienced rapid capitalist modernization and state re-formation under the government of President Augusto B. Leguía (1919–30), that is, a re-territorialization of the nation according to new logics: the commodification of production, an emerging national market, the building of ‘railways and roads’, as well as the extension of ‘postal services and the telegraph’, not to mention the organization of the police force, including the establishment of networks of informants – all of which both territorially extended and centralized the apparatuses of the state.5 Peru was thus (and remains) a complex unity that includes and excludes (the latter, for example, experienced by much of the Indian population of the Andes as a racist form of negative inclusion: included as a labour resource whilst excluded as citizens).

Mariátegui’s ‘agony’ is his existence at the intersection of these overcoded historical times, co-existing in relations of conflict and perceived in developmentalist terms as what Ernst Bloch called the non-contemporaneity of the contemporaneous (as with Benjamin’s Mexican shrine and Weimar market-place mentioned in the previous chapter). In other words, Mariátegui’s thought emerges from the experience of what is conceived within the tradition of political Marxism as ‘uneven development’.6 In fact, more than anything else, Mariátegui, a self-educated journalist, was a cultural or ‘literary’ Marxist, a substantial part of his work dedicated to literature and/or ‘international events’. But between 1926 and 1928, according to Flores Galindo, he wrote a staggering 124 articles on Peru and its historical configuration.7 This culminates in 1928 with the publication of his now classic Siete ensayos de interpretación de la realidad peruana. His article on Chaplin, which does not mention Peru, was written in this period.

Mariátegui’s experience of Chaplin is both national and international. Its geo-cultural frontiers lie between a Peru in rapid transformation and an emerging imperial USA, on the one hand, and an increasingly residual European imperialism, on the other. This international dimension is particularly important because it establishes a co-evalness with Benjamin’s own interest in Chaplin established by the exhibition time of The Circus. It thus also suggests a transnational modernism that may be read as simultaneously particular and general, national and non-national, transcultural. For, of course, Benjamin is also writing out of a context defined by uneven development – which exists across, rather than between, nations and states (in other words, is ‘trans’ rather than ‘inter’ in its developmental configurations) – and the political and cultural effects of the perceived co-existence of social strata and cultural formations from different historical epochs at the same time. Indeed, as Ernst Bloch pointed out, attention to the dialectics of such ‘non-synchronicity’ was crucial to an analysis of the rise of fascism.8 It is not clear that Benjamin did pay such attention; nevertheless, it is the different inflexions of their respective conjunctures in both his own and Mariátegui’s readings of Chaplin across an increasingly transnationalized industrial ‘factory time’ that makes this experience of cinema also a transcultural one.

The conditions for such a transcultural modernism are threefold. First, an international capitalism increasingly – as touched on by Mariátegui in his Siete ensayos… – hegemonized by US corporate capital and military power, and reflected in both Europe and Latin America as ‘Americanism’. The technologies of mass production and consumption are crucial here, particularly for the cinema as a social institution. Through its films Hollywood, in particular, would broadcast and become constitutive of ‘Americanism’ worldwide – in particular, in the form of the avant-garde’s ‘other’. Chaplin, meanwhile, resists the emerging studio system from within, as noted by both Mariátegui and Benjamin in their articles, and is put under constant surveillance by the FBI for his pains. Secondly, the international communist movement institutionalizes a counter public sphere, producing and enforcing models of cultural production and consumption (‘realism’ for example) across its own terrain, forging internationalized proletarian identities as the new subjects of freedom. At this time, just before the rise of Nazism, the workers’ movement in Germany was still one of the largest and best organized in the world, and the organization of leisure was one of its main activities (likewise in Italy, where Fascism had come to power). In Peru, meanwhile, the communist movement was in a process of formation, with Mariátegui as one of its guiding figures, although in conflict with the tenants of the Communist International. The significance of Chaplin was a hotly debated subject in this international milieu. Thirdly, the existence of cinema itself: participating in both the contemporary experiences of the world of capital and the world of labour – that is, Fordism (or ‘Americanism’) as well as communism – film shares in the technologies of machinofacture that both confront and form the working classes (as well as film actors) as industrial (and cinematographic) means of production in what Flores Galindo refers to as ‘factory time’. According to Miriam Hansen, cinema was ‘the single most expansive discursive horizon in which the effects of modernity were reflected, rejected or denied, transmuted or negotiated … in which a wide variety of groups sought to come to terms with the traumatic impact of modernization’.9 Although mainly referring to the German experience, Hansen conceives of film as an industrial product of international mass entertainment, which includes Peru. Chaplin, meanwhile, was central to its affective configuration through the production of laughter, a topic dear to the hearts of both Mariátegui and Benjamin.

In truth, Benjamin’s article ‘Chaplin in Retrospect’ fails to develop its opening idea into an argument, remaining, for the most part, a commentary on the opinion of the surrealist critic, Philippe Soupault, whose principle observation is that Chaplin is the first composer of film, that is, an auteur. Its concluding paragraph is, however, brimming over with ideas, some of which Benjamin will develop, and also abandon, in his exchanges concerning Chaplin with both Brecht and Adorno as he writes his famous essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, composes the Arcades Project, and becomes involved with Marxism (bringing him closer to Mariátegui). First, Benjamin suggests that Chaplin’s art succeeds in evoking the ‘uninterrupted, yet highly differentiated resonance that exists between nations’.10 In other words, film, and in particular Chaplin’s films, touch on inter-national experience; an idea Benjamin shares with Mariátegui – hence Chaplin’s antagonism towards talkies. Secondly, Benjamin draws out the significance in cinema of its public as critics or experts, a Brechtian idea that re-emerges in his ‘Artwork’ essay. Thirdly, and related to both of the above, Benjamin insists that ‘Chaplin appeals both to the most international and the most revolutionary emotion of the masses: their laughter’.11 This is an idea Benjamin also shares with Mariátegui (and probably with Brecht). Adorno, however, will be sharply critical of both the second and third of Benjamin’s ideas.

The correspondence between Benjamin and Adorno concerning the ‘Artwork’ essay suggests that some of the ideas present in the former’s 1928 essay on Chaplin were developed in the first German-language version of ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ of 1936, only to be erased by the time of the third, definitive version on which the English (and Spanish) translations were based. The second, and least political, French version (here the presence of Horkheimer was paramount), however, retains a trace of their presence. Here is Howard Caygill’s translation of a key passage in this regard from the first German version contained in his book Walter Benjamin: The Colour of Experience:


When one considers what dangerous tensions have been created in the masses by technological development and its consequences – tensions that in their critical stages adopt a psychotic character – one soon realises that this same technical development has created the possibility of a psychical inoculation against such mass psychoses through certain films, in which the forced development of sadistic fantasies or masochistic delusions hinder their natural and dangerous emergence in the masses. Collective laughter presents the timely and healing escape from such psychoses.12



The means of production within ‘factory time’ have two psychosocial inflections: the first is psychotic and is experienced at work, and the second is curative and is experienced in the cinema (the ‘dream factory’) as pharmakon. If fascism, according to Benjamin in ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, mobilizes auratic contemplation as war, laughter in film becomes a form of its opposite: the politicizing of art (an early formulation, perhaps, of the experience of jetztzeit, ‘now-time’, which breaks open the empty homogeneous time of ‘progress’, and which, moreover, also echoes the mythological critique of Fordism produced by jokes and laughter explored in ‘One-Way Street’ in the previous chapter). After mentioning a number of burlesque and Disney film examples, the French translation concludes: ‘C’est ici que se situe la figure historique de Chaplin’.13 Laughter is connected, in Chaplin’s films, to mimesis: one laughs at the work ‘experienced’ in the cinema. ‘What is new in Chaplin’s gestures’, writes Benjamin in notes made during the composition of the ‘Artwork’ essay and quoted by Susan Buck-Morss in The Dialectics of Seeing, is that he


breaks apart human motions of expression into a series of the smallest innervations. Every single one of his movements is put together from a series of hacked up pieces of motion: whether one focuses on his walk, on the way [he] handles his cane, or tips his hat – it is always the same jerky sequence of the smallest motions which raises the law of the filmic sequence of images to that of human motor action.14



As Susan Buck-Morss insists, Benjamin is describing Chaplin’s miming of factory production, the real subsumption of labour to capital (most famously portrayed, parodically, in his Modern Times). Here, finally, is Benjamin’s description of the figure of the clown – so important to Mariátegui’s interpretation, as we shall see below – in his book on Baudelaire: ‘In the performance of the clown, there is an obvious reference to economy. With his abrupt movements he imitates both the machines which push the material and the economic boom which pushes the merchandise.’15 From this perspective, laughter at Chaplin the clown becomes an ‘inoculation’, a cathartic release from the ‘psychotic’ work discipline imposed by machinofacture – from, that is, the experience of the working class as variable capital, which his jerking body both mimics and flees.

As Roland Barthes suggests, Chaplin is a vagabond who flees capital and class (that is, both the factory and their relations of production) in search of humanity.16 Mimetic laughter is what grounds Benjamin’s idea that, with film, audiences have become expert art critics: the working-class ‘lives’, through the real subsumption of their labour, the relation between body and technology experienced in film. Furthermore (and this is an example of the Brechtian techno-Bolshevism mentioned above), this experience is what makes cinema, in Benjamin’s view at the time, an ‘epochal’ techno-political advance on previous cultural forms.

For his part, Adorno inverts Benjamin’s theory of the clown, declaring the mimetic quality of cinematic laughter itself ‘the worst bourgeois sadism’. Benjamin’s notion of ‘collective’ laughter, Adorno further complains, seems to rely on the Jungian notion of a ‘collective unconscious’. In his view, the greatness of Chaplin is both more difficult and negative, for his films rather reveal laughter to express subordination to capital, a celebration of violence towards the other inherent in the struggle for existence under its rule. Here, laughter remains ‘psychotic’. Adorno’s criticisms in this case clearly had their effect on Benjamin because he changed his original, erasing all reference to the revolutionary character of laughter. In this sense, one might adventure that cultural studies, its originary critical gesture, began by attempting to rescue, not only experience from ideology and labour from capital, but also laughter from psychosis, Benjamin (and Chaplin) from Adorno – but then it began to lose its way because, as nearly always, Adorno’s cultural pessimism had glimpsed something true that needed to be grappled with conceptually: the cunning of capital (including in both its post- and non-industrial forms).17

Adornian or Benjaminian, this laughter emerges from the modern ‘factory time’ referred to by Flores Galindo, internationalized in the films of Chaplin. In contrast to Benjamin, Mariátegui reads Chaplin from the point of view of representation rather than mimesis. One reason for this is that he is not interested in the industrial and proletarian experience of capital alone, but also in those other times and production relations subordinated to capital but overcoded and perceived as supposedly non-contemporaneous, and in their political subjects. Indeed, Mariátegui reads Chaplin in relation to the history of capitalism, its origins and its development. From this perspective, one might suggest that together, Benjamin and Mariátegui’s readings of Chaplin critically figure a kind of historical comedy of accumulation across nations and forms of labour (that is, in other words, trans-national and trans-cultural).

‘Explaining Chaplin’ is in fact a reading of two of Chaplin’s films: The Gold Rush (1925) and The Circus. It is included in volume 3 of Mariátegui’s Complete Works, El alma matinal, whose contents had been set out by Mariátegui himself before his death in 1930. The volume also includes Mariátegui’s essays on Italian culture (in part the result of his time spent in Italy at the behest of the Peruvian state – and which brought him near to Gramsci), on works of literature (by James Joyce, Romain Rolland and the war novel), and other essays on a variety of themes, ‘El hombre y el mito’ (‘Man and Myth’) of 1925 being perhaps the most well known.

Mariátegui’s reading of The Gold Rush is a mythic one. And, of course, this is the place – myth – of another encounter between Benjamin and Mariátegui, via the thought of George Sorel, important to both. Mariátegui’s interpretation of the film’s mythic content is not concerned, however, with the passionate, quasi-religious constitution of the revolutionary subject, endowing the modern de-sacralized world with meaning and end (‘social revolution’), that he sets out in ‘Man and Myth’,18 but rather with the mythic origins of capitalism, the myth of gold that industrial and finance capital cannot quite shake off: ‘Gold’, he writes, ‘has never ceased insinuating itself into capitalism’s body and soul’. Moreover, this is ‘what links the discovery of America to its history’ – the history of capital, that is.19 In effect, Mariátegui re-describes the bourgeois myth of an originary accumulation found, for example, in the work of Adam Smith, via Chaplin (‘anti-bourgeois par excellence’), as a bohemian drama. According to Marx, the myth of so-called primitive accumulation suggests that capital came ready-made into existence, merely appearing or acquired in the form of wealth, an attribute of the bourgeois who was always already there, waiting to put it to good, profitable use. Marx goes on to show, in contrast, the real violence behind this myth involved in the constitution of capital as a social relation – as we shall see in more detail in the next chapter. Chaplin, for his part, remains on the terrain of the bourgeois myth – but only, as Mariátegui shows, so as to transgress it. Like some of the characters in the novels and stories of the Argentine writer Roberto Arlt (another contemporary), the tramp will become rich through non-work and amorous adventure: he will take the gold and then move on, flee. As Benjamin insists, Chaplin’s body is always at work, but always, also, resisting subsumption and commodification in flight.

Mariátegui’s account of The Circus is extraordinary – for its absence. For he ignores the film text and uses the opportunity to outline instead a history of the clown-species, of which Chaplin is the culminating example as the circus (a spectacle and entertainment that contains the seeds of the cinema – it ‘is also made up of moving images’) is technologically transformed into slapstick in film. Having already attacked ‘the guardians of aesthetic order’ by suggesting that Chaplin is one of the better contemporary novelists, Mariátegui again shows his sensitivity to the history of technological development in culture qua media.20

As both Flores Galindo and Oscar Terán have argued, alongside Otto Bauer and Antonio Gramsci, Mariátegui makes the nation-form an object of Marxist theory against the grain of Comintern notions of, for example, ‘semi-colonialism’, and in the context of thinking uneven development both historically and politically.21 In doing so, moreover, he begins to reflect upon and transform subalternized rural subjects (the Indian workers of the Andes) into first, national subjects and, secondly, potential communist proletarian subjects of freedom – that is, fully contemporaneous and endowed with futuricity. In other words, rather than locating them in a past they supposedly represent, he proceeds to Indianize world history beyond capital. Some of this is set out in his Siete ensayos de interpretación de la realidad peruana, published the same year as his article on Chaplin. In many respects this remains the most radical of postcolonial Latin Americanist and transcultural critical gestures. The question remains, however, whether he became entrapped in a form of uneven developmentalism, translating these new subjects into a political space already fixed and defined by the industrial idea of ‘the proletariat’ rather than transforming that space itself. As recent work has begun to show, Mariátegui’s categories were marked by the racism that haunted politico-cultural analyses at the time, so that his recovery of Indian political subjectivity was made at the expense of others: Chinese and Africans as well as ‘mestizos’.22

In this light, Mariátegui’s reflections on The Circus and Chaplin become an experiment, and a theoretical struggle in thinking historical development (which links ‘freedom’ to ‘progress’) from within one of its most paradigmatic forms – an engagement (and, I would like to think, a somewhat parodic engagement) with Darwinian evolutionism applied to the development of the clown-species (Benjamin’s own interest in physionomies and social types, such as the flâneur, also come to mind here). It produces a kind of natural history. As is well known, species-development in Darwin has both a spatial and a temporal aspect: from the point of view of ‘geographical distribution’ a species differentiates itself across space (for example, the space of the pampas), whilst most importantly, from the point of view of time, species evolve differentially. In ‘Explaining Chaplin’, Mariátegui reads the emergence of Chaplin the clown spatio-temporally across imperial space and in capitalist time, that is, from the Mediterranean world of its origins, through Great Britain, and to the USA. He writes, for example, that: ‘[t]he English clown represents the highest level of evolution of its type. He is as far as it is possible to get from the dissolute, excessive, strident Mediterranean clowns… He is an elegant, measured, mathematical mime’. But Chaplin, he continues:


has entered history at a moment when the axis of capitalism has dimly shifted from Great Britain to North America. The breakdown in the machinery of British rule [was] registered early on by its most sensible spirits … its genius has felt the attraction of the new capitalist metropolis.23



In other words, Chaplin is the product of the transformation of the circus clown by new cinematographic ‘machinery’. This is where Mariátegui and Benjamin meet. But even in the USA Chaplin is uncontainable, and his bohemian remainder, continues Mariátegui, ‘[a]mongst the Yankee neo-Quakers of finance and industry’ is ‘thought of as … Bolshevik’.24 For their (communist) part, and gathered together like so many others by the transnational and transcultural affective configuration of Chaplin’s cinema, both Benjamin and Mariátegui laugh at this Americanism, that is, at capitalist factory time.
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A Small Andean History of Photography: Yawar fiesta


‘yo le he gozado, yo lo he sufrido’

José María Arguedas



José María Arguedas’s (1911–69) first novel, Yawar fiesta (1941), is full of unexpected, culturally overdetermined, political alliances and sudden shifts in those alliances.1 As in many of his subsequent works, economic contradiction and racialized class hatred, at times violently expressed, paradoxically seem to feed and sustain historically given forms of cultural identification, as well as to strengthen the structures of landowner power in republican Peru known as gamonalismo, rather than to tear them asunder.2 The sense of a post-colonial Andean culture that the novel portrays, one that is resistant to government-sponsored modernization, emerges as a particularly resilient and even dynamic reaction-formation as it, moreover, feeds on – or cannibalizes – constituent Indian forms. From this point of view, Yawar fiesta presents itself as a study in reactionary transculturation; or, in what Mirko Lauer calls indigenist ‘reversion’, the cultural work of a paradoxically conservative and nationalist modernism that, in his view, strengthens Peru’s feudo-capitalism.3 The problem thus becomes: how to read the novel; its cultural and political drama as well as its radical and critical contents?

In a historical context of cyclical gamonal crises caused by successive waves of Indian rebellion and capitalist modernization – and, most importantly, their containment – Arguedas’s novels actively experiment with cultural and political possibility: what might happen, for example, if we ally migrant student followers of the recently deceased founder of the Peruvian Socialist Party, José Carlos Mariátegui, with representatives of the state attempting to ‘civilize’ the Indian population of an Andean town, Puquio – a town they had all left for Lima, but to which they now return on an anti-gamonal-landowner mission? And, what would be the significance of the ‘barbaric’ failure of both alliance and mission? Since all appearances in this novel are deceptive, including its own apparent ‘reversion’, another way of asking the question dramatically posed in Yawar fiesta is: how are dominant structures reproduced by those who fervently oppose them, and, how might such a situation be rendered critically in a novel? Here lies the enigmatic – and dramatic – core of the text.4 The answers to these questions are to be found in the political and economic logics of subalternization, and in its cultural forms.

Published in 1941, Yawar fiesta looks back on historical experiences associated with two key figures of Peru’s then recent political history: on the one hand, the modernizing design of a ‘new fatherland’ (Patria Nueva) during the government of Augusto B. Leguía between 1919 and 1930; and, on the other, the idea of a possible Indianized communism as set out tentatively by Mariátegui (who, having been sent by Leguía into the European exile where he learns his Marxism, dies the same year as the Leguía government is overthrown). It is the ‘estudiante Escobar’, Arguedas’s militant character in Yawar fiesta, along with his comrades from the Centro Unión Lucanas (a regional migrants’ club based in Lima whose members come from Puquio and other towns in the province of Lucanas), who represent the peculiar alliance between state and communist opposition in the novel, brought together under the banner of Mariátegui (his portrait hangs in the centre) to free Indians from the yoke of gamonalismo.5 Now modernized, theirs is an enlightenment project: ‘Nosotros’, insists Escobar, ‘que ya tenemos los ojos abiertos y la conciencia libre, no debemos permitir que desuellen impunemente a nuestros hermanos’ (68). This is the subalternizing enlightenment view that, paradoxically, seems to lead to the reproduction of gamonalismo in opposing it – the mirror-reflection of the student’s belief that the Indians of the town, on not being conscious of their own interests, are captured (and sacrificed) by dominant ‘Andean’ ideology. Thus, as we shall see below, in their political actions the students both attack and uphold aspects of the constitutive fact of gamonalismo – the racist (or racialized) exploitation of the Indian population – at the same time. The novel’s key fictional gesture in this regard is to transpose the Leguía-like modernizing gesture – the reformation of a ‘savage’ local bullfight – into the post-Leguía 1930s so as to represent dramatically a practical misreading of Mariátegui qua modernizing developmentalist; that is, a one-sided distortion of his possible de-subalternizing legacy (given in the attempt to think the possibility of an Indianized communism). In other words, Yawar fiesta is a novel about Mariátegui after Mariátegui, in this case, the ‘wrong’ Mariátegui.6

Insistence

‘Antes, Puquio entero era pueblo de indio’ (14), says the narrator of the novel. However, the narrator will also go on to insist that it remains so. The story told in Yawar fiesta is a simple one. Interpreting its significance, however, is not. Which is why, as many critics have pointed out, the first two chapters of the work are so important:7 they constitute a kind of prehistory of the narrative, the spatio-temporal conditions of its story, offering, on the one hand, a description of the town’s layout – the social and ethnic distribution of its population around the town centre and local state apparatus run by the ruling creole landowning class (known as ‘mistis’) – and, on the other, a history of its origins as a provincial capital and now, apparently, misti town.8 Misti control of Puquio is real, and materialized in the town’s architectural layout. However, and this is the novel’s decisive point, this control is also only apparent because, as the narrator insists, from a certain perspective the town may still be interpreted and conceived as an Indian town:


en las cascadas, el agua blanca grita, pero los mistis no oyen. En las lomadas, en las pampas, en las cumbres, con el viento bajito, flores amarillas bailan, pero los mistis no ven. (17)



The sound of the river, and the colourful dancing movement of the flowers: sight and sound, both are crucially related to perspective and to the politics of experience in Yawar fiesta.9 The landowners may have property in the land as a force of production (that is, as capital) but, as a ‘body without organs’ – in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms – the land also speaks and waves to the Indian population, identifying itself to them thus beyond existing property relations (a miraculating fetishism of the ‘earth’ rather than of the commodity).10 Although for some critics, Arguedas’s vision of Puquio may appear nostalgic – introducing a sentimentalized and regionalist perspective on the past in which, amidst the mountain tops, the town becomes something like a nest (that is, a simple idyllic image)11 – such a reading arguably reduces and flattens the text and thus reads it too ‘recto’ – and as we are told, ‘[c]alle de misti es siempre derecha’ (13) – and thus too focused on established patterns of power. Puquio is rather represented as a kind of palimpsest, produced in a series of historical and cultural overcodings in which the broken and blurred traces of the past – an ‘other’ (non-capitalized) land – are still present and can be glimpsed or heard; if, that is, unlike the mistis, you can see and hear them. The main story of the novel, told from chapters three to eleven, tells of another – this time national – historical overcoding: the attempt to synchronize (and ‘civilize’) the time of the ‘patria’ (to make it one as well as ‘nueva’). But, on emplotting the past into the story as an ‘antes’, in such a way that its traces are still visible and audible to those who can see and hear, Arguedas installs temporal dislocation, and the memory of dislocation, into the heart of the present such that it suggests future possibility (that is, another ‘tierra’/‘earth’). The idea of dislocation thus functions in the text in two of the senses foregrounded by Ernesto Laclau: first, as the constitutive effect of the non-synchronous, or of uneven and combined development, on the social; and, secondly, as the condition of possibility of the political – opening the present up to its past and to its future. It is as if, in Yawar fiesta, there was a surplus of reality, in reality, an excess of ‘savage’ territory (‘tierra’/‘earth’) overflowing capitalized territory (landed property).12

On the one hand, the novel, as a written form, acts as a recording machine, registering the co-existence of other semiotic systems and environments at its edges, to which it appeals for critical perspective and internalizes productively (as song and dance, for example, or as we shall see below, as the photographic enhancement of light): they tell other stories. On the other, by resorting to the experience of pictorial sight and sound, Yawar fiesta becomes inter-medial; photo- and phono-graphic, the text demands that its readers not only read, but look and listen beyond its pages too: it provides other perspectives. The novel thus de-reifies the literary text by hinting at its outside, not only as a wider cultural domain of patterned surfaces, but also as a necessary interpretative frame. Arguedas thus uses the novel form to expand, first, the archive, as a counter-history, to include other voices (‘air-writing’, in Cornejo Polar’s sense) excluded by established history-writing and, secondly, the domain of legitimized reading, to include non-literary patterning (dance) and surfaces (the land, buildings, the sky).13 In this respect, Yawar fiesta clearly does not want a slightly mesmerized contemplative reader, typical of instituted literary forms and ‘auratic art’ (modernismo and indigenismo, perhaps), but a wary, ‘distracted’ one, whose attention moves (or, is made to move) from the text to its inter- and con-texts.14 Thus dislocation also has a formal moment in the composition of Yawar fiesta, as it does in many of Arguedas’s subsequent novels: the introduction of a quasi-conceptual dimension into the work, the better to think it – small interpretative machines that are semi-autonomous and re-usable. In Yawar fiesta this machine is an ‘opening’ – ‘el abra’ – to which we will turn below (but which, in truth, I am already commenting upon); in Los ríos profundos, it is the anthropological reflections that accompany the image of the spinning top; and in El zorro de arriba y el zorro de abajo, Arguedas’s diaries – all reflexive quasi-conceptual, or epistemological, interruptions of literary convention inside the text.15

Yawar fiesta begins by briefly figuring its narrator as an informant and guide who dialogically addresses both readers and travellers (and readers as travellers), the ‘visitors’ he is guiding through the mountains (and text) to Puquio. This doubling of narrative voice soon ends, however, and the visitor-travellers disappear from view as the narrator turns towards and focuses upon his objects and their history. At this point his voice becomes monological and the figure of the narrator as native informant is subordinated to a much more conventional and disembodied – but mysterious – third-person narrative voice.16 Nevertheless, the initial doubling is crucial to the first two chapters of Yawar fiesta, and for the interpretation of the novel as a whole. The narrator-as-guide informs us (readers and travellers): ‘Llegando de la costa se entra al pueblo por estos ayllus’, the ayllus (Indian communities) of Pichk’achuri, K’ayau and Chaupi. ‘¡Pueblo indio!’ (12) a voice responds, and does so repeatedly, just in case we have not quite got the message the first time, folding the story around a sound produced in astonished realization, but which also doubles as an insistent affirmation: yes, indeed, ‘¡pueblo indio!’. The exclamation marks the appearance of the ayllu in the text, a social institution important to Arguedas (and Mariátegui). Indeed, one might even adventure the proposition that the ayllu emerges here to become the subject of Arguedian (literary) history. The exclamation ‘¡pueblo indio!’ is thus a split dialogical enunciation, signifying in two opposing directions at once. If, for the visitors from the coast the narrator is guiding to Puquio, the exclamation is one of aversion, for the narrator who repeats it, it is, in contrast, both a historical truth and a matter of pride on which he will insist, now for the readers’ benefit – that is, for those visitors to the text (readers) who may be open to other perspectives (this, in a sense, is where the politics of the text begins).17

The exclamation ‘¡pueblo indio!’ thus arguably constitutes the literary origin of what I would like to call Arguedas’s insistence (he insists on the ayllu), important for a number of reasons. First, because it becomes constitutive of the cultural politics of his artistic practice of transculturation in all his novels to come: confronted with persistent historical forms of de-Indianization, he will counter with permanent – that is, insistent – re-Indianization. At one level, there may be something voluntaristic about Arguedas’s ethical stance. At another, however, it introduces and maintains a transcultural torsion, or an ‘out-of-place’, within the ‘structured place’ (of gamonalismo) whose story the novel relates – in other words, it provides the various forms adopted by its strategy of dislocation with specific social content. Secondly, Arguedas’s insistence is also what provides his continuous experimentation with literary form with its particular cultural content: re-Indianization now as an evolving modernist combination of lyrical expression (his literary-political passion and suffering), on the one hand, with its highly conceptualized and constructed negation (evident in his varied orchestration of Indian cultural materials), on the other. Indeed, this is – in its particular combination of expression and construction (what Adorno refers to as ‘mimesis’) – what gives Arguedas’s work its formal dynamic over time, and the reason why his texts are so highly composed.18 Finally, here also lies the political drama of Yawar fiesta: having affirmed the Indian character of Puquio at the outset, the novel goes on to show its historical improbability. Let us, therefore, look more closely at the parameters of Arguedas’s insistent affirmation (which, of course, is also a negation of the given).19

The Opening

Arguedas, who was later to carry out anthropological research in the town of Puquio (where he lived as a child), has his narrator present the travellers (and readers) he is guiding over the mountains with a detailed map of the town. To begin with they (we) look down on Puquio from above, through a mountain opening: the ‘abra de Sillanayok’, as it is called by the narrator. The town is divided, and in all kinds of ways: ethno-socially and politically. There is the mestizo part, inhabited by those who are ‘ni comuneros ni principales’ (13), and thus, apart from the migrant student chalos, barely subjects of history at all;20 the misti ‘jirón Bolívar’ – ‘en esa calle corretean, rabian y engordan los mistis, desde que nacen hasta que mueren’ – and the ‘plaza de armas’, the ruling centre of the town (13). In this sense, the mistis are represented in Yawar fiesta as the embodiment of what Deleuze and Guattari call ‘anti-production’: the moment of non-production (within capital) that, however, appropriates and regulates all production.21 But there is also the older Indian part of Puquio, different from the rest. As you enter the town, past the river and through the ayllu of Pichk’anchuri, the narrator informs us, ‘[n]o hay calles verdaderas en ningún sitio; los comuneros han levantado sus casas según su interés, en cualquier parte’ (12). The lines of ayllu architectural arrangement are not straight (‘recto’ or ‘derecho’ – a line, of course, which suggests the establishment of the law; specifically, colonial law in the area). The narrator goes on to describe the houses, both inside and out. He clearly belongs and has access. This is the Indian town, the ‘pueblo indio’; and this is also the kind of information travellers and readers want, especially the detail of architectural difference. In itself, however, the fact of difference is not important; it is rather a question of the difference of difference, that is, the difference that difference makes. Yawar fiesta is concerned specifically with the difference the ‘pueblo indio’ makes – a phrase, as we have seen, which is first uttered ‘con desprecio’ when the disorganized – lawless – lines of the Indian ayllu come into view. The first two chapters of the novel are concerned with overturning such a view whilst producing another: the ayllu perspective (which, in the students’ mistaken enlightened view, is no perspective at all) that emerges from the ‘abra’, a veritable Indian dispositif (a technology and a knowledge).

Yawar fiesta begins by staging an indigenist scene: the crossing by travellers and readers – with the assistance of the narrator – of the imaginary line that marks the ethno-racial division constitutive of the postcolonial symbolic map of Peru, and of indigenismo, as set out analytically by Antonio Cornejo Polar amongst others.22 The importance of indigenismo in his critical version is that it reveals the geo-political co-ordinates of a literary formation whose principal referents (for which, here, read ‘Indian societies and cultures’) lie outside the socio-cultural domain – that is, the circuits – of the writing and reading of the texts that constitute it. Cornejo Polar refers to this binarized disjuncture of elements as ‘heterogeneity’. This subalternizing disjuncture is what also splits the utterance ‘¡pueblo indio!’ into the opposing meanings noted above, making it simultaneously heterogeneous – it repeats the structured place – and a critical turn against such heterogeneity – it ‘twists’ the structured space: Yawar fiesta’s transcultural torsion. From the point of view of the politics of culture, heterogeneity here means that the Peruvian literary institution constitutes its writing- and reading-subjects in opposition to Indian social and cultural forms. These forms may be necessary to it; they are, however, disavowed: contained and objectified by the indigenist text to become its mere ‘referential’ support, an inside-outside, significant as civilizational background or decor to be consumed elsewhere or, alternatively, as an obstacle to be overcome or ‘educated’ (later ‘developed’) into citizenship as enlightenment is spread (as, for example, by the students in Yawar fiesta).23 Here, the ‘other’ is not just given, but produced and reproduced in an ongoing postcolonial transcultural encounter. In this sense, indigenismo, as a heterogeneous literary-artistic formation, may be considered a particular instance – a ‘regime’ – of what Rancière refers to as the ‘division of the sensible’. The ‘other’ that is constitutive of heterogeneous literature – of the ‘indigenista regime’ – does not participate in the political or literary nation: it is a part ‘without a part’; a ‘nothing’ which, however, is ‘everything’.24 This is the subalternizing social form – hegemony – taken by the heterogeneous referentiality (of the Indian) of indigenismo.

At the beginning of Yawar fiesta Arguedas gives this literary scene a visual – almost photographic – inflection, offering travellers and readers a comprehensive panorama of Andean otherness from the mountain ‘abra’ (opening or aperture). Puquio, in other words, is described as if from a panopticon. Associated with the emergence of a rising provincial middle class, indigenismo depends on such a totalizing site – provided by the divided symbolic map of republican Peru referred to by Cornejo Polar – from where it becomes involved in the anxious production of fetishistic stereotypes (the reduction, that is, as in the ‘pueblos de indios’, of Indian subjects and cultural forms to mere ‘referents’), one of the key means, insists Lauer, for the territorial extension of the republican state’s creole imaginary. Deborah Poole has also shown that in Peru this cultural fetishism was commodified too as, for example, postcards of Indians, Andean landscapes and villages – some, perhaps, taken at the ‘abra de Sillanayok’ – circulated in a vast, urban-based, ‘visual economy’ sedimenting ideas and images of ‘race’ and nation that (re-) produced the divided symbolic geography on which the indigenista regime is based.25 This is the formation – with its writers and readers, photographers and viewers (‘visitors’ all) – that Yawar fiesta addresses – so as to ‘dislocate’ it.

From chapter three onwards, the novel reduplicates the indigenist gesture in its interventionist, nation-making mode: it is a question of synchronizing the nation, subordinating its space to the (‘new’) time of the ‘patria’, on 28 July, the ‘day of the nation’.26 A state edict arrives – copies of which its local representative, the ‘Subprefecto’, has had pinned around the centre of town – demanding the reformation and professionalization of an Andean practice of bullfighting which is perceived as ‘savage’ and, from the point of view of Escobar and his mariateguista followers (who have been charged with contracting a professional bullfighter in Lima), as strengthening the power of local misti landowners over the local Indian population. This differentiation between the gamonal landowners and the Indian communities of the Andes established by the students is important, a difference often elided in both the postcolonial symbolic map of Peru (that privileges the ethno-racial) as well as in the homogenizing idea of ‘Andean culture’ itself. And bringing this class conflict to light is their principle function in the novel. It is also what endows Yawar fiesta with its cultural and political drama: the students’ critical gesture that paradoxically re-subalternizes the very subjects they intend to rescue (because, like the Communist International with which Mariátegui was in conceptual struggle – which was also a struggle against himself – Escobar and his comrades are developmentalists, still looking for a modernizing bourgeoisie to carry out its historical anti-feudal task of creating a national citizenry, a ‘pueblo’).27 The portrayal of such a modernizing gesture in Yawar fiesta, and its apparent failure, as an initially split misti community is recomposed around the traditional Andean practice – the ‘savage’ and bloody bullfight (the turupukllay) – might even be read as another, pessimistic, indigenist narrative. Which poses the question: is Yawar fiesta itself another example of indigenismo in which the local landowners and Indians (‘Andean culture’) are represented as obstacles to the modernization of the nation? Arguedas, however, will spoil this view of things (and of the text), the one-sided indigensista view from the ‘abra’ (which is also too ‘recto’), because the opening onto Puquio provides much more than a simple, one-way perspective.

Here is where the potentiality of the division produced in the dialogic exclamation ‘¡pueblo indio!’ – and the split it produces between readers, on the one hand, and travellers (who show ‘desprecio’ at what they see), on the other – is realized. What follows in the rest of the first chapter of the novel is a lesson in reading and interpretation: the first two chapters of Yawar fiesta do not only reveal the Indian historical background crucial to the story of the bullfight so as to dislocate the present of the main narrative, as we shall see below, but also the subjective conditions for its reflection: that is, the Indians of the ayllu communities need to be understood, Arguedas insists, not only as indigenist ‘referents’ but as technicians of the visual as well as a reflexive (and potentially political) subject too. This constitutes the ethical and social contents of Arguedas’s transcultural insistence (his ‘¡pueblo indio!’), and is what makes reading the narrative so compelling. Arguedas’s transcultural insistence is also what forces his text, as it turns against indigenismo (its torsion), beyond it. In this sense, what might be considered the transculturating aspect of literary heterogeneity according to Cornejo Polar – the semiotic effects of what he calls ‘the materiality of the referent’, that is, of Indian culture (for example, the presence in the novel of the sounds of a predominantly oral culture) in literary texts – is, for Arguedas – following in the tentative footsteps of Mariátegui – an opportunity to epistemologically recompose and transform the ayllu. It becomes a literary site, not only of cultural production, but also of conceptual and reflexive subjectivization: it sees and thinks, thinks what it sees, and sees what it thinks – it knows. Yawar fiesta is a writing-out of indigenismo: in its composition (montaje), the novel de-composes (des-monta) the indigenista regime, inaugurating a far-reaching ‘minorizing’ literary project.28

Having shown the view of the town from the ‘abra’, the narrator also adds that each house – which, we have been told, has been built in ‘cualquier lugar’ – has a ‘seña’, ‘para conocerla bien desde los cerros’ (12). This is an important piece of information. In a characteristic Arguedian moment of comparative anthropological commentary, the narrator has already suggested that the urban dwellers of the coast, ‘viajeros’, who come to visit the town, ‘no conocen sus pueblos desde lejos’; ‘los presienten’, but they do not know them. The narrator continues, now transported and enthusiastically identified with those he describes, for the benefit of the reader-traveller:


¡Ver a nuestro pueblo desde una abra, desde una cumbre donde hay saywas de piedra, y tocar en quena o charango, o en rondín, un huayno de llegada! Ver a nuestro pueblo desde arriba, mirar su torre blanco de cal y canto, mirar el techo rojo de las casas … mirar en el cielo del pueblo, volando, a los kilinchos y a los gavilanes negros … oir el canto de los gallos y el ladrido de los perros … Y sentarse un rato en la cumbre para cantar de alegría.



‘Eso’, he concludes, ‘no pueden hacer los que viven en los pueblos de la costa’ (11–12). The ‘seña’ is thus crucial for, as it is variously aligned with the ‘abra’, it visually and aurally internalizes and particularizes the knowledge of the ‘pueblo’ in the form of a ‘happy’ science (in, that is, a ‘fiesta’ of seeing and hearing). As a ‘pueblo indio’ of ayllus, Puquio has thus built into its very architecture and dwellings a kind of self-reflexivity, its own enactment (I know that I see, I see what I know) from the ‘abra’, that introduces negativity (and the thought of particularity) into identity (the identity of this town) as an everyday happy experience – but, of course, only from a particular perspective, that of the ‘abra de Sillanayok’.29

This is, I think, the perspective of the novel: an opening (‘un abra’), in which distance is foreshortened and brought close at the same time as it is historicized. The spatial ‘desde lejos’, which combines the ‘allá’ with the ‘aquí’, overlaps with the temporal ‘antes’, and the sentimental image of the nest is transformed into the literary equivalent of a concept. And this conceptual site now has a history, a history of dislocation and accumulation (an ‘antes’) that can be seen and heard, from the right place (an ‘allá) – if you know where to look (an ‘aquí’). It is as if, via the ‘abra’, Puquio were photographically enhanced and endowed with a historical ‘optical unconscious’. What can be seen and heard from the ‘abra’? The answer is to be found in the second chapter of the novel.

Primitive Accumulation: the Bull-Machine

‘Puquio es pueblo nuevo para los mistis’ (12). They came to stay, and occupy the town, when the regional mining industry collapsed, attracted, we are informed, by the possibilities of ‘muchos indios para la servidumbre’ in the ‘pueblo grande’. So ‘comenzó’, the narrator goes on to tell, ‘el despojo de los ayllus’ (15). Like the word ‘ayllu’, which connotes the power-knowledge of the common – and, as we have seen, the social and cultural conditions of the transcultural torsion of Arguedas’s novels – the word despojo is also a keyword of Yawar fiesta: the ‘abra’ reveals its history in Puquio. Indeed, this is why the second chapter is called ‘El despojo’. Before the main story of the novel actually begins in chapter three, this one briefly sets out an account of what Marx refers to as ‘so-called primitive accumulation’, the process through which misti domination of the town was consolidated in the past: the Peruvian enclosure of the highlands. It is a story connected by the narrator to a boom in cattle farming, the subsequent capitalization of the land and a transformation of social relations of production in the area – and thus, also, later in the novel (its narrative present), to the mythical figure of the bull ‘Misitu’, its capture, as well as to the bullfight or turupukllay (the yawar fiesta or ‘bloody feast’), in which the bull is sacrificed and with which the novel concludes.

Amongst the Indian population of the ayllus, the comuneros, there are many who have become landless, the punarunas. Years before, the Indian communities had lands in the hills outside the town: ‘La puna grande era para todos. No había potreros con cercas de piedra, ni de alambre … era de los indios.’ We are even told that ‘los mistis le tenían miedo … – Para esos salvajes está bien la puna – decían’ (18). The demand for cattle products, however, spurred the mistis on to invade and expropriate the ‘savage’ lands for cattle rearing: ‘Año tras año, los principales fueron sacando papeles, documentos de toda clase, diciendo que eran dueños de este manantial, de ese echadero, de las pampas mas buenas de pasto’ (19). In official rituals, communal lands were capitalized and passed over to mistis, legalized by the law (with its judges) and blessed by the church (with its priests), symbolically replicating age-old, absolutist acts of colonization. The private appropriation of the land is thus accompanied by a process of state territorialization, making its presence increasingly felt throughout the country in a dual process of economic and political ‘primitive’ (or ‘originary’) accumulation: the origins of gamonalismo. From this point of view, Yawar fiesta marks Arguedas’s first attempt at producing a literary critique of Peruvian political economy: it narrates the bloody (yawar) – that is, ‘anything but idyllic’ – process of so-called primitive accumulation described by Marx: the Peruvian enclosures, here of the puna.30 ‘Los comunales, que ya no tenían animales, ni chuklla, ni cueva, bajaron al pueblo. Llegaron a su ayllu como forasteros’ (they were now ‘other’) – in other words, as potential commodities: ‘Y en Puquio había un jornalero más para las chacras de los principales, or para “engancharse” e ir a Nazca o Acarí, a trabajar en la costa’ (25). As in Marx’s Capital, where images of vampirism abound, the effect on the bodies of the newly dispossessed workers is as if they had been attacked by pishtacos (‘vampiros serranos’, in Flores Galindo’s words31), their energy and souls drained by the violent process of dispossession first, and super-exploitation later:


Allí servían de alimento a los zancudos de la terciana. El hacendado los amarraba cinco o seis meses más fuera del contrato y los metía a los algodonales, temblando de fiebre. A la vuelta … si llegaban todavía al ayllu, andaban por las calles, amarillos y enclenques … y sus hijos también eran como los tercianentos, sin alma. (22)



Some punarunas are incorporated back into the ayllus, whilst others – now proletarianized – remain on the land, servicing the new lords of the puna, suffering – and this is the key moment in the composition of Arguedas’s novel – the disappearance of the domesticated cattle as it is transported away ‘al “extranguero”’, especially the bulls: ‘Entonces venía la pena grande … Cantaban a gritos los punarunas’. Despojo here thus becomes articulated as sound, and centred on the bull, as it is disseminated far and wide in the mountains: ‘y en las hondonadas, en los rocales, sobre las lagunas de la puna, la voz de los comuneros, del pinkullo y de la tinya, lamían el ischu, iban al cielo, regaban su amargo en toda la puna’ (24). The broken spectral bodies and the bitter sounds of primitive accumulation, its living memory, so to speak, constitute Yawar fiesta’s primary artistic material, making it a multimedia text in which the effect of the sound of punaruna suffering reduplicates the historical process it narrates: literary composition, ‘primitive’ accumulation of the land and exchange value (including the now abstract and commodified labour of the punarunas) in ‘the letters’ of Arguedas’s work of transculturation.32 This is what can been seen and heard from the ‘abra’ – if, that is, you can see and hear, and thus read the signs of the history Arguedas establishes as the perspective on what is to follow: a political narrative of an attempt to synchronize the nation.

What is seen and narrated from the perspective provided by the ‘abra’ is, in Benjamin’s words, of ‘another nature’: ‘other in the sense that a space informed by human consciousness gives way to a space informed by the unconscious’ – what he calls the ‘optical unconscious’.33 In other words, what is revealed from the opening in the mountain tops – with the help of the ayllu technical invention of the ‘abra’ at the ‘abra de Sillanayok’ (which, like Benjamin’s photography, is also optical) – are the historical determinations invisible to misti or indigenist eyes, which, as we have seen, see too ‘recto’. More specifically, the ‘abra’ provides the perspective from which a culturally overdetermined political conjuncture, defined by the figure of the mythical bull ‘Misitu’, is narrated. The latter gathers together and condenses all of the conjuncture’s constitutive histories and spaces (it is their point of narrative articulation) and maintains them, as if in a cubist montage, in permanent tension so as to finally negate – or better, dislocate – them.

Misitu lives high up in the mountain highlands, in the puna, the ‘savage’ lands of the ayllus that are now property of the mistis, as well as the source of don Julián’s power in the international cattle market (he is the wealthiest of the local mistis and, according to the student Escobar, ‘el cabecilla de los gamonales más atrasados’ (88)). In an act of what Flores Galindo refers to as the ‘reciprocidad asimétrica’ characteristic of misti rule, don Julián donates ‘his’ Misitu to the ayllus to celebrate the turupukllay. But the savage (‘sallk’a’) bull lives high up in the lands dominated by the magic mountain – the auki – K’arwarasu, and don Julián cannot capture it. The Indian comuneros of the K’ayua ayllu can, however, and on doing so provide the novel with its most important image – of the entrapped and lassoed Misitu – produced over a short, quasi-cinematic passage in the novel which narrates his capture:


Tiró su lazo, bien, midiendo, sobre seguro, y lo enganchó en las dos astas, sobre la frente misma de Misitu. Cuando los k’ayuas abrieron bien los ojos, el Misitu se encabritaba saltando alto… ¡Yastá carago! Él también, midiendo tranquilo, ensartó su lazo en las astas del toro, cuando Misitu estaba saltando, como loco … Sintiendo el otro lazo bramó el Misitu, bramó feo … Los k’ayuas se acercaron para mirar bien al Misitu. Era gateado, pardo oscuro … No era grande, era como toro de puna, corriente; pero su cogote estaba bien crecido y redondo, y sus astas gruesas filudas, como raukana de tejedor … Todo el claro del k’eñwal se llenó de indios … Los k’ayuas lo miraban, tristes. Era un animal de puna no más … En ese instante alumbró el sol desde lo alto de la quebrada … iluminando los matas de ischu que crecen al filo de la quebrada; aclaró el verde oscuro del k’eñwal; y de frente cayó sobre los ojos de los comuneros que estaban mirando a Misitu … Una tropita de k’ayuas … escojidos por el varayok’ alcalde, se acercaron al Misitu. Cinco agarraron cada lazo. Eran seis lazos, tres para el arrastre y tres para el tiemple … Mientras, el Misitu esperaba. De frente y de atrás le templaban los lazos … A saltos lo bajaron hasta la hondonada; le hicieron llegar al camino. De legua en legua se reemplazaban para arrastrarlo. (101, 102, 103)



The account Arguedas gives of the roping and capture of Misitu reminds us that the punarunas had domesticated the cattle (including the bulls). They were a fundamental part of their land/‘earth’, the ‘savage’ – pastoral – economy of the ayllus whose capitalization they mourn in their songs – producing, as we have seen above, the transculturating sounds of dispossession (‘el despojo’) that occupy so much space in the text: ‘¡Ay Misitu,/te vas a ir;/ay lloramos/las mujeres!’ (98). From the point of view of the ‘abra’, ‘el despojo’ constitutes the most important connotative domain of the novel, which here first passes through the almost ‘elasticated’ image of the roped bull, to arrive later at its final sacrifice (as we are about to see). By the light of the sun, the communal Indians of K’ayua, having been charged with the organization of the turupukllay, re-appropriate the savage bull, taking control thus of the ayllu land and the cattle economy, now in the hands of don Julián, too. Entrapped and pulled in different directions by the ropes, the moving image of Misitu functions as the specular moment of the text – in which it sees and reveals itself – at the same time as its reader-visitors witness it from the ‘abra’. Escobar and the students recognize this ‘fuerza de los ayllus’ (111) in the feat carried out by the K’ayuas, and ally themselves with them as they celebrate. But not totally: the students still insist that the Indians should not participate in the bullfight, and so, in their eyes, subject themselves to the power of the most ‘backward’ of the mistis.34 On the contrary, the developmentalist (and one-sided Mariátueguista) students still insist on imposing the professional, Hispanicized bullfighter (called Ibarrito) they have brought from Lima to ‘educate’ the ‘fuerza del ayllu’, revealed now as the self-valorizing communal power of their labour power.35

Pulled at from all sides (and their particular interests) in the conjuncture narrated by Arguedas – that is, by its different constitutive historical and social temporalities36 – Misitu is also, as we have seen, the object of the state’s modernizing mission. This project insists on civilizing the turupukllay – and so hegemonize the conjuncture – celebrated in Puquio on the day of the nation: that is, to professionalize and ‘extirparla’ (in the words of the ‘Vicario’ in the novel) of its constitutive bloody violence that opens (‘abre’) a disjunctive breach in the desired statist conjugation of the nation – to which the majority of the less powerful mistis of the town momentarily (and opportunistically) ally themselves.

The turupukllay

What happens at the end of the novel? The bullfight takes place in the presence of the ‘principales’ of Puquio, the students and the ‘Subprefecto’; but also of the Indians of the ayllu (many of whom, however, cannot get inside the recently built ‘civilized’ arena in which it takes place). When the professional bullfighter withdraws from the ‘plaza’ (he is afraid of the ‘savage’ Misitu), at the precise moment when the students also (the increasingly excited narrator tells us) ‘perdían confianza’ (131), the ‘corrida’ is reconfirmed as a yawar fiesta (a ‘bloody feast’) and turupukllay. Suddenly, the modernizing project to synchronize the nation on the day of the ‘patria’ – such that all might celebrate the same ‘now’ – falls apart. And does so to the music of the wakawak’ras, the bullhorns, in an echo of the sounds that recall originary (‘primitive’) dispossession. The novel concludes when one of the K’ayua ‘capeadores’ (the ‘Honrao’ Rojas) seems to obey an order from the mayor of Puquio, don Antenor (sitting beside the ‘Subprefecto’), to enter the arena and face the bull. Which is what he does, seemingly as a sacrificial victim. According to the mayor, ‘la autoridad’ – and, one supposes, misti power – is re-established:


El Wallpa se hacía el hombre todavía… Estaba frente al palco de los principales. Casi todas las niñas y los mistis lo estaban mirando. De repente, se hincharon sus pantalones sobre sus zapatos gruesos de suela, y salió por la boca de su wara, borboteando y cubriendo los zapatos, un chorro grande de sangre; y empezó a extenderse por el suelo. Un dinamitazo estalló en ese instante, cerca del toro. El polvo que salió en remolino desde el ruedo oscureció la plaza. Los wak’rapukas tocaron una tonada de ataque y las mujeres cantaron de pie, adivinando el suelo de la plaza. Como disipado por el canto se aclaró el polvo. El Wallpu seguía, parado aún, agarrándose de los palos. El Misitu caminaba a pasos con el pecho destrozado; parecía ciego. El ‘Honrao’ Rojas corrió hacia él. – ¡Muere, pues, muérete, sallk’a! – le gritaba, abriendo los brazos. – ¿Ve usted, señor subprefecto? Estas son nuestras corridas. ¡El yawar punchay verdadero! – le decía el alcalde al oído de la autoridad. (132)



At first glance, the mayor would seem to be right. But, how should we interpret the conclusion of Yawar fiesta from the perspective opened to us by the ‘abra’?

According to Cornejo Polar, it is clear that at the end of the novel ‘los chalos alimeñados [that is, the student-followers of Mariátegui] fracasaron y el mundo andino se recompone bajo su modelo tradicional’. And what is recomposed in this interpretation of the novel’s sudden ending is the dualist vision inscribed in the symbolic map of Peru that subtends the heterogeneous indigenist regime – but in which, according to Cornejo Polar, Andean culture remains opposed, in ‘aguda contienda’, to the modernizing project of the state. His conclusion would thus seem to imply that on insisting on re-Indianization in the face of the state’s de-Indianizing (and ‘civilizing’) policy, Arguedas’s Indian sacrifice (his yawar fiesta) in fact reproduces – that is, both feeds and guarantees – misti domination. The majority of the gamonal class had allied themselves with the state, which they depend upon to stay in power; but, on witnessing – and enjoying – the violent deaths of the bull and of El Wallpu, they change position, and now celebrate the ayllu version of the turupukllay – because they also depend on the Indian labour and ayllu power that they appropriate (exemplified here in the mayor’s use of the first person plural of the possessive when he says to the ‘Subprefecto’: ‘Estas son nuestras corridas’; my emphasis). More recently, Horacio Legrás has added that the most important conflict of the story of the turupukllay told in Yawar fiesta is not between the Indians and the mistis, but between the Indians and the students – the chalos, who also refer to the Indians of Puquio in the first person plural: ‘nuestros hermanos’ (68; my emphasis).37 As we have seen, the students recognize the Indian ‘fuerza’ of the ayllus, their powerful historical subjectivity – indeed, as Legrás underlines, this ‘fuerza’ is their own condition of existence: it was the Indians from the ayllus that built the road between the mountains and the coast along which they first travelled to Lima, and along which they later returned, politicized38 – but disavow it as they, like the mistis, ally themselves with the state’s modernizing project (represented in Puquio by the ‘Subprefecto’), which they interpret as being consistent with Mariátegui’s thought. The ‘fuerza’ of the ayllus must be ‘educated’ if it is to be political (because it bears no active principle of futuricity in this present). The students thus regard those they want to free as the objects of a developmentalist history (in this sense, they de-subjectivize them qua possible subjects of emancipation). Indeed, such enlightened objectification – the re-subalternization of the ayllus against which Arguedas writes – is the condition of possibility of their alliance with the state (more: it is what allows for and facilitates the momentary hegemony of the state’s project in the novel).

Read from the perspective of the ‘abra’, however, as if the scene of the turupukllay were a historical palimpsest, the ‘fuerza’ of the ayllu remains present as an agency or collective subject of the history narrated, rejecting both the state-student project of ‘civilization’, and the misti appropriation of land and ayllu labour the event represents: when the ‘Honrao’ Rojas throws himself, as if taking flight – with his arms wide open, like an eagle – at Misitu, the comunero Indians insist that all (the land, the animals, the turupukllay) is, in reality, part of the ‘savage’ order of the ‘earth’ which the mistis cannot hear nor see. Equally, the memory of ‘el despojo’ is also maintained, dislocating the structured place and present of the gamonales – its ‘hegemony’, in Mariátegui’s words – with a past that persists (and which is more than merely ‘residual’), opening it up (from the ‘abra’) to its negated other: its historical unconscious. In other words, sacred violence is here (like the laughter produced by Chaplin’s movies) an example of what Benjamin calls jetztzeit: Arguedas ‘does not mean to recognize’ history ‘the way it really was’ in Yawar fiesta, but rather ‘means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger’.39 What can be seen from the ‘abra’ is that very moment when, against the developmentalist grain, the non-contemporaneous becomes suddenly contemporaneous (and the possible harbinger of a future that is ‘other’): ‘¡pueblo indio!’

As we have seen, the perspective of the ‘abra’ on which the novel insists is an invitation to the reader-visitor: it asks that it be applied in the reading of the text as a whole, including its conclusion. Yawar fiesta’s readers have seen and heard things in the story that the mistis have not witnessed. In this sense, they too constitute an ‘inside-outside’: although absent from the narrative, readers are necessary to its textual signification. The novel thus uses and deploys the irony that constitutes it as a form: the surplus knowledge that the narrator and reader possess, compared to that of its main characters, divides the celebratory and homogenizing utterance of the ‘nuestra’ used by the mayor as it also rejects the developmentalist historical project of the students – and its ‘nuestro’ – as well as the ‘Subprefecto’ to which it is addressed. The experience of the ‘abra’ thus provides readers with continuity in the action of the narrative – and of its meaning – between past dispossession, the (re-)capture of Misitu in the mountains and its sacred sacrifice. In this way, another first person plural is produced which, for its part, insists, like Arguedas, in re-Indianization. The turupukllay can thus be interpreted according to its historically reflexive logic: it interrupts the scene of misti celebration to stage there – in the newly ‘civilized’ arena – an act of ‘savage’ re-appropriation and re-constitution of an ‘other’ land/‘earth’. Indeed, what is also installed in the continuity between the acts of capture and sacrifice established by the narrator and reader is another space – or arena – entirely: the magical land of the auki mountain K’awarasu. And in doing so, moreover, the legacy of Mariátegui that is at play in the novel is reconfigured: rather than privileging its positivist side, like the students, the novel concludes foregrounding its de-subalternizing, mythical side, in which Mariátegui(-Arguedas) foreground(s) the importance of the moment of mythical ‘enchantment’ for the constitution of possible subjects of ‘la revolución social’.40

Finally, at the same time as misti cannibalization of the ‘fuerza’ of the ayllus (that is, the constitution of Andean culture, ‘bajo su forma tradicional’ in Cornejo Polar’s words, its ‘nuestro’) is interrupted, the structured space of the ‘indigenist regime’ is opened up to the future so as to inaugurate another politics of literature: maintaining its transcultural torsion, but without resolving it. In other words, Yawar fiesta, with its historically reflexive ‘abra’ (its small interpretative machine), is an ‘abra’, an opening that retrospectively constitutes itself as a point of departure for the rebellions (in Los ríos profundos) and revolutions (in Todas las sangres), as well as the industrial reconfigurations of the ‘fuerza’ of the ayllus (in El zorro de arriba y el zorro de abajo) of Arguedas’s novels to come.41 ‘What is aura, actually?’ asks Benjamin. And he answers: ‘A strange weave of space and time: the unique appearance or semblance of distance, no matter how close the object may be.’42 Like the photographs Benjamin is commenting upon, Arguedas’s novels also attempt to destroy the heterogeneous distance that structures the indigenist regime: ‘they pump the aura out of reality [through the ‘abra’] like water from a sinking ship’.
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The Politics of El Señor Presidente: Notes on Textual ‘Maldoblestar’


‘The tradition of dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the minds of the living.’

Karl Marx



El Señor Presidente is a key novel in both Guatemalan and Latin American literary history. Historically situated between the author’s early positivist (and racist) liberalism and his later (culturalist) magical-indigenista socialism on the one hand, and between the historical avant-gardes that Asturias knew in Paris and the Latin American literary ‘boom’ in narrative on the other, it is a bridging work that is also a necessary point of reference for the dictatorship novels of the ‘Post-Boom’ decade.1 Written under the aesthetic sign of surrealism, El Señor Presidente is a novel of literary, political and cultural transition. The purpose of the three notes that follow is to reflect on certain aspects of this transition, in particular on how ‘dictatorship’, both as experience and ideologeme, finds its always precarious and paradoxical literary autonomy in Asturias’s work, and, moreover, on how the novel bears within it the scars of such autonomization. In other words, this is a study of what we could call – following Asturias – the ‘maldoblestar’ (that is, the uncomfortable dialectical tension between the aesthetic autonomy and political dependence) of the text.2

The ‘maldoblestar’ in/of writing

As is well known, El Señor Presidente opens with a great deal of noise, with the tolling (doblar) of the bells in ‘el Portal del Señor’. The noise, however, does not constitute a bucolic call to the flock of the faithful, that is, the institutionalization through sound of a religious community which recognizes itself in belief, but rather an almost diabolical threat, the institutionalization in sound of a sociality imposed through despotic violence. It is ‘el mal’ which tolls (dobla) and runs (and sounds) through the streets of the city – ‘Alumbra, lumbre de alumbre, Luzbel de piedralumbre’ – and it is the national state that is announced and that resonates – ‘como zumbido de oídos persistía el rumor’ (7) – in the bodies of those thus assembled (or captured) and identified (or tortured). The sound of the bells, as they toll, does not produce ‘good’, but (diabolical) evil, the ‘malestar’ (the dis-comfort or dis-ease) of the bodies so interpellated. The relation established between sound and letter in El Señor Presidente is thus fundamental: it generates the inter-medial, affective plane on which the political dimension of the text (that is to say, its fiction) is played out.

The first paragraph of the novel, where, according to Said, ‘the beginning intentionality’ of the text is announced, maintains a high density of sound in which the tolling and rhythm of the bells constitute the principle vehicle of signification, and in which writing still depends on, and is nourished by, the sound that doubles, folds and bends it – ‘la dobla’, so to speak – according to its logic: ‘Alumbra, alumbra, lumbre de alumbre … alumbre … alumbra … alumbra, lumbre de alumbre … alumbra, alumbre’ (7).3 Nevertheless, at the same time, the writing of the novel, its letters, use sound to support its own self-presentation, giving it form and meaning, doubling, folding and bending it, now according to its own morphological needs for communication and representation. If at moments sound dominates the letter, as if carrying and transporting it, and so emphasizing its political dependence, at others writing dominates sound, providing it with both legibility and thus a certain degree of autonomy from the political. In this fashion, the author, for whom sounds have become raw material, dramatizes his practice as a ‘man of letters’ (letrado) with regards to the state that dictates and/or resonates. The fate of the central character of the novel – Cara de Ángel – is, for this reason, exemplary: at the moment at which he thinks he has definitively broken free and made himself independent from the president (who he has served up until then), the sound and rhythms of the train ‘speak’ so as to indicate, in a sinister and ironic fashion, his real fate:


¡Qué suerte alejarse de aquel hombre en carro de primera! … con los ojos perdidos de sueño y la sensación confusa de ir en el tren, de no ir en el tren, de irse quedando atrás del tren, cada vez más atrás del tren, más atrás del tren, más atrás del tren, cada vez más atrás … más y más cada vez, cada ver, cada vez, cada ver, cada vez, cada ver, cada vez, cada ver (313–14; my emphasis)



As the techno-economic sign of modernization, the railway in Asturias’s novel indicates a deepening of the relations of dependence and, hypnotized by the sound, Cara de Ángel is inescapably carried towards imprisonment and death. In other words, the train does not only represent the ‘wires of imperialism’, as Lenin might say, but also their local and personal political internalization, that is, their incorporation (like the sound of the bells, they are felt). In the writing of El Señor Presidente, sound thus functions as a veritable ideological and repressive (here there is no difference) state apparatus and/or semiotic: it captures and subjectivizes those who hear.4

But if we return to the first paragraph, we can also find there a key moment in which the writing detaches – that is, frees – itself completely, becoming autonomous from the despotic sound of the bells. And in detaching itself, the writing, following its own logic of montage, produces a self-reflexive neologism with great interpretative potential: the word ‘maldoblestar’: ‘maldoblestar de la luz en la sombra, de la sombra en la luz’(7).5

At the referential level, the word clearly denotes dictatorial ‘malestar’, whose presence is double (doble), objective and subjective, but also repetitive – like the deathly tolling (doblar) of the bells (which is here the ‘doble’ of the state, and the means of its insertion into the bodies of the interpellated subjects) – and, therefore, accumulative (in the novel the state perpetuates itself through the accumulation of bodies and lives).6 But in marking the site of maximum self-reflection and autonomy within the text, the signifier ‘maldoblestar’ not only illuminates its object (that is, the ‘malestar’ engendered by dictatorship) and how this is determinant and determining at the level of writing, but also names its own being or ‘estar’ (the ‘mal-estar’ of the text), that is, the novel’s own double ‘ill-being’ or ‘dis-comfort’ in both the political and the literary. The literary autonomy that the writing achieves in detaching itself from the politico-sonic thus establishes a literary counter-order, a ‘contra-Estado’ (which is an order in being – in ‘el estar’).7 Yet in its turn, in the realm of literature, ‘el maldoblestar’ not only illuminates its object on detaching itself from it, it also constitutes a blind spot or stain, a ‘sombra’ within ‘la luz’ (as the passage from the novel tells us), the price to be paid and to be suffered, by literature, for its privilege, for distancing itself and becoming autonomous from the socio-political.

Power and, above all, state violence, mark the text in other ways too. I will refer briefly to three. First, it is evident in the contents of the novel, with the proliferation of damaged bodies and subordinate characters found there: Pelele, Mosco and the beggars assembled in the ‘Portal’ – who, Asturias tells us, represent a kind of ‘family’ or society of their own (7) –, Camila, Cara de Ángel, etc. Secondly, corporeal violence is repeated (doubled) in the letter of the text, in its writing, for example in the description of a crying ‘sacristán’ who ‘se enjugaba el llanto con la punta de los dedos, destripándose las lágrimas en los ojos’ (17). The very writing of the novel is physical, even violent, its gestures prefiguring the torture to come. At moments there is too a noticeable, perhaps expressionist, identification between the narration and the narrated when, for example, the violence and fear that are portrayed contaminate not only the city setting – where ‘corrían las calles por las calles [y se] asomaban a las esquinas’ (62) – but also the writing itself: ‘Y la basca de miedo le, le, le hacía tiritar’ (42). Here the description of the character, his stuttering body, is simultaneously a description of the work – that also stutters in its autonomy (never able to completely free itself from dependence). In this fashion, the narrative distance typical of the form of the conventional novel, the third person, collapses, because the ‘maldoblestar’ performed by the text reveals the fact that El Señor Presidente is narrated from close-up. Its textuality is thus modern in the post-Flaubertian sense, leaning, like Vargas Llosa’s best novels (The Green House, Conversation in the Cathedral) on free indirect discourse and the violence to be found there.8 Such momentary identifications in Asturias’s novel happen equally often from the other side, in which the body of the terrified character is also identified with writing: describing, for example, a character with ‘a mano hecha un garabato’ (42). Thirdly, the story of the novel follows a plot forged by state and presidential paranoia: the accidental murder of Parrales Sonriente (a name also marked by sound: ‘son’) by Pelele is an event that the state captures and manages (that is to say: emplots) in order to capture its enemies, including the narrator, and to consolidate its power: ‘to confess’ in El Señor Presidente is both to ‘accept’ and feed the fiction(s) of the state.

Finally, to complete this first reflection on writing and the painful literary practice of autonomization and dependence in Asturias’s novel, ‘el maldoblestar’ also marks the external place, exile – which is not only political, but also aesthetic and epistemological – in which the political fiction of the novel is elaborated. As far as aesthetics and sound are concerned, Asturias has underlined the importance of the surrealism he found in exile in Paris for his writing;9 an influence evident not only in the violent connections and disconnections between image and narrative, between reified subjects and fetishized objects in the composition of El Señor Presidente (in this his writing is similar to that of the Argentine poet Oliverio Girondo who, according to Borges, ‘era un violento’), but also in its psychoanalytic content, as we shall see below. But the image that accompanies Asturias’s neologism – ‘la luz en la sombra, la sombra en la luz’ – also evokes the experience of cinema and its influence on Walter Benjamin’s critique of surrealism, most fully represented, as we have seen, by the figure of Louis Aragon, whose impressionistic writing ‘persists within the realm of dream’, in ‘mythology’. In contrast, what Benjamin’s own critical project requires – his epistemology, so to speak – is ‘the dissolution of “mythology” into the space of history’. ‘That, of course, can happen only’, he continues ‘through the awakening of a not-yet-conscious knowledge of what has been.’10 The perspective of ‘awakening’ is precisely the in-between place of consciousness (the ‘maldoblestar de la luz en la sombra, de la sombra en la luz’) occupied by Asturias’s novel: it does not surrender completely either to dream or to unconscious desire (like Cara de Ángel who falls asleep on the train), but nor does it abandon them completely either – because without desire there is neither criticism nor writing.

The ‘maldoblestar’ in/of politics

The Latin American dictatorship novel is an exceptional literary genre. According to Bernardo Subercaseaux, it is one of the forms that the historical novel has adopted in Latin America.11 This has led, in my view, to a reconfiguration of consummate literary and social importance. In Lukács classic analysis, the historical novel is founded formally on the emerging ‘mediocre hero’ of European civil (bourgeois) societies: the realm, according to Hegel and Marx, of private economic interest, private property and its juridico-political conditions of existence and reproduction in the market. Moreover, with the emergence of a bourgeois middle class after the French Revolution, he suggests, and in a context of generalized war, history is socialized, becoming a mass experience. There is, in other words, a popularization of both history and of the narrative content of the novel form: great, historic individuals no longer occupy the centre stage, as in romanticism, but are rather pushed to its margins.12 In a more recent short study of the Latin American historical novel, Noé Jitrik has pointed out some of its differences from the European model.13 First, he notes that in Latin America the genre does not trace the genealogy of a class (the ‘middle’, bourgeois class), as in Europe, but is rather inscribed in the postcolonial desire to affirm politico-cultural independence: ‘de saber no de dónde se procede, sino qué se es frente a otras identidades, siendo la identidad propia problemática’ (17). Secondly, and more importantly, Jitrik’s reflections suggest that the Latin American dictatorship novel may be considered, generically, as something like (in Roberto Schwarz’s words) a ‘misplaced’ historical novel:


reside en los personajes, que no son históricamente secundarios como en Europa, sino principales, como lo prueba la fascinación que ejercen Juan Manuel de Rosas, Henri Christophe, Pancho Villa o [José Gaspar Rodríguez de] Francia, sin por ello abjurar del realismo ni convertirse al romanticismo. (17)



Jitrik does not try to explain why this apparent literary contradiction has come about, that is to say, why such a proliferation of ‘principle’ characters (historical individuals) in the Latin American historical novel may be considered ‘realist’. I believe, however, that an explanation can be discerned in his essay: the logic of production and social inscription of the Latin American historical novel has been overdetermined by political rather than civil or bourgeois society (as in Europe, according to Lukács), that is, by the state rather than the market; and one of the key – central – characters of the history of Latin American states has been precisely the figure of the dictator – who is also the ‘principle’ character of the Latin American historical novel.

Despite the potential popularization of national histories during the wars of independence in the region, in a context of economic dependence and uneven development, in which the poles of capital accumulation lie outside the region, civil societies take root with difficulty, placing great barriers in the way of the emergence of a politically dynamic and powerful middle class – and which, on the contrary, becomes dependent and bureaucratized (clearly the fate of Camila and Cara de Ángel in El Señor Presidente). As Mariátegui says of Peru: ‘contra el sentido de la emancipación republicana se ha encargado el espíritu del feudo – antítesis y negación del espíritu del burgo – la creación de una economía capitalista’.14 For this reason the state, as the political form of the social (Marx), rather than the market, as the economic form of the social, has been the principal motor of modern bourgeois societies and cultures in Latin America. My hypothesis, therefore, is that the Latin American dictatorship novel – a ‘misplaced’ reconfiguration of the historical novel – emerges from the combined and uneven development of bourgeois society in the region. And it is here that both its ‘realism’ and its exceptional character lie: it is perhaps the only literary genre that narrativizes and reflects upon the state form as object and subject of history. With the dictator as its de facto embodiment, the state can be narrated: it walks, talks, desires and plots. In García Márquez’s El otoño del patriarca it dies, only to be reconstituted as popular myth. And if, as a political character, the dictator is defined by the concentration and institutionalization of executive, judicial and repressive power in its person, it is possible to narrate its story – as the story of state form (dictatorship) – as if it were an individual hero, that is, as a literary character, without thereby becoming romantic. Perhaps we could call this ‘misplaced’ literary configuration, the political ‘maldoblestar’ of the Latin American historical novel, the process in which the genre, as if in a coup d’état, has been occupied by dictators.

If the best-known Latin American dictatorship novels, like those by Carpentier, García Márquez and Roa Bastos, concentrate on the figure of the dictator, the president in Asturias’s novel has more of a phantasmagorical, albeit ubiquitous, presence. In this sense, El Señor Presidente fabricates a version of what might be called the everyday experience of dictatorship. From this perspective, if, as we shall see below, Yo el Supremo may be considered the great novel on the origins of the Latin American state, reflecting (contra Sarmiento) on political modernity in the region, El otoño del patriarca, for its part, constitutes a pessimistic dramatic reflection on the popular reconstruction of the myth of the Latin American dictator (and thus, of the state) in the light of the overthrow of Salvador Allende by General Augusto Pinochet in Chile, 1973: in García Márquez’s novel, baroque carnival is not transgressive; on the contrary, it rather founds and consolidates state power. In El Señor Presidente, meanwhile, the dictator rarely appears, but he is nevertheless at the centre of every story and every fantasy, unifying them, as if he had composed their scripts. He is the puppet-master. Thus the state apparatus he controls are not only experienced through sound, as we have seen, but also through a highly decorative culture (associated, of course, with ‘modernismo’) and their great capacity to control events and emplot stories, through spying as well as extreme – and graphic – repressive violence.

According to Ross Chambers, El Señor Presidente is a novel without hope. It is rather a novel of despair. Such ‘despair’, he points out, also expresses its (the) truth: all the characters of the novel are complicit with the dictatorship, including the narrator.15 Chambers is right, because the only freedom that is figured in the text (the most important from Asturias’s point of view of ‘maldoblestar’, beyond the banal freedom of dictatorial command) is the freedom (that is to say, the autonomy) of literary practice, in which the function of the (literary) narrative is precisely to have none.

Despair is thus the reflection of the constitutive blind spot (‘la sombra’) of the novel’s ‘maldoblestar’ in politics, on the one hand, and of the literary on the other; because the act of fictionalizing the dictatorship of Estrada Cabrera (1898–1920), and turning it into a literary object, simultaneously involves both actively and deliberately erasing empirical evidence, on the one hand, whilst also maintaining enough of it, on the other. As Gail Martin points out: ‘En la novela de Asturias no aparece ni una sola vez la palabra “Guatemala”, pero el conocimiento más superficial de la realidad histórica de Guatemala hace evidente que esta obra literaria se basa directamente en la vida y el régimen de Estrada Cabrera.’16 The text refers and does not refer. And the necessary opacity of non-illumination, with all its political risks, constitutes the ‘maldoblestar’ of the literary in the political. This serves to reminds us (and Asturias’s text suffers accordingly) that literary institutions – what Angel Rama calls ‘the lettered city’ – have been built on social inequality and that, in Benjamin’s words, ‘there is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism’, including El Señor Presidente.17

Located within the history of the Latin American historical-dictatorship novel between Sarmiento’s Facundo. Civilización y barbarie and Roa Bastos’s Yo el Supremo, Asturias’s novel distances itself from the ‘civic’ modernism that it portrays as state decoration in order to transform the historical object of ‘dictatorship’ into an avant-gardist literary-political object. Since El Señor Presidente there has thus been no need for the actual existence of a particular dictatorship in order to write its novel, because it exists already as tradition or theme. This is not the occasion, however, for empty formalisms, but rather – since it is only with the relative privilege socially inscribed in literary autonomy that the real conditions of artistic responsibility are given – the ethico-political and literary occasion for an exploration, as in Asturias’s dictatorship novel, of the complex relations of power that constitute Latin American state forms (and their relationship to literature). In this sense, we are reminded here that the notion of ‘autonomy’ is both a social and political category.

The ‘maldoblestar’ of/in culture

Freud’s important work of 1930, known in English as Civilization and its Discontents, has the Spanish title El malestar en la cultura. Asturias was clearly acquainted with Freud’s ideas, especially insofar as they were re-articulated by surrealism. However, although the neologism ‘maldoblestar’ seems clearly to allude to Freud’s text, it is not in fact known whether Asturias actually read it or not. Put simply, the principle idea developed by Freud in the book is that the civilizing process requires that the libido be repressed and sublimated so as to be institutionalized: this is how social life is established. From this perspective, ‘the evolution of civilization’ is considered a ‘struggle between Eros and Death’. Civilization and its Discontents is considered to be one of Freud’s more ‘social’ texts, in which he attempts to set out a psychoanalytic interpretation of history. Since its publication, the idea has been taken up and re-written by various authors from within the Marxist tradition in an attempt to deepen and consolidate ideological and cultural critique at the level of the motivation of both individual and collective subjects. In the Mass Psychology of Fascism (1933), Wilhelm Reich, for example, re-worked it to explain the mass support enjoyed by fascism. Herbert Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization (1955) is perhaps the most well known of such texts, attempting to extend Freud’s analysis and, in doing so, creating new concepts, such as ‘surplus-repression’ and ‘the performance principle’, to historicize and periodize Freud’s key notions (such as the ‘reality principle’). Although based on a critique of Freudian theory for reducing the sociality of desire to the family triangle, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1972) by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari might also be included in this series. The most important work in this tradition, however, is arguably by the Argentine philosopher, León Rozitchner: Freud y los límites del individualismo burgués (1972 and 1979). Rozitchner insists on the necessarily social character of the psychic apparatus as well as of Freud’s categories. Fundamental to his interpretation, as we shall also see in the following chapters, is the idea of the ‘forma cuerpo’, that is, of ‘nuestra sublimable inserción en la dialéctica del proceso histórico’. ‘Así’, he goes on to suggest, ‘el cuerpo inviste la significación del otro – el cuerpo cultural – con la propia carne, y es la materialidad del cuerpo la que conforma el sentido del acuerdo o la congruencia sentida: su “lectura” implica la metamorfosis de la carne en significación’. As a narrator of the socialized and subjected body, Asturias, reader of Freud’s text or not, shared the same concerns.18

If, for the Freud of Civilization and its Discontents, culture is the institutionalization of the mechanisms that control desire in order to sublimate it into codified practices, the most important cultural mechanism in El Señor Presidente is the state, represented by the figure of the dictator. From this perspective, he is the great Father who appropriates the desire of others (an ‘anti-productive’ and ‘despotic’ body-without-organs, Deleuze and Guatarri might say), and, as in the case of Cara de Ángel (his ‘son’) and Camila, their women too. In the novel, Asturias displays the psychic (and physical) effects of state repression and the fantasies of all-consuming power that they also unleash: ‘Las caras de los antropófagos, iluminados como faroles, avanzaban por las tinieblas, los cachetes como nalgas, los bigotes como babas de chocolate’ (16). The state in El Señor Presidente is almost gothic: monstrous, cannibalistic, voracious and anal. The political despair noted above, also the product of the dictator’s repression in the novel, is likewise the effect of the entropic tendency to animalization and naturalization such images suggest: history, in reverse gear, turns everything into shit. From this perspective, it would seem that the novel’s own desire is for the Freudian exit from myth: to kill the father and impose the (his) law – because there are no other obvious exits, apart from the flight represented by Pelele (for whom the signifier ‘mother’ unleashes a desire that is at once uncontainable and, from a Freudian point of view, barbaric; and from a Benjaminian point of view, mythological, and so – although full of critical content – cannot be generalized and, therefore, of limited political significance).

It is as if, in El Señor Presidente, Asturias had taken Marx’s description of so-called primitive accumulation as his intertext, a process now equivalent to ‘civilization’ in its Freudian version. Its history in Marx’s words ‘is written in the annals of men in letters of blood and fire’, and Asturias has produced its psycho-political correlate. Indeed, in his recent book Rural Guatemala, 1760–1940, David McCreery suggests that the period of Estrada Cabrera’s dictatorship (1898–1920), the historical span of the novel, constitutes an important stage in the long process of primitive accumulation that characterizes the period he analyses.19 But what is it that is told in these letters of fire and blood that emerge from the process of ‘primitive accumulation’? The best-known story is fundamentally economic, and outlines the processes of the dispossession of peasant and Indian communities in the formation of capital as a social relation – as dramatized, for example, in José María Arguedas’s Yawar fiesta (as we have seen in the previous chapter). The function of the state in this process is to guarantee the emergence of ‘free’ workers (that is, ‘direct producers’ that are dispossessed and separated from the means of production) for employers who are prepared to buy their labour power: ‘Por las calles, subterráneos en la sombra’, writes Asturias, ‘pasaban los primeros artesanos para su trabajo, fantasmas en la nada del mundo recreado en cada amanecer’ (21): a bleak picture of the commodity abstract labour on its way to work.

Clearly, El Señor Presidente is not a novel that portrays the peasant and Indian rural worlds like Asturias’s Hombres de maíz. It rather focuses on the city. Nor is it concerned with the market and civil society, as we have noted above. It concentrates its attention instead, like other dictatorship novels, on political society, on the state. And it is here, again, in the political, that the idea of primitive accumulation takes on a certain interest.

In his discussion of the life and works of Machiavelli, Althusser foregrounds another dimension of primitive accumulation: the emergence of the nation state, the effect of those same legal and repressive activities necessary for the emergence and reproduction of capital. In the course of supporting and defending the capitalist interests of landlords and large-scale farmers in the process of general dispossession, the state is territorialized, consolidating itself within the totality of the nation, and in the process, creating and recreating itself. Althusser calls this ‘primitive political accumulation’ (to differentiate it analytically from the ‘economic’, although it is clear that both are co-present and mutually determining). The following quote from Althusser refers to Machiavelli’s work, especially The Prince, but could also be used to describe the Latin American dictatorship novel, especially El Señor Presidente:


Instead of saying how the State is born of law and nature, he tells us how a State has to be born if it is to last and to be strong enough to become the state of a nation. He does not speak the language of law, he speaks the language of the armed force indispensable to the constitution of any state, he speaks the language of the necessary cruelty of the beginnings of the state, he speaks the language of a politics without religion that has to make use of religion at all costs, of a politics that has to be moral but has to be able not to be moral, of a politics that has to reject hatred but inspire fear, he speaks the language of the struggle between classes, and as for rights, laws and morality, he puts them in their proper subordinate place. When we read him, however informed we may be about the violence of history, something in him grips us: a man who even before the ideologists blocked out reality with their stories, was capable not of living or tolerating, but thinking the violence of the birth throes of the State.20



Asturias does not narrate the history of the origins of the state, as in Roa Bastos’s Yo el Supremo, but he does dramatize the attempt at its consolidation and, more particularly, nationalization. Hence its ubiquity (again through sound); it is everywhere: ‘Una red de hilos invisibles, más invisibles que los hilos del telégrafo, comunicaba … cada hoja del bosque de árboles de orejas que al menor eco se revolvían como agitadas por el huracán … con el Señor Presidente, atento a lo que pasaba en las vísceras más secretas de los ciudadanos’ (46). Through the wires (telegraph and telephone), state power is both disseminated (by way of the forest) and centralized (in the city) at the same time, in a process that is at once centrifugal and centripetal. And here, it seems that the novel does have a referential foundation. Describing the deployment of new technologies of communication by the repressive state apparatus, McCreery writes:


After 1871, the army and militias controlled the countryside, and mobilised across the difficult terrain of Guatemala thanks to the telegraph. The Conservatives had played with the new technology, but it was the Liberals who installed the first telegraph line between the port of San Juan on the Pacific and Guatemala City in 1873. The events of their own successful rebellion had made them conscious of the importance of rapid communication for intelligence and political control, and the telegraph quickly spread through the rest of the country. Lines arrived at the provincial capitals of Chimaltenago, Totonicapan and Jalapa in 1874, Chiquimula and Huehuetenango in 1875, and Cobán and Zacapa in1876. In their surveillance of the population, government ministries … political bosses … and local Ladino officers ensured the continuous use of the lines. The operators complained that they were working long hours receiving official messages and circulars, transmitting news to the central authorities. The number of government telegrams rose from an average of 1,000 a month in the 1870s to 15,000 a month in 1898, reaching more than 20,000 in August, when the greatest amount of labour power was mobilized. By the end of the century there were more than 180,000 official messages per year. The telegraph also had a vital role in the repression of disturbances like that of Julián Rubio, who tried to incite a rising of the Quichés against the government in 1877 … Given the difficulty in constructing roads and railways in the mountains, no other invention did more to project state control into the interior of the country than the telegraph and telephone.21



There is little to add to McCreery’s observations. I will conclude, rather, with a question concerning ‘el maldoblestar’ in/of culture: if state power, as McCreery describes it, is projected into the countryside in the process of primitive (political) accumulation, might the effects of such physical and psychic violence return, to be re-projected, spectrally, on to the traumatized city streets of Asturias’s text – now in the process of nationalization? As I have indicated, El Señor Presidente is not a novel that tells an obviously rural (hi)story. But from the perspective of so-called primitive accumulation, in which the state is territorialized as nation, the experiences of rural dispossession, control and capitalization are felt (and imagined) in the capital city, communicated by the very same ‘red de hilos invisibles’ along which resound the paranoid messages of a state in the process of consolidation.

Translated from the Spanish by Philip Derbyshire
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From Ideology to Culture: Subalternization and Montage (Yo el Supremo’s History)

Of the three forms of hybridity that Néstor García Canclini focuses on in his Culturas híbridas. Estrategias para entrar y salir de la modernidad (1989) – empirical, conceptual and theoretical1 – it is, in my view, the practice of conceptual hybridization that is the most productive. A key dimension of García Canclini’s book, for example, is its attempt to cross anthropological conceptions of ‘the popular’ with sociological ones – so undermining the rural-urban opposition in its definition they install. Such hybridization is also, in part, what I have attempted to convey in the essays on Benjamin and Latin America rehearsed above. I am also interested, however, in others, bringing together and working through existing ideas and conceptualizations articulated in contemporary Latin American literary and cultural criticism. What might happen, for example, if we bring into critical dialogue both Angel Rama’s reflections on the ‘representativity’ of Latin American literature in its transculturated history (that is, the Romantic demand to represent ‘new’ peoples and territories in ‘new’ national literatures), and Josefina Ludmer’s theorization of the coding of the body and of the voice (‘gaucho’) in gauchesque poetry, in a postcolonial context of war and the violent formation of nation-and-state?2 My schematic response would be that out of such an encounter one might begin to discern the emergence of something important: the ways in which state form inhabits the literary;3 in other words, the political organization of literature (as well as, vice versa, the literary organization of politics); or, put another way, the origins of what I have referred to above, following Asturias, as the ‘maldoblestar’ that characterizes the political dialectic of literary autonomy and dependence in the region.4 With Yo el Supremo (1974), Augusto Roa Bastos writes a novel that, years later, reflects on and internalizes such questions in new – historical, political and literary – ways.

In this chapter I would like briefly to reflect on the above hybridization of the literary and political by bringing into critical and transdisciplinary dialogue very different kinds of texts and thoughts from writers of very different persuasions: Augusto Roa Bastos’s Yo el Supremo – a possible Latin American literary equivalent of Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment, in which the more or less immediate mythification of emergent modern political rationality is dramatized – and Frederic Jameson’s now classic essay on postmodernism – which, among other things, traces the inter-medial conditions of existence of cultural studies.5 What can be discerned in this mutual illumination, it seems to me, is the question of history in the era of its technical reproducibility, that is, the cinematization of history.

This essay operates, unequally, at three levels: as conceptual labour, literary criticism and cultural history. On the one hand, it focuses on the cultural form of ideology and its significance for history and, on the other, like the previous chapter on Miguel Ángel Asturias’s El Señor Presidente, the presence of the state within literature. In this sense, in what follows I seek to build (and further productively ‘hybridize’, in García Canclini’s words) on the existing criticism of Angel Rama, Josefina Ludmer and Julio Ramos.

From ideology …

History, narrative and memory are central themes for both Roa Bastos and Jameson. For the latter, they delimit the place of an ideological loss, a result of the postmodernism he theorizes; whereas in Roa Bastos’s Yo el Supremo they rather form the site of a politico-pedagogical recuperation on the part of the state (dictator) and writer (compiler). In ‘Postmodernism, Or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism’, Jameson updates two dimensions of his previous work: first, his conception of ideology, and secondly, his vision of the epistemological and cultural power of the literary. This twofold revision is achieved by incorporating the technologically reproduced image of a society in which, he says, quoting Guy Debord, ‘the image has become the final form of commodity reification’ (66). If Jameson has always thought ideology in a predominantly classical, that is to say, Lukacsian fashion as reification,6 he now reconfigures the social forgetting that such a process signifies as spectacle and simulacrum (what Roa Bastos’s dictator in Yo el Supremo calls ‘entretén-y-miento’).

This cultural transformation of the ideological has literary effects. In his earlier work Marxism and Form (1971), Jameson writes pessimistically that ‘works of culture come to us as signs in an all but forgotten code, as symptoms of diseases no longer even recognised as such’; only to respond immediately, and optimistically (from a literary point of view), that it ‘therefore falls to literary criticism to continue to compare the inside and the outside, existence and history, to continue to pass judgement on the abstract quality of life in the present and to keep alive the idea of a concrete future. May it prove equal to the task!’7 This is how Jameson concludes his book.

One of the principal messages that emerges from Jameson’s later work on postmodernism is that in a society in which ideology is simulacrum and spectacle, and simulacrum and spectacle are ideology, literary criticism as traditionally conceived – that is, before the emergence of the new inter-medial object known as a ‘text’ – has proved unable to have (indeed, may no longer can have) such a critical function.8 The letter-without-technological-image (the ‘literary’) can no longer decipher image-ideology so as to recover history and compare it with existence. In his own periodizing language, in Marxism and Form Jameson offers up modernist solutions to emerging postmodern problems. In this sense, Jameson’s then less well-known essays on film and science fiction can now be seen as works of revision in which he begins to illuminate the newly transformed terrain of the cultural experience of what he refers to as ‘late capitalism’: the image-ideology of a social formation that might be referred to as cinematized.9

With postmodernism, according to Jameson, history as both experience and knowledge disappears behind the screen of the commodified simulacrum in a process of ideologization. Clearly, it is not cinema itself that produces such a process, but rather that, as a cultural apparatus and organizer of experience, cinema provides image-ideology with its models, its grammar and means (which today, for example, facilitate the imbrication of televisual and digital technologies with a wide variety of delivery platforms). Just as for Benjamin, the experience of cinema for Jameson is twofold and, to a certain extent, contradictory: on the one hand, it is a bodily and physical experience, which is sedimented as sensual memory whilst, on the other, it represses memory by means of anaesthetization – whose logic, as Buck-Morss observes, is that of addiction and shock.10 Jameson writes of ‘the crisis of historicity’, in which the logic of the commodity (ideology) experienced in its new cultural form tendentially occupies the totality of the real. The phenomenon is discussed at various levels, including literary, but Jameson does not resort to reflections within historiography itself for its explanation.11 In his discussion of the contemporary historical novel, specifically the work of E. L. Doctorow, Jameson insists on the fact that reification has produced a short circuit in the representation of an historical past that – and this is crucial – ‘was once itself a present’ (a simple idea that, however, is essential); and what has usurped the place of the past that is experienced as a present is, rather, an effect of anti-interpretative confinement within versions and stereotypes of the past – in other words, a pop history or, as in Roa Bastos’s El Fiscal (1993), a melancholic simulacrum-without-end (see next chapter). The eventual result is that the traditional narrative dialectic in the historical novel ‘between what we already “know”’ through institutionalized historical readings, ‘and what … is then seen to be concretely in the pages of the novel’ – in other words (and Jameson is not very clear in this respect), the literary experience of a past represented as if it were a singular, concrete present with its own past and its own possible future (which is not necessarily our present) – disappears through an effect of reification: knowledge of the past is replaced by the recycling of doxa, and the new captured by ‘the return of the repressed’ (69–71).

… to culture

Like the state, against which he narrates, Roa Bastos’s writing is nourished by the dead and by history: the Paraguays of Hijo de hombre (1960), El fiscal and Contravida (1994) are immense graveyards. But it is especially in Yo el Supremo where one finds dramatized something of the historiographical reflection that is absent in Jameson’s mourning for history’s ‘waning’ in postmodern times. Roa Bastos’s novel works precisely – and at various levels – on the terrain of the historical novel (as set out by Jameson): the dialectic between received historiographical knowledge and the present of the literary re-presentation of the past. For example, written between 1968 and 1973, and published in Buenos Aires in 1974 amidst political conflicts defined by a military dictatorship in crisis, on the one hand, and the left-Peronist struggle for ‘national liberation’, on the other, Yo el Supremo dramatizes the conflict between Liberal and populist (that is, Revisionist) historical narratives of the River Plate area. It also examines, and this is fundamental, one of the most important conditions of existence of history as a practice of writing in the region: the Liberal postcolonial archive (upon which historiographical institutions and versions of history are constructed and legitimated).12 What is more, from amongst these more or less fictitious dramas and investigations, the novel fabricates narratives of real events; that is, it revises and makes history.

Amongst the obvious differences that separate the works of Jameson and Roa Bastos, it is important to underline one that is fundamental: if Jameson thinks the historical dimension of contemporary culture in relation to the logic of the (now, cinematized) commodity form, Roa Bastos thinks it in relation to the reason of state (which is similarly cinematized, as we shall see). In this sense, Yo el Supremo presents itself to us as a retrospective view on the politico-cultural problematic of Latin American literature, as set out by Rama and Ludmer, amongst others; specifically, the ways in which state form – here, a revolutionary (Jacobin) dictatorship – inhabits the literary, and its contemporary realization. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the paradigm of the European historical novel of Walter Scott – founded on the mediocre hero of civil society (a more or less late invention in Latin America) – has not functioned in the same way in a region where the culture of capitalism (modernity) has been overdetermined by political society. Like in El Señor Presidente (and as shown in Julio Ramos’s analysis of ‘modernismo’, for example), the dialectic of literary-artistic autonomy and dependence was established – until fairly recently, as we shall see in Part III – in relation to the political (and the law) rather than to the market (and the commodity).

Indeed, novels like Yo el Supremo (and El Señor Presidente) suggest that the Latin American historical novel has been founded on a decidedly non-mediocre hero (of political society): the dictator as the embodiment – the form – of the state. Thus the text stages an important aspect which is present, but not fully articulated, in another of García Canclini’s hybridizations – the theoretical hybridization – which refers to one of the ‘oblique’ effects of temporal heterogeneity in the region: that is, the primacy of the political in the consolidation of Latin American modernity in ‘taking charge of’ the intersection of its different sociocultural temporalities.13 In other words, the centrality of the state apparatuses – especially (but not only) the military – to the ruling classes in the imposition of the time of capital in the forms of ‘progress’ and ‘development’.

In Roa Bastos’s novel, therefore, the terrain of ideology and culture is politics conceived as the sphere of the actions of the state. This is why the conception of ideology that Yo el Supremo takes up and dramatizes arguably comes from the republican political tradition (possible to evoke in the conditions of combined and uneven development of Latin American modernity) in which the law (a state coding) attempts to capture and reterritorialize the commodity (and private interest – bourgeois civil society). Theoretically, this conception is more Althusserian than Lukacsian, and closer to Jean-Jacques Rousseau (as we shall see) than to John Locke.14

In Yo el Supremo, history, as it is dictated, functions as both political culture and state ideology. However, this is not merely a question of the interpellation of new subjects – previously colonial and now national – as in Althusser’s formulation, but of their re-formation: Roa Bastos works in, and reflects upon, that place where ideology is embodied in social practice as culture.15 Within the text, history is dictated – in the dictator’s ‘Circular Perpetua’ – as a patriotic pedagogy into nationhood in order to produce the cadre-citizens of the emerging state apparatuses according to Hegel’s dictum in The Philosophy of History that there is ‘No Revolution without Reformation’16 – in which, in other words, socio-political transformation (‘Revolution’) requires the appropriate subjects (‘Reformation’). This also involves ‘terror’: the liberal bourgeoisie and ‘porteñistas’ who get in the way suffer execution, the ‘punto final’ of the famous ‘pluma-fusil’ in El Supremo’s hands (before he hands it on, in new political times, to the ‘montonera’ guerrilla-woman María de los Ángeles17) and which he uses to put a ‘full stop’ to their ‘parrafadas’ (that is, their liberal histories and political machinations) under the orange tree (‘el naranjo’).

Subalternization …

In a review of Yo el Supremo published soon after its publication in late 1974 in the Buenos Aires-based radical journal Los Libros, Beatriz Sarlo makes what seems to be an important criticism of Roa Bastos’s novel which, she suggests, merely ‘mimics’ dictatorship:


[Es] construido sobre un monólogo sin fin – donde se funden el discurso del poder absoluto y el de la locura, el de la omnipotencia y el de la enfermedad y la muerte – cuyas únicas interrupciones son las interpolaciones, menores respecto al total, que funcionan como comentario – literario, no histórico se entiende – de la palabra del Supremo … sólo el Supremo tiene la palabra y por tanto es la palabra del Supremo que constituye la novela; por otro lado, la historia del Paraguay son 30 años de historia del Supremo: el resto son amanuenses, copistas, hombres convertidos en piedras, muertos, prisioneros invisibles, comparsas-ecos del poder, enemigos-ecos del poder: en suma, nada … Escritura y poder están unidos por una relación de subordinación: quien tiene el poder suele tener la escritura. La ambigüedad e inversión de esta relación supone, en la base, la inversión idealista de las relaciones reales. Algo de ello sucede en la novela de Roa Bastos: de allí su unilateralidad – registrada antes a partir del punto de vista único –, de allí también la ausencia de aquellos que, por no tener escritura, por no poder dictar ni escribir, ni recopilar, tampoco parecieran tener historia y de hecho quedan fuera del texto del Supremo, citados pero nunca presentes.18



I will return to the question of semiotic idealism in the latter part of this chapter. It is clear, however, that Sarlo’s reading identifies important aspects of the patriotic, state-history that can be read in Yo el Supremo and which I have attempted to describe above. Arguably, however, what Sarlo presents as criticisms are in fact fundamental to the narrative and dramatic substance of Roa Bastos’s novel, that is, to the question of subalternity (and ‘voluntary servitude’, in the words of Etienne de la Boetie), on the one hand, and intellectual avant-gardism, or ‘Bildung’, on the other, that are reflected upon and re-presented in the text itself: the singular discourse (or history) of (El Supremo’s) state is ‘el de la locura’ precisely insofar as it is a symptom of the non-presence of the represented in the state representation of the revolutionary dictator who reforms. Slightly abusing of Cornejo Polar’s well-known formulation, one might say that it is an example of political heterogeneity.19 What the dictator-ventriloquist presents as full and transparent speech, transparently full of ‘the people’, is in fact politically empty; and it is the dictator’s denial of that enunciative situation which produces madness, the ‘monólogo sin fin’ – the effect of another ‘constitutive outside’ in the form of an absence-presence.

The problems begin by being historical in the sense outlined by Paul Ricoeur in his Time and Narrative (1988):


Someone passed by here. The trace invites us to pursue it, to follow it back, if possible … We may lose the trail. It may even disappear or lead nowhere. The trace can be wiped out, for it is fragile and needs to be preserved intact; otherwise, the passage did occur but did not leave a trace, it simply happened … Hence the trace indicates ‘here’ (in space) and ‘now’ (in the present), the past passage of human beings. It orients the hunt, the quest, the search, the inquiry. But this is what history is. To say that it is a knowledge by traces is to appeal in the final analysis to the significance of a passed past that nevertheless remains preserved in its vestiges.20



Sarlo does not mention the paradoxical criticism of historiography and writing found in the novel, whose founding fictional gesture is the re-presentation of a dictator who returns to comment on and criticize the historiography – from the dominant liberal tradition of the region – of which he has been the object. Yo el Supremo does not represent the past as if it ‘was once itself a present’, in Jameson’s words, so as to contradict institutional histories; it rather interferes directly with its archive and critically fictionalizes its liberal myths.21 Now the dictator is the subject of history, passing judgement on the testimony stored in the archives, mocking its witnesses, and producing his own national-popular alternative. His discourse, and his practice, is that of a barbarous modernity: the dictator does not write history, he tells us, he makes it and speaks it, he makes it as he speaks: that is, he dictates it (‘poder hacer es hacer poder’, he points out). El Supremo thus produces a critique of writing as the legitimizing cultural foundation of the ‘document’ on which scientific historiography is built.

The ‘people’ who the El Supremo says he represents do not write, do not leave traces to be read by a postcolonial historiography for which the peasantry, for example, have been merely the object of control and of a prose in which, as Ranajit Guha says, ‘the sense of history [is] converted into an element of administrative concern’.22 They are ‘los voquibles’. This is how (and why) history, as dictated by the dictator, represents (politically): as voice – he endows the ‘people’ who do not write with sonic authority. As Sarlo points out, however, it is his voice that speaks and his dictated-history that is narrated. Becoming his own commentator, El Supremo (his first person: ‘YO’) is captured by his fetishized ‘other’ (his third person: ‘ÉL’), the dictatorial state. Thus, in Yo el Supremo, the drama of liberal historical subalternization is reproduced at another level of complexity in its national-popular alternative: one of the principal functions of patriotic history – its cultural function – is precisely to form the very ‘people’ which the dictator says he represents.23 From this avant-gardist or Jacobin perspective, the ‘people’ that legitimizes his history cannot exist – it is both an intellectual and state fantasy – because the non-existence of the ‘people’ is in fact the very reason held out for his being the dictator of ‘la historia patria’ in the first place – that is, his raison d’état.24

The power of the dictator is based on his power of interpretation (his ‘lente-de-ver-lejos’, for example): El Supremo reads traces and interprets them from the point of view of his republican and state responsibility; to then re-articulate (dictate) them as the narrative of the nation. But, as Sultán, his revolutionary dog, accuses him: ‘Leíste mal la voluntad del Común y en consecuencia obraste mal’ (454). Hence the gradual effect of what Sarlo calls ‘el resto’ in the text, which is to undermine and parody – and thus illuminate – the void in the voice of the dictator that the signifier ‘people’ both displaces and hides. What Yo el Supremo thereby illuminates is not, as in Jameson, the fetishism of the commodity, but the fetishism of the state.

… and Montage

Almost in its totality, Roa Bastos’s work makes of the figure of the traditional intellectual a subject of intense experimentation: from Vera in Hijo de hombre, to Moral in El Fiscal, passing through the dictator in Yo el Supremo – paradoxically, perhaps, being a lawyer, the most ‘organic’ intellectual of them all. Moreover, all die with the failure of their political dreams of representing the people. In Yo el Supremo there is another intellectual figure that also exists on the terrain of politics, and that is the Compiler, the writer and organizer of the text of the novel, in the novel. His privileged place of enunciation is the footnote, although at times he invades the main body of the text and the discourse of El Supremo (which, of course, he also organizes). His story is also told: it is a story of apparent ‘no poder’ (of no-power), de no poder representar (of not-being-able to represent).

The Compiler is linked to the dictator by a ‘portapluma recuerdo’ that now belongs to him. Once, in the hands of El Supremo, it possessed astounding powers of representation: as well as writing, it projects three-dimensional moving images in colour and, importantly, with sound. It was a cinematographic pen, and is now in the possession of the Compiler. The problem is that it has lost its powers of representation, erasing images and words even as it traces them. In the hands of the Compiler it can no longer capture the colours of nature, the voices of the people, their movement and music. His words rather spill ink (‘echan agua’) and, unsurprisingly, cut off heads. Compilation is thus the place where industry (that is, the film industry) touches and passes through writing and, to a certain extent, ruins both (state-) historical narratives and literary fiction. In this sense, Yo el Supremo may best be read, not as a work of postmodernism, but as a literary example of conceptual art.

What is most interesting about the figure of the artist-intellectual in Yo el Supremo is that he withdraws from the field of politics and administration proper, where he begins to confine himself within cultural form: the fissured word-image with which he builds the text. This is his political option, the politics of artistic autonomy that is here, paradoxically, the most political. He cannot, as Sarlo wants, narrate another history, that of another ‘class’. With the political and historiographical re-subalternization of the ‘people’ by El Supremo’s populist state history (the novel’s ‘tragedy’), the Compiler refrains from the ‘farce’ – in Marx’s sense – of re-filling or embodying the emptied signifier. Instead, he practises montage in its two forms. First, as in a huge factory, he socializes the text, even the discourse of the dictator, by way of its intense intertextuality and intermediality, including texts, little voices and grand narratives, carnivalizations and transgressions, images, which mark the presence of different histories and social memories.25 Secondly, through the use of ‘fissure’,26 or the cut of the broken pen, an organization of signifiers in the text that problematizes and obstructs the symptomatic narrative discourse of the dictator, the Compiler practises negation. In Yo el Supremo literary autonomization entails the possibility of de-subalternization, the autonomy of the so-called ‘people’ to make and write alternative histories as may be required.

As with Jameson’s commodity, Roa Bastos’s cinematized state also masks history, making it fade through ‘national-popular’ re-subalternization. Amongst the best known responses to this process of postmodern ‘waning’ have been: the discourse of spectres (associated with Jacques Derrida’s hetero-ethics touched on in the essay on the film Cronos below), the aporetic attempts to exhibit and/or represent the abject and/or ‘Real’ (evident in the debate between Judith Butler and Slavoj Žižek), the discourse of subalternity (from Ranajit Guha to Gayatri Spivak) and their various combinations (Homi Bhabha’s ‘time-lag’, John Beverley’s version of Rigoberta Menchú’s ‘testimonio’, Alberto Moreira’s ‘third space’, amongst others). For his part, Roa Bastos responds to the ideology-image of the state in Latin America with a compilation-montage, with the remains of a cinematographic pen that now un-writes what it narrates, producing a negative montage that, in rejecting political representation and narrative (on the part of the Compiler), inverts the semiotic idealism which Sarlo accuses him of. Furthermore, he reveals the traces of alternative memories – that is the textuality of other possible histories – at the very heart of ideology.

A final observation: in his important discussion of the possibility of the historical representation of the Holocaust, Hayden White suggests that the dominant realist-positivist paradigm of historical reconstruction is inadequate to the task. As an alternative, and based on Auerbach’s discussion of Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse in Mimesis, his history of narrative, White offers a potential paradigm that is both old and modernist, but which from my point of view would include the formal dimensions of composition – such as jump-cuts and spatio-temporal dislocations – associated with cinema.27 It seems to me that, in fact, this idea is both generalizable and renewable: is not Yo el Supremo perhaps the first radical example of such a paradigm of historical narrative – one that is also adequate to these times of the technological ideology-image, of the cinematization of history.

Translated from the Spanish by Philip Derbyshire
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Return, Melancholy and the Crisis of the Future: El fiscal by Augusto Roa Bastos


‘No tiene sentido hablar de la civilización, de decadencia. o de fin de época. Asistimos tal vez a la extinción de todo eso.’

Augusto Roa Bastos, El fiscal



Given the developmental logic of the trilogy of novels announced by Roa Bastos in his ‘Note’ to the second edition of Hijo de hombre (1985; first edition, 1960), it was perhaps inevitable that in El fiscal (1993), the last volume of the set, he would write about three structuring themes of the political-cultural history of Paraguay that were only evoked in the first two. First, the War of the Triple Alliance (1865–70), the traumatic event (the ‘Great War’ of Paraguayan national mythology, as opposed to the ‘Little War’, that is, the Chaco War against Bolivia) that defines the specificity of Paraguayan modernity, as pragmatically set out in the work of Rafael Barrett, especially his El dolor paraguayo (1911). Secondly, Stroessnerism (overthrown in 1989), which has been little studied outside Paraguay, though it was possibly the exceptional – dictatorial – state of the Southern Cone that came closest to the classic fascist model (with its militarized fusion of government with the state and the Colorado Party, all headed by the dictator). Thirdly, exile, a fundamental aspect of the historical geography of the culture and literature of Paraguay as well as Latin America, and more recently, according to Homi Bhabha, of ‘the new internationalism … the grim prose of political and economic refugees’.1

This allows us to glimpse the totalizing gesture of Roa Bastos’s novelistic project in which he has carried out two cultural tasks at one and the same time. First, he provides the country with a potential postcolonial counter-history: as pointed out in the previous chapter, Yo el Supremo (the second volume of the trilogy) is a text of modernist history, composed on the principle of cinematic montage, that doesn’t speak the truth, but which makes it possible through a critical pedagogy. Secondly, through an obsessive work of intertextuality, Roa Bastos supplies Paraguay with an international literary tradition that is mediated through exile. From this point of view, every literary text that Roa Bastos writes is simultaneously a political and a cultural text. In the first case, his antagonist is the historical or historiographical monumentalism of the machinery of the Paraguayan (and Argentine) state, and in the second, and this only becomes clear in El fiscal, the culture industry: in fact, the principal difference between the figures of the crucified Christ which are central to both Hijo de hombre and El fiscal is that in the first, the figure is carved out of wood under the sign of ‘authenticity’, whereas in the second it has become simulacrum (a copy without an original) – scripted and filmed, repeatedly. If, in Yo el Supremo Roa Bastos uses cinematic montage to de-narrativize and subvert the ideology of power, in El fiscal, by contrast, he uses cinema to illuminate the process of its mythification.

A formulation by Michel de Certeau may help us approach the particularities of Roa Bastos’s texts. In his essay ‘The Freudian Novel’, he suggests that the work of literature is like a ‘mine’ where ‘one stocks the historical tactics … characterised by the “deformations” which they bring about in a social and/or linguistic system. The literary text is like a game’, he says:


With its sets of rules and surprises, a game is a somewhat theoretic space where the formalities of social strategies can be explained on a terrain protected from the pressure of action and from the opaque complexity of daily struggle. In the same way, the literary text which is also a game delineates an equally theoretic space protected as in a laboratory, where the artful practices of social interaction are formulated, separated, combined and tested.2



But neither can such an experimental space be considered as entirely neutral: on the contrary, as we saw above in the essay on El Señor Presidente, autonomy is a social and political category. It provides a way, for example, of understanding the operations of ideological transposition (formulation, separation and combination) at work in any cultural formation, for example in the Mexican ‘axolotl canon’ (of cultural nationalism) analysed by Roger Bartra in his Jaula de la melancholia; or the genre of the gauchesque reconstructed by Josefina Ludmer in El género gauchesco; even the Andean culture configured by the ‘indigenista regime’, and dislocated by Arguedas in Yawar fiesta.3

For his part, in his novels Roa Bastos tests and experiments with a series of (psychic) cases, (social) types and even (structural) functions as politico-cultural spaces of enunciation. In this sense, his characters embody discourses and are thus more like performances in Judith Butler’s sense of the term, dramatizing historical modes of action and narration in conflict.4 In Hijo de hombre, for example, there is an explicit confrontation of models of action and narration embodied, on the one hand, in Vera, the intellectual ex-soldier formed by the rationality of the state and the novel’s principal narrator, and, on the other, both Macario, the exemplary Guaraní narrator, and Cristóbal Jara, the exemplary popular-peasant actor. In Yo el Supremo meanwhile, the dictator who represents the pueblo-‘voquible’ and narrates their history, and whose own speech-acts function as the repressive and ideological apparatuses of the state (‘Yo ordeno’), is confronted by the compiler who imitates and parodies the dictator, with the not-always-successful intention of ensuring the autonomy of letters (separating ‘pluma’ from ‘fusil’, literature from law) and thereby breaking the representational link that unites the dictator with the ‘people’ he constructs. Not to speak of the ‘performances’ of the servant-traitor of his brilliant short story ‘El sonámbulo’ (1984) and the ‘descubridorencubridor’ of his minor novel Vigilia del almirante (1992) on Christopher Columbus.

In El fiscal the author displays the discourse and fantasies of a Paraguayan intellectual exiled in France. As in the other instances of enunciation his discourse (the character is called Félix Moral) is extremely complex and contradictory. In what follows, I will offer the beginnings of an interpretation of this discourse that is marked contextually not merely by exile, but also by what Lutz Niethammer has called ‘posthistorical melancholy’.5 In this regard, the discourse of El fiscal does not locate itself between Joyce – ‘History is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake’ (Ulysses) – and Ricardo Piglia – ‘La historia es el único lugar donde consigo aliviarme de esta pesadilla de la que trato de despertar’ (Respiración artificial) – both writers of exile, but rather surrenders itself to nightmare. El fiscal displays impotence in its various senses in order to share in a crisis of the future.

From Hijo de hombre to El fiscal, or from Vera (‘truth’) to Moral (‘morality’), a textual arc that also passes through ‘power’ (Yo el Supremo): these are all principles that organize and legitimize the social interactions mentioned by Michel de Certeau, acting and narrating. What Roa Bastos (‘experimentally’) tries out and tests in El fiscal (in other words, his ‘game’), is, from a Gramscian point of view, the discourse of the traditional idealist intellectual in exile (like Roa Bastos himself) who feels he has lost the ethical and cultural power to lead (his ‘futuricity’) – in other words, the political capacity to hegemonize associated with the social category to which he belongs – as well as the impossibility of allying himself with a subject of possible historical change.

The need for judgement (he will be ‘el fiscal’, a ‘prosecutor’), and its simultaneous impossibility, leads the narrator via ‘el retorno’ back to Paraguay, to his death. As his partner Jimena repeatedly warns him, ‘es imposible’ for him alone to impose the ‘justicia justa’ he desires (or even the unjust justice that he contemplates imposing): Moral does not have, and cannot find, the measure of what is just. If Jimena de-territorializes the law, Moral re-territorializes it, attempting to subjugate (or subject) her: he is, as we will see, dangerous.6

The narrator-writer of what he calls, after Kierkegaard, his Posthumous Papers in El fiscal is, he insists, looking for an ‘idea fija’ or ‘el solo acto … eso’ that will give meaning to his life (that is, as his Kierkergaardian title tells us, to his death), so as melancholically to redeem and reconstruct himself as subject, only then immediately to abolish himself.7 Moral feels the crisis of futuricity of contemporary Euro-American culture (‘post-modernism’ insofar as the critique of the Enlightenment is concerned, and the ‘end of history’ with regards to the critique of historical communism) literally (as opposed to ironically – as perhaps is the case with Roa Bastos himself) at two personal levels: the sexual and the political, and both of them in terms of the fundamental experience of exile as it is structured by the mytheme of ‘return’ (‘el retorno’). These two levels divide the novel into two semi-autonomous (hi)stories that mirror each other. The first emplots a story of sexual desire, a nostalgic return to the pre-Oedipal; and the second, the history of a political desire, a ‘return’ to the native land, Paraguay, which in fact erases the political. Let us turn to these ‘plots’.

Félix Moral is a professor of Latin American literature and civilisation at a French university and lives with his partner Jimena in a town with the sentimental name of Nevers.8 He is an extremely unpleasant narrator. He is a racist; for example, on the first page of the novel he says of Paris, la Ville de Lumière: ‘Ahora pululan allí emigrados de todo el mundo. Una verdadera infección’ (13); a pedant, who comments in a hypocritical fashion, for example, that ‘la literatura que pretende ser más honesta e imaginativa que la vida me parece abominable’ (25); and, most importantly here, he is a cynic: the addressee of his ‘papeles’ is his partner Jimena, whom he often addresses directly, but who, as we shall see, he also situates within the textual frame, dividing, objectifying and exhibiting her as part of his fantasies, so that, furthermore, he can watch her watching herself and see her seeing him in a cruel scopophilic and fetishistic ‘game’.9

Moral’s experience of exile has been the experience of absence, in particular the loss of his original identity. In France, after his torture and departure from Paraguay, he is given a new name, Félix Moral, and thanks to plastic surgery, a new appearance. Jimena has saved his life through her love. Moral, however, suffers the loss of his biological futuricity: ‘Las picanas eléctricas y los golpes “clínicos” de los especialistas de la Secreta se habían encargado de extirpir este “don” de los dones … Tengo mala semilla’ (62). The problem is, he says repeatedly so as not to forget, that Jimena ‘anhela a esos hijos que yo no le puedo dar’ (61). In his version of sexual relations, women are superior to men for biological reasons: ‘Siempre he pensado que una mujer, por el hecho de que puede parir hijos, tiene un cierto don [just what Moral has lost] de profecia que los hombres carecemos’ (61–2). It is worth noting that the use of the word ‘don’ here seems to have the function of re-masculinizing prophecy at the same time as it is feminized. And of Jimena he says: ‘Su ardiente sensualidad, en la que su inteligencia se ha encarnado, ha concentrado todos sus deseos en el más poderoso de todos: la descendencia de su carne y de su sangre, la prolongación a través de esos retoños, de las antiguas raices familiares’ (62–3). At this sexual level of his experience of exile, Moral escapes from the problem of the futuricity that he has imposed on it (and which Jimena represents), first, towards myth and fantasy, and secondly, towards the second story (and plot), assassination.

In this first plot, the myth is that of ‘el ombligo … el cráter sin fondo del deseo donde convergen y se funden los dos sexos restableciendo la unidad originaria’ (76). Psychoanalytically recoding the biblical myth of the Fall, the myth of the navel establishes for Moral a pre-Oedipal state that is not, as in the tradition (even the psychoanalytic one), merely maternal. As the trace of the umbilical cord it marks the separation of the nourishing unity composed of (and I am paraphrasing here) the maternal breast and the little phallus. In a first moment, then, Moral’s ‘papeles’ figure a nostalgic ‘return’ to this sexual Eden: a ‘nostalgia del delicado alimento prenatal’ (79) – perhaps a cannibal fantasy too? Both Félix and Jimena are seduced by the myth and travel the world (England, Mexico, Brazil), and in doing so, configure (or map) a sort of transnational imagined community (or psycho-geography) based on the myth that, in opposition to the contemporary sexual regime – Moral characterizes it paranoically as ‘erotomanía colectiva’ (18) – also signifies, through its various representations, an alternative culture that is also traditional.

In a second moment, however, that same mythical navel becomes (and here we can see Roa Bastos’s ‘game’ with the formal elements – in this case, psychic ones – of social interaction free from everyday opacity) the central image of a fantasy of sexual horror that Félix exhibits to his privileged addressee, Jimena. The myth, the potential transnational community, the principle of hope that Jimena represents (even if only in her reading of Moral’s text, his ‘papeles’) are all ruined in Roa Bastos’s experiment and in Moral’s plot: his text is a staging as a ruining (an ‘arruinación’).

In the ‘umbilical pilgrimage’ Félix and Jimena try and see the ‘pez-útero de Set’ in Mauritania: ‘La virgen en forma de un útero humano con senos, doble ombligo y vulva’ (82–3). However, they are captured by Polisario guerrillas and imprisoned in a cave. There they discover a nest of giant spiders:


Jimena lanzó de pronto un grito de horror señalando con el dedo varias arañas muertas patas arriba. Me acerqué a ver. Sentí que la piel y los cabellos se me erizaban con el horror del grito que había exhalado Jimena. En el vientre de las peludas arañas observé dos botones como los de una protuberencia umbilical unida a una hendidura muy semejante a un orificio vulvar, unido a su vez al ano de los arácnidos … Era demasiado. El pez-útero de Set, desterrado del Edén, convertido en arañas cainitas, tataranietas oscuras del padre Adán, unidos contra nosotros después de millones de años por el cordón mbilical de la creación, del pecado y de la muerte. (84–5)



The now horrific sign of ‘el pez-útero de Set’ reappears as a sort of echo that links it to the sexual fantasy that Félix later recounts in his obsession with his postgraduate student, the ‘vampiresca’ Leda Kautner. Her mythical name immediately announces her fate as someone who will be raped, like the queen of Sparta, although in this case not by Zeus in the shape of a swan. In the story written by Moral, however, we do not know who rapes whom, although we do know who wants to kill whom:


Ella [Leda] me hacía entrar a su cuerpo con la fuerza de succión que brotaba del suyo, cada vez más poderosa. Sólo con la muerte iba a poder liberarme de esa presentación diabólica del pez-útero que habíamos buscado con Jimena en la inmensidad del Sahara, y que ahora estaba allí devorándome [that is, his ‘protuberencia’] a través de su ombligo-vagina, jadeando en un orgasmo interminable que se alimentaba de mi abstención y de mi odio. Oprimí mis dedos crispados sobre su cuello con salvaje violencia. (124)



He thinks he has killed her, but Leda escapes to hunt him down in the other ‘retorno’ he organizes to his native country, Paraguay. The umbilical myth is thus turned into a horror story, and what had been a story emplotted according to the model of nostalgic reconciliation is now revealed as horror at woman’s biological and sexual excess (a principle of futuricity according to Moral’s code) and the castration anxiety that it produces. Indeed, the myth of the navel is a fetish-story, a narrative monument that collapses under the pressure of what it negates: the future, history.10 But let us not forget either that Jimena, the privileged addressee of the story, is included within it as a character in Moral’s fantasy – one that, in her post-Moral future, she will read. Why? Perhaps so that as a reader she identifies with this primal scene that she sees, and thus also witnesses – as threat – the violence that Félix constantly negotiates in his relationship with her.

In other words, this is a story of resentment and revenge. The nostalgic ‘return’ in Moral’s first story collapses as a result of the temporal negation of the future (that produces horror), and the fear of castration that it represents in Jimena, his reader and character. Indeed, looked at in a mirror, the story might also dramatically represent the author’s own frustration with his readers, on whom he also depends so as to signify in the future (when, hopefully, like Moral, he too will be read).

It is evident that Roa Bastos’s work, especially Yo el Supremo and El sonámbulo, pose the problem of history. However, under the gaze of the melancholic, Walter Benjamin suggests, history is undone to become confused with nature, and ruined.11 Similarly, according to Niethammer, from the conservative point of view of the ideology of post-histoire he analyses, there is a:


return of culture to natural premises with a long term tendency to petrification and its resulting inclusion in the nature-death nexus … the picture that looms for theorists of posthistory is of a mortal life lived without any seriousness or struggle in the regulated boredom of a perpetual reproduction of modernity on a world scale. The problematic of posthistory is not the end of the world but the end of meaning.12



Such a problematic, I think, governs the two histories (the ‘returns’) in El fiscal: Roa Bastos dramatizes two processes of ‘ruination’, of a crisis of the future, in an exiled intellectual. Let us turn now, briefly, to the second return. What is Félix Moral returning to? First, he returns to assassinate the dictator Alfredo Stroessner, the ‘tiranosaurio’. The opportunity to do ‘eso’, the act that will give meaning to his life and reconstitute him as a subject, presents itself when he takes part in a ‘gran colloquio’ on the history and culture of Latin America organized by the Paraguayan government in which, it is announced, Stroessner will shake hands with the participants (foregrounding here the history/culture-power nexus). Armed with a ring that belonged to Jimena’s aristocratic forebears, Moral will assassinate him covertly, poisoning him with a toxic needle that he will discharge with the shake of hands: the dictator will die three days later, shrivelling to the size of an aged child. With the opportunity of doing ‘eso’, ‘el acto’, and of reinventing himself as a subject, politics as a public concern and art of the possible, as well as ‘justicia justa’, suffer a subjective, even aesthetic, interiorization. The assassination attempt fails.

Secondly, Moral goes back to the same: he surrenders to (what he sees as) stagnant Paraguayan time in which the ‘people’ as political subject devotes itself, also in his opinion, to what Etienne de la Boëtie calls ‘voluntary servitude’ (and what, in the introductory note to his novel, Roa Bastos calls ‘the monotheism of power’: the overarching theme of his trilogy of novels). I quote here from a text of Paraguayan romantic nationalist historiography – of the sort that has nourished the country’s dominant culture – El mariscal Solano López by Juan O’Leary, published originally in the early 1920s:


El mariscal López subía solemnemente la áspera cuesta de su Calvario, cargando resignado la pesada cruz de su infortunio. Marchaba en medio de su pueblo, que le seguía voluntariamente, llevando consigo a la Patria, que iba a sucumbir con él, después de agotar el sacrificio … era el fúnebre desfile de los restos de una nacionalidad hacia la muerte, en la ceremonia final de un épico holocausto.13



Moral returns to the crucifixion of Solano López14 – an ideological image that dominates the novel, and organizes the plot of his second ‘return’ – so as also to die, tortured, in its new staging, now identified too with the image of the similarly castrated dictator. He returns, furthermore, to die in the filming of this scene, according to the script that he has himself written, and which was in the process of being filmed when Félix was originally captured, tortured and exiled. Thus, Moral writes the script of his own death, and his exile in Nevers (the English pun is obvious here) barely even interrupts its filming.

In Roa Bastos’s experiment, Moral’s melancholic discourse (his political legitimation, which voids the political) captures and leads him to his death, in a quasi-suicide. Roa Bastos does not save him: rather, he includes him in the ‘nature-death’ nexus of his own making. And he thus transforms the idea of crucifixion in the same way as he transforms the ‘myth of the navel’ in the first ‘return’. But if that history is inscribed on the female body, the later one is inscribed on a male one, or rather on two of them, on the bodies of Solano López and Félix Moral that mutually reflect each other, as if in a mirror reflection, filmed without end: the hybrid image of Paraguayan conservative modernity is caught here, melancholically, in a death-simulacrum nexus.15 The castration of the two crucified bodies might lead us to consider the feminization of the body of Christ, underlining again that with the loss of the phallus the nourishing character of Christ, in which his wound might function as a breast, is emphasized.16 Here, however, the nexus ‘nature-death’ problematizes such an interpretation (in fact, this history is the story of its impossibility). Nor, of course, is there any salvation. Rather, El fiscal represents a body that is tortured and ruined, a body without a future whose subjectivity is foregrounded and displayed, only to be abolished.

Translated from the Spanish by Philip Derbyshire
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The State is a Monkey: El apando by José Revueltas


‘Querían bellos y perfectos revolucionarios, yo no conocí ninguno, hablé de los que había.’

José Revueltas

‘Los sentidos no nos dan respuesta al porqué de las cosas.’

José Revueltas



The ‘body form’

I would like to begin my interpretation of José Revueltas’s El apando (1969), written whilst the author was imprisoned in Mexico City’s infamous Lecumberri prison (now the national archive) for his participation in the events of 1968, by recalling León Rozitchner’s Los límites del individualismo burgués, mentioned in chapter 4, first published in Argentina in 1972:


La forma cuerpo es nuestra sublimable inserción en la dialéctica del proceso histórico, pero al mismo tiempo este cuerpo cultural es nuestro contenido de verdad … Así el cuerpo inviste la significación del otro – del cuerpo cultural – con la propia carne, y es la materialidad del cuerpo la que conforma el sentido del acuerdo o la congruencia sentida: su ‘lectura’ implica la metamorfosis de la carne en significación.1



Bodies, in Rozitchner’s account, are both historical and cultural forms that are defined and re-defined by the social practices and institutions they inhabit and which, most importantly (from the point of view of ‘nuestro contenido de verdad’), they also make. For Rozitchner, in other words, the social passes through and is anchored in practical, active bodies. Revueltas’s El apando is similarly intensely focused on such a ‘reading’ of the ‘forma cuerpo’ – of bodies that are in this case, as the title of the novella suggests, ‘enjaulados’: violently institutionalized and imprisoned. Indeed, the narrative barely leaves the prison at all, and so must search for its ‘contenido de verdad’ – that is, freedom – from within confinement.2 This is the dramatic narrative form of the ‘maldoblestar’ (the ‘maldoblestar’ constitutive of the ‘body form’: alienated – that is, un-free and un-true – freedom-truth) taken in Revueltas’s text.

Thus, Rozitchner’s explicitly anti-structuralist attempt to both socialize the unconscious and historicize nature through his attention to what he calls the ‘body form’ illustrates a kind of materialism that, in my view, also subtends Revueltas’s experimental text. One might even say that El apando tends towards the Feuerbachian in its refusal of any substantive opposition between nature and culture. Grounded in Marx’s dialectical humanist anthropology (as set out in a line of thought that stretches from his account of ‘alienation’ in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts to the analysis of the commodity form in the first part of Capital), Revueltas’s materialism is not a positivism, even an Engelsian one – which it rather subjects to experimentation – but, in his own words, a ‘dialectic of consciousness’ that seeks out negation. Like Rozitchner, Revueltas also resists the rise of structuralist-inspired Marxism in the 1960s and 1970s – represented principally by Althusser’s anti-humanist attempt to purge Marxism of its Feuerbachian inversion of Hegelianism – in both his philosophical and literary production, albeit in a less analytically sustained fashion.3 A work like El apando, however, arguably compensates for this with what Benjamin calls a ‘heightened graphicness’ in its re-presentation of history; for example, in those cinematic moments when montage meets writing – as if in a ‘cut’ – and endows the text – ‘esta película anterior a la banda de sonido’, writes Revueltas – with a certain indexical quality that enables it to grasp ‘the construction of history as such’.4

In this sense, I will attempt here to provide the contextual parameters for a ‘lectura’ of the damaged body of El Carajo (that is, of El Carajo’s exemplary subjection, the ‘body form’ of his ‘inserción en la dialéctica del proceso histórico’), the central character of José Revueltas’s challenging novella; and do so by way of the author’s political and philosophical thought which, in its own way, the literary text performs. Punished and scarified by a ‘geometria enajenada’5 which is psychically introjected, grovelling at the feet of the repressive state apparatus that he ultimately intends to please (that is, having ‘investido la significacion del otro [here, the prison authorities]… con la propia carne’, in Rozitchner’s words), El Carajo is nevertheless ‘free’ – as long as he is interpreted allotropically (one of Revueltas’s key terms, which I will come to below).6 Despite everything, El apando is thus not only a novella of ‘enajenación’, but also, to resort to another of Revueltas’s keywords, a novella of ‘desenajenación’. This – the search for ‘negation’, and more – is its difficult challenge, and is what makes El apando an intensely political text: it insists on freedom (much like Arguedas insists on the ayllu).

Dialéctica de la conciencia is made up of Revueltas’s last theoretical writings, and begins with ‘Apuntes para un ensayo sobre la dialéctica de la conciencia’, written in 1975 on the basis of notes produced whilst in Lecumberri prison between 1969 and 1971 (the period in which El apando was also written). According to its editors, Andrea Revueltas and Philippe Cheron, ‘Apuntes’ was ‘considerado por Revueltas como su trabajo teórico más importante’ (15). In it, Revueltas thinks through his dialectic of consciousness by way of what might be called, following Lukacs, a social ontology of labour, and uses the example of architecture – and the ‘teleological’ moment contained within it, that is, the architectonic ‘idea’ labour sets out to realize – to reflect on how ‘la conciencia arquitectónica genérica del hombre aparece enajenada en su objeto, ya que … dicho objeto se sustrae al disfrute social por medio del dominio que de tal disfrute ejerce la propiedad privada del mismo’ (31–2).7

Architecture thus becomes a form of alienated labour, in which commodified social objectification, appropriated as property, turns back on the social to both organize and dominate it. This is the philosophical content of El apando’s dramatization of a ‘geometría enajenada’: an alienated knowledge that is simultaneously an expression of human freedom and appropriated as non-freedom in its re-socialization as state domination. In this sense, El apando represents a double-alienation: the appropriation of architectural knowledge as exchange-value – what Marx terms the ‘fetishism of the commodity’, and which Revueltas applies in ‘Apuntes’ to the production of knowledge – and, this is the twist Revueltas adds in his novella, its deployment by the state as force: in other words, prison discipline as ‘geometría enajenada’. If Revueltas’s philosophical project in Dialéctica de la conciencia is thus to provide an account of the emergence of a possible critical consciousness in the midst of its alienation, his literary one is to dramatize the existence of freedom in the midst of its radical subjection.8 In other words, in El apando Revueltas dramatizes real contradiction (the apparently illogical co-existence of freedom and unfreedom).

Against development

The context for my own brief reflection on El apando is an interest in exploring the ways in which Latin American writers have engaged with the idea of ‘development’ from within the parameters of Marxist traditions of critical thought, and which El apando dramatizes in its own striking form. For example: when Mariátegui seems to parodically experiment with evolutionism in his brief history of the figure of the clown in ‘Esquema de una explicación de Chaplin’, written in 1928 whilst composing his Siete ensayos de interpretación de la realidad peruana. As we have seen in chapter 2, in such writing Mariátegui seems to move between positivism and anti-positivism, both emplotting history developmentally through stages with a view to the future, and simultaneously subverting such a logic, for example, in his recourse to ‘myth’, or in his radical appeal to an Indianized proletariat as the subject of a future of social emancipation. One might say that Mariátegui thus gives development a subalternist twist.

More recently, and similarly attempting to come to terms theoretically with Latin American experiences of uneven development, the trajectory of Ernesto Laclau’s relationship to Marxism may be read as an ‘abandonment’ fuelled by the impossibility, in his eyes, of overcoming its own Hegelian developmentalist logic. The latter has rather, in his view, been repeatedly re-inscribed – from the young Marx to Žižek – in the form of a class or economic reductionism that inhibits both political analysis and strategy. As is well known, the background to Laclau’s intellectual project of thinking the populist conditions of politics – or of ‘hegemonization’ – in his On Populist Reason lies not only in his experience of Peronism, but also in the structuralist anti-humanism of the Althusserianism he prolongs, out of Marxism, but which both Rozitchner and Revueltas resist. The problem for the latter (although only ever articulated implicitly in his commitment to the ‘early’ Marx) is that in Althusser’s attempt to think uneven development through the notions of ‘conjuncture’ and ‘structural causality’, both politics and ideology radically displace the critique of the commodity and history in their relation to experience and subjectivity. In other words, whilst Revueltas may have agreed with Laclau’s diagnosis of reductionism, his solution was radically different: he insists on and returns to the dialectic – specifically, the contradictory coexistence of freedom and un-freedom within capitalism – in Marx’s post-Hegelian version of it.9

As already pointed out, the social experience of the commodity is fundamental to Revueltas’s Dialéctica de la conciencia. Indeed, already in his ‘novela testimonial’, Los motivos de Caín, published nearly twenty years earlier in 1957, Revueltas includes a particularly intense and, in Latin American literature, singular account of the experience of commodity exchange, more precisely, of exchange value – that is, of ‘value’ in the more or less precise sense given to it by Marx in the first pages of Capital: as the social logic of abstraction that the exchange of commodities entails, and which is actualized in the money-form, the ‘universal equivalent’ that measures and orders the world of capital, its space and its time.

Jack is a deserter from the US army at the time of the Korean War. On the run, he is constantly assailed by the spectacle of commodities in shop windows. As in many of his novels, Revueltas describes the experience of commodities and money as if they had just appeared for the very first time, almost naturalistically, tainting all those who come in contact with them. Jack encounters a woman buying food in a supermarket, and the attention she pays to the process of buying disgusts him, existentially. She is, he thinks, ‘repelente y desagradable’: ‘[n]ada más ofensivo que esa fea mujer, cuya sola presencia despertaba una cólera inexplicable al mirarla ahí … la mirada voraz fija casi de un modo delirante sobre las legumbres’. Jack, who of course has no knowledge of Marx’s theory of value has, however, mistaken the woman’s interest in exchange for having been seduced by the very spectacle of commodities. The woman is in fact blind, and although she too is ignorant of Marx’s theory, she nevertheless experiences, through Revueltas’s literary re-imagining of her attentiveness, the process of abstraction that identifies different substances (and their respective, different, use-values) through their measure (and thus value) – the condition, according to Marx, of exchange:


‘La mujer seguía con expresión odiosa y ferviente el proceso interior y secreto de la balanza, donde el peso de unos coles y lechugas iba a producir el milagroso detenerse del tiempo, cuando el fiel llegara al punto transitivo en que no se movería ni más allá ni más acá de un inconcebible espacio neutro, una tierra de nadie de la gravitación universal, que ella aguardaba con todo su espíritu en tensión, sin respirar, los ojos diríase depravados a fuerza de la alucinante minucia con la que percibían el irse acumulando de la pesantez, hasta advertir la fracción de segundo en que ésta llegara al convenido límite.10



This just might be Revueltas’s own dramatization of the first sentence from Marx’s Capital (‘The wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of production prevails appears as an “immense collection of commodities”; the individual commodity appears as its elementary form’11) in which Jack’s misogynistic nausea emerges as he spies upon a blind woman in the process of sensually apprehending the ‘enigma’ that is the commodity form.

My final and perhaps most extraordinary example from this hybrid literary and political tradition to which Revueltas belongs is from the 1960s, when Che Guevara produces his own version of the figure of the ‘new man’ in ‘El socialismo y el hombre en Cuba’. Here, on the one hand, the subjective demands of foquismo – including what Ricardo Piglia has referred to as the individual and group internalization of the logic of the state of exception as norm12 – and, on the other, the perceived ‘backwardness’ of the economic infrastructure in post-revolutionary Cuba, combine to produce a figure, ‘el hombre nuevo’, who is meant to subjectively – which here means, morally – not only overcome commodification (specifically, the wage form) but also to compensate – deliberately and ‘full’ of will, so to speak – for the lack of industrial development he emerges from: an extraordinary demand and/or burden of ‘developmental’ self-overcoming and sacrifice.13 It is this combination of political and economic conditions that endows Guevara’s ‘voluntarism’ – his exemplary moral authority – with real social content.

For some, Rozitchner for example, Guevara himself, read as a kind of counter-Perón, came to embody such subjective overload, becoming Christ-like. Despite his initial enthusiasm for the Cuban Revolution, however, and the freedom it represents (he spent happy times there), Revueltas, at least from the 1950s onwards, explicitly rejects such subjective inflation in his literary representations of political militancy – much to the annoyance of the Mexican Communist Party (PCM) it must be said (since they too had their own versions of ‘el hombre nuevo’ – as modelled in Stakhanovism and ‘socialist realism’). The character of Natividad in El luto humano (1943) may be such an example, although his main function is to figure an environment bereft of communism, a fall. In contrast, El Carajo, qua ‘allotropic’ principle of freedom, rejects sacrifice, is degraded and animalized. He thus remains ‘underdeveloped’ in the Darwinian terms of the text, explicitly a not-Christ, the latter’s almost absolute negation: Revueltas refers to El Carajo as an ‘anti-Dios’. The critic Evodio Escalante rightly points out that, as his name suggests, he is in fact ‘useless’.14 Could such a social being or ‘part’, the work seems to ask, ever have (or be) a ‘part’, that is, ever be endowed with political significance beyond his apparent subservience to the police?15 The answer for Revueltas has to be ‘yes’.

Revueltas’s humanism

El apando stages the logics of ‘development’ in a very different way from these other works. Although concerned with the specificities of Mexican history and politics, and even with the question of cultural identity, as his discussion of the anti-democratic character of party political practices in México: una democracia bárbara of 1958 reveals, Revueltas shows no great interest in Mexican exceptionalism and the nationalism it symptomatically deploys as the foundation of thinking its history – indeed, he regards it as unscientific.16 From the moment he finally abandons the PCM in 1959 and helps create the Liga Leninista Espartaco, through the publication of Ensayo sobre un proletariado sin cabeza in 1962, his prison writings reflecting on the events of 1968, and beyond, to Dialéctica de la conciencia, published some years after his death in 1976, he focuses his attention on many issues, but one particular endeavour seems to insist: producing a materialist critique of alienation, critically outlining its contemporary political significance, and insisting on desenajenación as a prime revolutionary task of human emancipation.17 Mexico does not escape from this experience, nor therefore from the categories to be elaborated for its critique. This is what involves him in a concerted attack on the PCM and its version of Stalinism: it is, he insists, a ‘cabeza’ without a body – and thus, one might add, without an adequate ‘cerebro histórico’:


Tal cerebro histórico constituye … el partido proletario de clase, un cerebro, por ende, colectivo; una conciencia organizada (resultado de la previa organización de la conciencia: organización del pensar y luego el pensar organizado colectivamente) que representa el intelegir teóricamente por, para y con el proletariado.



This is exactly what the PCM has not done, in Revueltas’s view (as expressed in a series of unfortunately culturally insenstive phrases), as it succumbs to the ‘analfabetismo ideológico’ of a ‘stalinismo chichimeca, bárbaro, donde el “culto a la personalidad” se convierte en el culto a Huitzilopoztli’ – Revueltas’s version of the ‘monotheism of power’.18 If, on the one hand, Dialéctica de la conciencia philosophically restages Revueltas’s critique of the PCM as the alienated party of knowledge and consciousness outlined in his earlier Ensayo, on the other, El apando would seem to similarly dramatize such a loss of vision in its intense focalization on the figure of the disembodied ‘cabeza’. Indeed, the novella begins with one (belonging to the ‘apandado’ Polonio), and its perspective:


La cabeza hábil y cuidadosamente recostada sobre la oreja izquierda, encima de la plancha horizontal que servía para cerrar el angosto postigo, Polonio los miraba desde lo alto con el ojo derecho clavado hacia la nariz en tajante línea oblicua … aquella cabeza que no podía disponer sino de un solo ojo para mirarlos, la cabeza sobre la charola de Salomé, fuera del postigo, la cabeza parlante de las ferias, desprendida del tronco – igual que en las ferias, la cabeza que adivina el porvenir y declama versos, la cabeza del Bautista, sólo que aquí horizontal, recostada sobre la oreja (11–12)



In El apando Revueltas inserts the ‘cabeza’ into a particularly twisted economy of vision that is dominated by the disciplinary perspective inscribed into prison architecture (alienated consciousness objectified), and to which the ‘apandados’ – including El Carajo – respond from the ‘postigo’ as best they can. The political image of the ‘headless’ proletariat – the product of Revueltas’s critical reflections on Mexican communism – thus reappears transformed in his novella in another – literary – form.

Revueltas’s resistance to militant heroism is not the product of an anti-Guevarism as such – although he shares the New Left (and ‘guerrilla’ organizations’) critique of Latin American Communist parties, I have no knowledge of his views of contemporary guerrilla warfare as such – but rather, amongst other reasons, of past PCM criticisms of his own literary practice – specifically, of Los dias terrenales (1949) – in the early 1950s, to which he later responds with the words used in my epigraph above (under pressure from the PCM he had, previously, taken his novel out of circulation). A key theme of both Ensayo sobre un proletariado sin cabeza and Dialéctica de la conciencia is the idea that the proletariat should not become the fetishized ‘gods’ of a new regime as a means of consolidating state power over them, as in the USSR and China, but the means for the rediscovery of ‘el hombre’ [sic] – ‘por haberse perdido a si mismo … en el proletariado’, he says, quoting the words of Marx (from The Holy Family) – through their own self destruction qua products of capitalist exploitation and accumulation. From Marxism, Revueltas derives a politics ‘without gods’ (or Christs – including the inflated revolutionary ethos of guerrilla heroes in the ‘hombre nuevo’ style) (40–1).19 In his view, the proletariat were rather the historical agents of human emancipation (that is, of their own freedom and that of others). This is Revueltas’s revolutionary humanism.

Thus, rather than scanning El apando for militancy, should readers look to discover there this ‘lost hombre’ – for example, in El Carajo? Indeed, many of the ideas and motifs developed by Revueltas in the 1960s are dramatized in his literature, especially in El apando. In this sense, what arguably makes Revueltas such a singular writer is his actual artistic deployment of Marxism and communism, their history, languages and traditions, as material and means of literary composition. Which means that El apando’s prison narrative may be read, not only as an allegory of the nation or city, as Revueltas and others have suggested (indeed, the notes to Dialéctica de la conciencia contain a brief sketch of an essay by Revueltas on the city which seems to develop out of the ‘geometría enajenada’ of El apando20), but as part of this overall critique of capitalist alienation and Stalinism and its ‘parts’ in Mexico. This does not mean, however, that the ‘apando’ (the prison punishment cell from whose perspective the story is told, as if from a dark projection room or camera obscura) represents the PCM, or that the invisible prison authorities represent party bureaucracies, but rather that he has used his experiences of the PCM and other organizations as artistic material for the production of his fiction of ‘development’, ‘alienation’ and state authority.21

This relationship between art and politics, moreover, constitutes the text’s own working through of the dialectic of literary autonomy and dependence with regards to the political – mirroring in its turn, perhaps, a shift in Revueltas’s own economically impoverished life from one important social institution, the political party, via prison, to another, the university.22 That is, El apando constitutes another important inflection in Revueltas’s own authorial ‘maldoblestar’ over time, as it is inscribed in his work – via his repeated experience of prison – from his first novel, Los muros de agua (1941), to one of his last short stories, ‘Hegel y yo’ (1973) as it constantly revises and negotiates the relation – autonomy and dependence – it establishes with regards to both the PRI state and official communism.

Allotropisms

Let us now return to El apando and put some ‘flesh’ on these contextual and theoretical bones.


Estaban presos ahí los monos, nada menos que ellos, mona y mono; bien, mono y mono, los dos, en su jaula … detenidos pero en movimiento, atrapados por la escala zoológica … dentro de su ir y venir sin amaestramiento, natural, sin embargo fijo, que no acertaba a dar el paso que pudiera hacerlos salir de la interespecie donde se movían, caminaban, copulaban, crueles y sin memoria … jodidos. (11)



Mediated by alienation, the figure of ‘development’ in El apando takes the quasi-Darwinian form of an evolutionary regress (rather than progress), and this is the case both phylogenetically, at the level of the species (as above, with the ‘monos’), as well as ontogenetically, at the level of the individual. But how does alienation, which here is intellectual and political – Revueltas ‘adapting’ Marx’s focus on labour, the commodity and private property – impinge on ‘development’? This is Revueltas in Dialéctica de la conciencia, which he begins to write whilst completing El apando in Lecumberri:


la enajenación social de la conciencia arquitectonica se revierte como negación de su propia riqueza, convirtiéndola en penuria … el carácter compulsivo del extranamiento que [the human being] sufre, no solo no desaparece con el desarrollo de la sociedad, sino que se acentúa y llega a tomar sus formas antihumanas mas perfectas y radicales, por ejemplo en esa penuria suprema que es la cárcel, grado máximo de la enajenación de la conciencia arquitectónica … la cárcel es y ha sido siempre una cárcel política – inserta en la polis enajenada (36–7)



A double alienation then: the state is an alienated social form that alienates, producing species-regression: the state is a monkey. As the functionaries of an intellectual power appropriated and re-articulated by the state, the ‘monos’ also experience the loss of spiritual freedom that defines humanity (‘conciencia’), and are under- or de-developed, so to speak, reduced to an ‘interespecie’ and stuck in permanent transition. So, Revueltas dramatically performs the language of Marx’s Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts (passing them through the latter’s later well-known desire to emulate Darwin?). Of course, the prisoners do not escape the harsh lines of the state’s ‘geometría’ that cuts into, and orders, the closed environment to which they must adapt and struggle for their existence – and which provides them (and us as we read) with perspective: its order of lines traces a visual order connecting panopticon to ‘apando’-view in a vicious circle (spatial order becomes visual order: an order of, and in, ‘la conciencia’).

Here again is the space of forced regression the narrative crosses, and which imposes itself in the end as Polonio’s drugs plot collapses (due to El Carajo’s betrayal):


La cuestión era introducirlos [the long iron tubes], tubo por tubo, entre los barrotes … en un diabólico sucederse de mutilaciones del espacio, triángulos, trapecios, paralelas, segmentos oblicuos o perpendiculares, líneas y más líneas … hasta impedir cualquier movimiento de los gladiadores [the struggling Polonio and Albino] y dejarlos crucificados sobre el esquema monstruoso de esta gigantesca derrota de la libertad a manos de la geometría’ (54–5)



As knowledge returns as alienated power it turns and forces evolutionary ‘progress’ back, in a Darwinian nightmare of regression. The environment has effects: a ‘forma cuerpo’ characterized by a process of de-sublimation. This produces what the narrator refers to as an ‘arqueología de las pasiones’ (30), a new polymorphous circulation of desire that de-individuates and re-sexualizes and which Albino’s girlfriend Meche experiences on being invasively body-searched (the term used is, disturbingly, the ‘dedo de Dios’ – the paradigmatic alienated form) on entering the prison, but which she ‘no podía formular de un modo coherente y lógico, ni con palabras ni con pensamientos, lo que le pasaba, el género de este acontecer’ (28). The subjective invasion produces a kind of re-‘naturing’, as she is caught and undone in a ‘red subterránea de comunicaciones y significaciones’ characterized by a new re-territorialized connectivity that violently realigns objects and partial objects; subjects and partial subjects.

Another key connection that keeps this environment closed and ticking over is commodity exchange, money and drugs, establishing relations – a loop – between the prisoners and the outside, but in which the latter is merely the functional extension of the inside (a ‘constitutive outside’). The prison has an economy: ‘billetes de mono’. Drugs brought in by the female visitors – girlfriends and, now, mothers (El Carajo’s mother) – are sold, and the money used to bribe the guards (and thus supplement their income): another vicious, but pleasurable, drugs-money circle. El Carajo is subject to all these economies: political, libidinal and monetary. He is broken and abject, already, in his ripped-up flesh, the ‘harapo sanguiñolento’ to which Polonio and Albino are later reduced: ‘valía un reverendo carajo …, con su ojo tuerto, la pierna tullida y los temblores con que se arrastraba de aquí para allá, sin dignidad …’ and, ‘abandonado hasta lo último, hundido, siempre en el límite, sin importarle nada de su persona, de ese cuerpo que parecía no pertenecerle …’ but (and here there is a crucial shift): ‘del que disfrutaba … apropiándoselo encarnizadamente, con el más apremiante y ansioso de los fervores, cuando lograba poseerlo, meterse en él, acostarse en su abismo, al fondo, inundado de una felicidad viscosa y tibia’ (15–16).

All this translates into a contradictory and ambivalent psychic formation, symptomatized, on the one hand, by bloody acts of self-mutilation and degradation – ‘ríos de sangre’ – that provokes further entropic reduction and regression (the state turning all to shit, as in Asturias’s El Señor Presidente), and, on the other, a pathological love-hate relationship with his mother, from whom he wants violent separation, to negate in the fantasy-form of a re-birth (hence the comparisons of apando and uterus). This ambivalent duality – Carajo’s own Oedipal dynamic of autonomy and dependence with regards to the prison authorities and his mother – is presented in the following image of his cut-up arms, the lines of state technics (freedom transformed into its opposite) written into his ‘carne’, ‘cada vez que estaba en el apando’ (the writing of the state, its terrible archive): ‘los antebrazos cubiertos de cicatrices escalonadas una tras de otra igual que en el diapasón de una guitarra, como si estuviera desesperado en absoluto’ (15). But does this, El Carajo’s own terrible writing, also signal a re-appropriation of the geometry of power as it reaches the outer-limits (his body) on which it leans (‘siempre en el límite’) and turns: a moment of freedom in repetition in the fragile image of a guitar? If so, it echoes another such prison ‘writing’, also ambiguous, that suddenly appears unannounced as the ‘apandados’ await the arrival of the women and the drugs and a ray of sun momentarily hits the cell floor through the prison bars (or state lines). Polonio blows cigarette smoke into the light, producing:


el desorden arrollador de las grupas, los belfos, las patas, las nubes, los arreos y el tumulto de su caballería, encimándose y revolviéndose en la lucha cuerpo a cuerpo de sus propios volúmenes cambiantes y pausados, para enseguida, poco a poco, a merced del aire inmovil, integrarse con leve y sutil cadencia en una quietud horizontal, a semejanza de la revista victoriosa de diversas formaciones militares después de una batalla. Aquí el movimiento transfería sus formas a la ondulada escritura de otros ritmos y las lentísimas espirales se conservaban largamente en su instantánea condición de ídolos borrachos y estatuas sorprendidas (35–6)



A long passage, but one which in combining images of military spectacle with an ‘ondulada escritura’ that escapes the shape of state architecture, again suggests a moment of self-valorization that, because uncontainable, transcends (or is it, subtends?) alienation and the ‘geometría del poder’ immanently. It is also an echo of Dialéctica de la conciencia when it evokes the founding moment of creative freedom to be found in ‘el trabajo humano’, its ‘primer humo’ in Revueltas’s words there.23 Of course, the passage also suggests, specularly, the production of the novella itself, its writing, and perhaps, a now more problematic identification of freedom and art, that is, of its autonomy (which, perhaps, was all Revueltas had at the time).

El Carajo eventually betrays his fellow prisoners and plotters – who, having taken advantage of his mother as mule, had planned to kill him anyway – and he rats on his mother in an act of re-birth, telling the ‘oficial’ the whereabouts of the drugs: they are inside his mother (where he had once been!) – another act of negation and self-fashioning that somewhat like the symbolic order’s cut in the Real, according to Lacan, here produces (in Carajo) autonomy vis-á-vis nature and dependence vis-á-vis society, both.24

In his Dialéctica de la conciencia Revueltas calls such an act of negation ‘allotropic negation’, contrasting it with Engels’s dialectical ‘negation of the negation’. An allotropic negation is a negation that produces a change of form without a change in content, and Revueltas invents it to describe repressive Stalinist states. So, perhaps El Carajo’s gesture is also allotropic, transforming, but also securing state power. Nevertheless, in El apando allotropism, originally a chemical term, and deployed by D. H. Lawrence to suggest a more ‘creative evolution’ – a sort of Nietzschean ‘differential affirmation’ rather than dialectical negation25 – might also be read in reverse, taking another turn (an allo-trope) in and against ‘development’, since it is all the freedom there is, re-installing consciousness back into sensuous nature in its actualization. In this sense, betrayal becomes El Carajo’s subalternist act of freedom. El Carajo’s mother, however, remains, and asks: ‘¡Mijo! ¿On ta mijo?… ¿On ta, on ta?’

In parallel with the ‘allotropic negation’ set out by Revueltas in Dialéctica de la conciencia philosophically to describe a mere change of political form, that is, an ‘allotropism from above’ that imposes the rule of a proletariat that, fetishistically, has been transformed into ‘gods’ (freedom curtailed), Revueltas thus also produces a dramatized literary reflection on allotropism in El apando, one in which may be discovered its dialectical opposite: an affirmative ‘allotropism from below’ in which the ‘hombre’ [sic] – that has been ‘perdido … en el proletariado’, in Marx’s words – makes a conscious demand: for a ‘conciencia’ or ‘cerebro histórico’ adequate to the task of thinking its emancipation. From Revueltas’s literary perspective, the body form that supposedly represents the most underdeveloped takes yet ‘another turn’, back and against the supposedly most developed: ‘¿On ta, on ta?’ El Carajo’s mother’s final question (which is also Revueltas’s) still speaks to us today.
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Porno-Revolution: El fiord and the Eva-Peronist State


‘Y así emprendimos el camino: alegres y felices en medio de la lucha’.

Eva Perón



How to interpret Osvaldo Lamborghini’s shocking work El fiord, a paradigmatic example of what Alan Pauls has called the tradition of ‘snuff-stories’ in Argentine literature?1 Perhaps Silvia Segal has provided us with a clue in her Intelectuales y poder en la década del sesenta. According to Segal, in the decade between 1955 and 1966, that is, between the overthrow of Peronism by the military in the so-called ‘Revolución Libertadora’ and the establishment of a military dictatorship with a project of social transformation and rule known as the ‘Revolución Argentina’, the Argentine state ‘invadido por la sociedad, no fue mucho más que la escena donde se enfrentaban los intereses de clase y de grupos sociales’. With the prohibition of Peronism, she writes, the state had been ‘deprovisto de razón de Estado’.2

From this point of view, after the military coup of 1955 the state had not only become unjust, but its apparatus had also become an empty theatrical shell. If the Peronist state was a Bonapartist state, characterized by its relative autonomy from contending classes and highly efficient mediatory capabilities, as is argued by Ernesto Laclau, after the ‘Revolución Libertadora’ the state had lost this ability to mediate all interests. It had also become detached from its mass base amongst the organized trade union movement that had endowed the regime with its particular legitimacy. Thus, again in Laclau’s terms, its popular democratic content had been lost too.3 Apparently unanchored, in other words, the bourgeois Argentine state had become available as an object of political desire, for either possible occupation and/or smashing. ‘Revolution’ was in the air. The 1960s had begun.4

I would like to suggest here that Lamborghini’s porno-novella El fiord emerges from and reflects upon this political crisis to constitute a literary (and sexual) assault on the Argentine state, an occupation of this empty apparatus, now becomes a stage and, perhaps, even a mirror. Written between October 1966 and March 1967 (and published in 1969, the year of the ‘Cordobazo’), the narrative constitutes – in competition with the military coups of 1956 and 1966 – not a demand for Peronist justice, but a pornographic assault on this scene, a re-occupation of the space of the state by a particular Peronist ‘unreason’; in other words, a kind of perverse, cruel theatre that enacts yet another Argentine Revolution, not a Proletarian Revolution but a porno-Revolution that, through sacrifice, reinstalls Peronist law: ‘The General is dead! Long live the General!’ This is where the text becomes a mirror. For El fiord, in my view, also demands to be read as an allegorical rendering of the emergence of an ‘izquierda nacional’ associated with the leftward, socialistic transformation undergone by Peronism in resistance between 1955 and 1966, the emergence of a possible alternative to Peronism within the trade union movement (‘Vandorismo’), as well as prefiguring future changes right into the 1970s (and the origins of the left-Peronist urban guerrilla force, the Montoneros).

It is not only the general that matters, however, but his plebeian counterpart and by now dead wife, Eva Perón, that formidable state icon: ‘Evita, que está a su lado mientras Perón habla … figura femenina y cobijante – mujer pero no madre – dramatiza y escenifica ahora para los demás el drama de Perón’, writes León Rozitchner.5 Lamborghini’s disruptive fantasy, meanwhile, will involve making an abjected mother of this woman who here, in another kind of revolution, gives birth to a ‘chico de mierda’ (24). El fiord, as we shall see, not only intervenes in the political sphere, it does so via the institutions of literature and psychoanalysis. And crucially, it is the figure of Eva Perón, her image as a woman of the state, which grounds and centres the languages of Lamborghini’s violently illuminating reflection.

Like Rozitchner and Lamborghini, I am also interested in the particular configuration of Evita’s being at General Peron’s side (‘a su lado’) – ‘happy and joyful in the midst of battle’, in her own words – and the form of her attachment to the Peronist machine. As is well known, for Hegel the state was the concrete realization of Reason (as Freedom), whilst for Weber it was characterized by its monopoly of the legitimate use of violence and for being the institutional form taken by a new universal class, the bureaucracy. Amongst other of their formulations, for Marx and Engels the state was the political form of the social, the means through which ‘a ruling class assert[ed] their common interests’ and constituted itself. For Lenin, more than anything else, the state was experienced as a special body of armed men (dictatorship) in the service of class domination, as it continued to be for the early Althusser. Following in the footsteps of Gramsci’s concept of ‘hegemony’ (rule through the fabrication of consent, backed by coercion), he subsequently stressed the interpellative power of the law in the constitution of illusory subjectivities, the words of the state qua semiotic machine. And, as Laclau and Emilio de Ipola have established, although they have very little to say about the state as such, it is clear that the Peronist regime was also a considerable semiotic regime, articulating and re-articulating, connecting and reconnecting, social forces around a core set of popular interpellations.6

But what happens when we place the body of an ‘unarmed’ woman – and mediocre starlet – into this complex political space, more concretely, the authoritarian liberal sphere that since 1930 in Argentina was fundamentally anti-democratic and exclusionary (rather than hegemonic), culturally wedded to conventional ideas of literacy and ‘the literary’ and their civilizing values (rather than the culture industries), and rigorously codified as male? The body of Eva Perón, for example: now a woman-of-the-state.

The appearance of Eva Perón was to be a crucial event – perhaps even in Badiou’s sense of the word7 – in the history of Argentine political culture. Dead or alive, her body (-politic) and spectral memory came to symbolize not only the potential operation of a democratizing, hegemonic incorporation of the working class and women into a modern and corporativist Argentina but also, at least for some, the potential overthrow of the Liberal state. Thus, for Peronism, Eva Perón embodied the difficult and contradictory process of simultaneous political mobilization and containment. Like the processes of cultural massification she also represented, however, Evita was unacceptable to the ruling power bloc – including the dominant Liberal cultural elites – for whom she became something like symptomatic excess.

Literature

Ressentiment, fascination, violence and desire. From Jorge Luis Borges and Adolfo Bioy Casares’s ‘La fiesta del monstruo’, written under the pseudonym of Honorio Bustos Domecq in the mid-1940s, the same time as Julio Cortázar’s ‘Casa tomada’, and Borges’s own ‘Simulacro’ of the 1950s, through Rodolfo Walsh’s ‘Esa mujer’ and Lamborghini’s El fiord in the 1960s, Manuel Puig’s work of the 1960s and 1970s from La traición de Rita Hayworth to Pubis angelical, and Néstor Perlongher’s brilliant short story ‘Evita vive’ in the 1980s, to Tomás Eloy Martinez’s Peronist diptych, completed with his perverse compilation of Eva-Peronist desires, symptoms and pathologies in Santa Evita in the 1990s: in the face of a relative lack of attention in the political and social scientific analysis of Peronism (including Laclau’s own now classic essay on populism and even Rozitchner’s psychoanalytic approach in which, in the end, Eva Perón merely functions as a key to interpreting her husband, the general), this woman and her particular cultural effects have been the object of important literary scrutiny. One might even say that this series of texts constitutes something like Peronism’s literary unconscious. I have taken and adapted this term from Walter Benjamin who, as we have seen, in his ‘A Small History of Photography’ talks of an optical unconscious as follows:


For it is another nature that speaks to the camera than to the eye: other in the sense that a space informed by the human consciousness gives way to a space informed by the unconscious … Photography, with its devices of slow motion and enlargement, reveals the secret. It is through photography that we first discover the existence of this optical unconscious.8



Unlike Benjamin’s notion, however, this ‘literary unconscious’ has no real positive content, it does not reveal ‘secrets’ as such, but rather probes those practices and desires left aside by the social sciences with the work of an imagination unencumbered by their particular forms of self-legitimation. Paradoxically, however, what the Peronist literary unconscious in fact reveals is an optical unconscious of a sort – which is not photographic, but audio-visual, cinematic – active in the spectacular constitution of Peronism as a simultaneously political and cultural formation, an optical unconscious, in other words, focused on Eva Perón, her appearance, bodily gestures and her voice.9

The state and culture, hegemony and audio-visual spectacle: ‘politics … render[ed] aesthetic’, in Benjamin’s words.10 From the point of view of Eva Perón, the Peronist state may be approached as a peculiar combination of tactics and entertainment, in which, on the one hand, the military institution met a working class in the process of (Peronist) re-organization and, on the other, the exercise of state power passed through the formats of the culture industries. In hindsight, a key role played by Eva Perón in this context was that she made of the state a particularly tactile and affective experience: first, as both still and moving image, she constituted the image horizon of Peronism, a focus point of political needs and desires; secondly, as she touched the poor and sick – and showered them with gifts at public functions, or when she toured the country, or received visits in her office (at which there were always long queues) – she transformed rights which had been struggled for by the local anarchist, communist and socialist movements into personalized acts of charity; and thirdly, as she spoke, either at the huge gatherings of Peronist support packing Plaza de Mayo square outside the Casa Rosada in Buenos Aires or over the airwaves, where her crackling public voice was socialized, linking executive to living room and kitchen. Her recorded voice became available on record too. And, as we shall see below, after her death and the military coup of 1955 when Peronism was prohibited, the sounds of Eva Perón – her voice and the voicing of her name – became a powerful means of literary production.11 In this regard, one of the key moments of the history of radio broadcasting in Argentina is surely the moment programmes were interrupted to announce her death on 25 July 1952: ‘The Sub-Secretariat of Information has the painful duty of informing the public that at eight twenty-five Eva Perón, the Spiritual Leader of the Nation, passed into immortality.’ With Eva Perón, dead or alive, the state ‘hailed’, as Althusser might have said, produced and disseminated emotions through mechanically enhanced sound, gathering them up to be directed statewards. In other words, with Eva Perón, subjective feelings became organizing hegemonic forces, that is, political affects.12

At this point, I would like to turn to El fiord. How does Lamborghini’s work of literature negotiate its relation to the political context it reflects upon, and in so doing constitute its own legitimacy as fiction? At one level, like Walsh’s short story ‘Esa mujer’, by erasing the names of those it refers to – for they had been prohibited after the coup of 1955 – whilst, however, holding on to their traces in the form, for example, of initials and sounds.13 As César Aira says in his introduction to the text:


Las interpretaciones que se han tejido alrededor de El fiord … no hacen más que destacar su densidad literaria, su calidad de ininterpretable. Pero las claves para una interpretación son muy visibles, casi demasiado. Están esas iniciales puntuando la narración: la CGT que da a luz a ATV, Augusto Timoteo Vandor, el líder sindical que se rebeló contra Perón … pero este último parecería ser ‘el loco Rodríguez’, y aquí las iniciales no corresponden a nada, y por otro lado Sebastián (Sebas) alude a las “bases” por otro procedimiento linguístico (11)



Transparency and opacity, both. And the names themselves contribute to this ambiguous referentiality with their sound: Carla Greta Terón (CGT) – who Aira forgets to mention. The point is precisely to have it both ways, to refer and to not refer. The story thus marks out its own imaginative terrain in-between political history and fiction so as to exhibit their difference: it is not quite referring to the figure of Eva Perón, who nevertheless, leaves her phonetic trace. But the sound of T/Perón is also the sound of the state as it ‘touches’ the social, configuring Peronist emotion as affect and producing the Peronist ‘people’.14 El fiord calls up this political reality – the emotional space of the state – so as to then proceed to sexually assault it in an effort, from this point of view, of literary autonomy (to impose literary law). In Lamborghini’s text, paradoxically, sexual erasure is a form of violent literariness: the ‘pen’ as ‘sword’, but ‘literary sword’. The sounds of not-quite-naming thus become a means of literary production by which the text negotiates and reveals the dialectic of its autonomy and dependence: the violence of its literary words being the sign of both. El fiord, a ‘snuff-story’, thus becomes part of the political history of Argentine literature since the Gauchesque as told by Josefina Ludmer: if literature became autonomous from the political with the constitution of the nation state in 1880,15 it was an autonomy (or a dependence) that was to be negotiated in each and every text, sometimes very violently indeed. In these texts – from Ascasubi’s ‘La refalosa’ to Lamborghini’s own Sebregondi retrocede – we see war machines in action, operating violently on the margins and within the fissures of the law, breaking the law (all the better to maintain it).

With El fiord, the literature on Eva Perón mentioned above – Peronism’s literary unconscious – meets and cuts across the tradition of the ‘snuff-story’, entering it, as Alan Pauls points out, through one of its classical texts, Jorge Luis Borges and Adolfo Bioy Casares’s ‘La fiesta del monstruo’.16 El fiord ends as follows, parodying the hollowness of leftist Peronism and bringing the Borges-Casares text humorously up to date:


Las inscripciones luminosas arrojaban esporádica luz sobre nuestros rostros. ‘No Seremos Nunca Carne Bolchevique Dios Patria Hogar’. ‘Dos, Tres Vietnam’. ‘Perón Es Revolución’. ‘Solidaridad Activa Con Las Guerrillas’. ‘Por Un Ampliofrente Propaz’. Alcira Fafó fumaba el clásico cigarrillo de sobre mesa y disfrutaba. Hacía coincidir sus bocanadas de humo con los huecos de las letras, que eran de mil colores. Me lo agarró al entrañable Sebas [‘las bases’] de una oreja y lo derrumbó bajo el peso de la bandera. Yo le ayudé a incrustarle el mástil en el escuálido hombro: para él era un honor, después de todo. Así, salimos en manifestación. (33–4)



If Borges and Bioy Casares’s text actively de-carnivalizes the perceived culture of Peronism, making it obscene, then Lamborghini’s remains obscene (that is, off-scene), from where it re-carnivalizes Peronism (as well as the story written by Borges and Bioy Casares) as pornography.17 For Lamborghini, ‘la fiesta del monstruo’ is a ‘fiestonga de garchar … y comer’ (21), apparently celebrating the arrival of the ‘chico de mierda’. Literary autonomy may be constitutively anti-political; this does not mean, however, that any given work, like El fiord, is devoid of politics.

Porno-and-Melo-dramatic Politics

In El fiord, Eva Perón is summoned up and transformed, firstly into a mother in painful labour and, secondly, into the sexualized embodiment of organized labour: Carla Greta Terón, the CGT, a key state apparatus and worker institution, during the Peronist regime and after. In my view Lamborghini’s text illuminates, mobilizes and experiments with a key cultural dimension of Peronism: as a woman of the state, Eva Perón is the product of a particular hybridization in which the logics of political representation and command fold into the logics of the culture industry and the sentimentally eroticized formats of melodrama.18 This makes of the state a peculiar kind of stage – the site now of intense desiring production – and of Eva Perón a peculiar kind of fetish. In other words, Evita’s aura is a post-auratic, mechanical, aura, a mediascape, endowing her with the tantalizing presence of a star and commodity. Contemplation before the art object has here become fascination structured by the monumental political spectacle of the public square, heads slightly tilted upwards and eyes cathected on the balcony on which she stands and speaks.

It is well known that Eva Perón moved across this political stage in a variety of guises, generating a multiplicity of conflicting needs and desires, even fascinating her enemies – like Borges in the above mentioned ‘Simulacro’, who, despite his patronizing conservatism, and echoing D. F. Sarmiento in Facundo. Civilización y barbarie, hits the nail on its fetishistic head:


El enlutado no era Perón y la muñeca rubia no era Eva Duarte, pero tampoco Perón era Perón ni Eva era Eva sino desconocidos o anónimos (cuyo nombre secreto y cuyo rostro verdadero ignoramos) que figuraron, para el crédulo amor de los arrabales, una crasa mitología.19



As Sebreli has pointed out, Eva was alternatively the Actress, Cindarella, First Lady, Comrade, Martyr, Saint, and embalmed monument, mobilizing and demobilizing within an elastic political horizon of expectations: ‘¡Está parada! … La enterré parada, como Facundo, ¡porque era un macho!’ screams the colonel in Walsh’s ‘Esa mujer’,20 and in doing so reveals another guise into which Eva Perón has been scripted and tamed: the phallic woman. But it also shows a form of political fetishism at work that is crucial, an anxiety at the fact that Evita is perceived as embodying forces that have completely transformed the Argentine political field: the working class, recognized and legitimized as a political subject by Peronism, and women, also enfranchised by Peronism.

What could be more barbaric, a female Facundo! She must be contained; she must be masculinized. And after her slow-motion death, necessary, we have been told by countless hagiographies, for the production of a martyr, is this not what Peronism and Evita’s embalmment is all about: where she, upright and monumental, contains the forces she mobilized.

This, then, is my version of ‘politics … render[ed] aesthetic’, in Benjamin’s words, the state apparatus becomes theatre, soon to be emptied out by one so-called ‘Revolution’ and reoccupied by another: Lamborghini’s narrative. So, to the above roles taken on by Eva Duarte, another can be added, that of CGT, the female lead in a porno-puppet show called El fiord. The Peronist effect: a state structured by fetishism arises from the aesthetic subalternization of workers and women, their deployment and, most importantly, their containment. Peronist state fetishism, in other words, has a social – class – content that, moreover, is gendered; and (dangerously) sexualized, if the texts that constitute the Eva-Peronist literary series are anything to go by.21

‘The melodramatic body’, writes Peter Brooks, ‘is a body seized by meaning.’ Tom Gunning adds that ‘melodrama might best be seen as a dialectical interaction between moral significance and an excess aimed precisely at non-cognitive affects, thrills, sensations, and strong affective attraction’.22 Peronism was a politics of intensities and emotions, in which love figured large in the discourse of Eva as it was circulated, accompanying her image as both propaganda in newspapers and newsreels and pedagogy in schools. As can be read in her autobiography (in fact a script, ghosted by someone else):


Sí, soy peronista, fanáticamente peronista … Pero no sabría decir qué amo más: si a Perón o a su causa; que para mí, todo es una sola cosa, todo un solo amor; y cuando digo en mis discursos y en mis conversaciones que la causa de Perón es la causa del pueblo, y que Perón es la Patria y es el pueblo, no hago sino dar la prueba de que todo, en mi vida, está sellado por un solo amor.23



It is not difficult to see in such statements, in which the work of hegemony becomes a work of love, the translation of the public language of patriotic virtue and citizenship into the language of magazine romances, the ‘radioteatro’ and Hollywood cinema – all beginning to impose their ‘mass’ presence in Argentina during the 1930s and 1940s. In Evita’s discourse the body-politic (the nation) is constituted by a love that, in the first instance, is familial. In the view of Carlos Monsiváis, melodrama is a secular form of catechism, offering up to its public stories of how to negotiate desire (forbidden love) and adapt to conventional morality and family structures.24 For the most part, therefore, they are stories of disruption and constraint, of control, in which desire is sutured to institution (family and nation) through love. On the one hand, Eva Perón appears to mobilize an increasingly powerful working class whilst, on the other, her image and words disseminate a love story that pedagogically matches subjects – newly enfranchised women, and men – to authoritarian state structures headed and organized by General Perón.

It is precisely in this space of affective interpellation in which the Eva-Peronist literary series works, revealing determinations and connections for the most part ignored by the social and political sciences. El fiord, in particular, leans on melodramatic feeling so as to pornographize it, transforming the patriotic discourse of Peronist and family love into symptomatically violent and sexual excess. Similarly, Manuel Puig also makes this dimension of power-knowledge in melodramatic representations of romantic love the central concern of his novels. In Pubis angelical, for example, the conflicts between Peronisms of the Left and Right are inscribed into a triptych of stories concerned with the authoritarian surveillance of women and the fear of female sexuality and knowledge, specifically, the female gaze. The story about the actor ‘Ama’, the most beautiful woman in the world imprisoned and spied upon by her husband, foregrounds this power-love nexus by resorting to a very simple (and seemingly Hegelian) device: ‘Ama’ and ‘Amo’, the names of the couple, translate as ‘Mistress’ and ‘Master’ and simultaneously as (s/he) loves and (I) love – meaning that, here at least, the names of the couple signify both a love and a property relation in which power speaks love and love speaks power. Thus, at the beginning of the novel, ‘Ama’ awakens from a nightmare on her wedding night to find the following note from her ‘Amo’:


Querida: mis negocios me reclaman, no te advertí porque entonces me habrías convencido de quedarme. Te narcoticé porque no me habría atrevido a hacerte lo que te hice si tus ojos me hubiesen estado observando. ¡Tu belleza me intimida tanto! Temía que me paralizase, por eso no podía aceptar al mismo tiempo el reto de tu inteligencia, tan sobrenatural como tu cuerpo. A tus pies, tu esposo.25



In the context of Eva-Peronism, both Puig’s and Lamborghini’s texts may be interpreted, not merely as an assault on ‘cursilería’ (‘corniness’), but as a kind of literary critique of sentimental reason.

There is something carnivalesque about El fiord’s violent representation of sexuality in which physical assault generates sexual desire and vice versa. As the violent image of CGT giving birth to Atilio Tancredo Vacán, the ‘chico de mierda’, suggests, the plot also functions through the de-differentiation of bodily orifices and the physical pleasures and processes associated with them. The self-possessed and well-administered bourgeois body is transgressed at the same time as it re-enacts the Hegelian drama of master and slave in the form of a sadomasochist coupling – the whip-wielding Loco Rodríguez and Sebas – in which it is not quite clear who dominates whom. Bodies become puppet-like; or, cartoon characters (like in Mario de Andrade’s Macunaíma, for example), improper names for which sexual coupling = thrashing = laughter and enjoyment. Domination imposed, is fervently desired. This, if you like, is the carnivalesque ‘fiestonga de garchar’. However, revolution is also in the air at the time of El fiord’s composition, and in the text’s intentionality as I have described it – as an assault on the state. Lamborghini’s allegory has literally put into narrative the metaphor of a society giving birth to the future found, for example, in Marx’s Capital: ‘Force is the midwife of every old society which is pregnant with a new one.’26 He takes Marx at his word, and in a context in which ‘Revolution’ has become an ‘empty signifier’ – that is, what Laclau calls the ‘locus of equivalential effects’ – Lamborghini joins in and appropriates it too. It is not clear, however, that he is at all interested in hegemony, like Laclau, or intent on ‘filling’ this void (at least not in the way Laclau proposes).27

CGT has given birth to Vacán, and whilst the Loco Rodríguez occupies himself with his son, his ‘porongo’ and his ‘látigo’, the narrator and ‘maestro de ceremonias’ of this circus kidnaps CGT for his own sexual purposes:


Yo me postré a sus pies y le besé las mantecosas rodillas. Empuñé mi miembro … Copulamos … y nos echamos el segundo. Perfecto. Qué lindos pechos los de Carla Greta Terón. Se los remamé hasta de leche materna empacharme … Y cuando entré al comedor empujando la cama [for this is a dining-room and bedroom farce], yo, yo era otro. (28)



The nurturing body of CGT is a dangerous one – the embodiment of labour nurturing labour – as was the dead embalmed body of ‘esa mujer’ in Walsh’s story, threatening to suddenly unleash desire if not possessed. The narrator realigns himself with the slavish Sebas (‘bases’), and they joyfully murder ‘el Loco’, who becomes ‘el Capado’, ‘el Baleado’, ‘el Agonizante’, ‘el Sangrante’, ‘el Rez’. It is at this point, however, that Revolution and Carnival become Repetition and Myth, and the Hegelian and Marxist intertexts give way to the Freudian (or the ‘Fiordian’).

According to César Aira, Lamborghini had seen in Augusto Vandor, leader of the metal workers’ union, the opportunity for the organization of a working class independent from Peronism. Certainly, a child of Peronism, Vandor was thought to have turned against it and was later assassinated for his pains amidst the struggle between Left and Right within the CGT.28 Be that as it may, it seems to me that Lamborghini prefigures the emergence of a powerful Peronist Left in El fiord, by sidelining Vacán and foregrounding instead a myth of Peronist refoundation through cannibalistic incorporation. Having killed ‘el Amo’, his body, specifically the phallus – the Law – is cooked and served up: ‘Golpeó otra vez el gong … Todos nos sentamos a la mesa … Nos sirvió a cada uno un pedazo de porongo frito, que cada uno devoró a su manera’ (33). Once satisfied (and identified), they join that well-known literary-political demonstration, carrying ‘el Amo’ inside them.

Psychoanalysis

In fact there are two psychoanalytic intertexts of interest here. First, one directly associated with Peronism and Eva Perón, and which concerns the reception of the work of Melanie Klein and the subsequent importance of a regulatory ideal of motherhood – associated historically, perhaps, with the kinds of anxieties generated by women at work written about by Donna Guy – in the institutionalization of psychoanalysis in Argentina, where, in the words of Hugo Vezetti, ‘[e]l foco de atención se desplazaba de la conflictiva edípica “triangular” a las relaciones objetales tempranas’ leading to an ‘exploración interminable del cuerpo materno como sostén de una imaginería del inconsciente en la que proliferan pechos y penes, heces, leche y hermanitos’.29

Just like in El fiord! I am referring to articles written by Marie Langer concerning a story of cannibalistic desire circulating at the time, and which she associates with fantasies of the good and bad motherhood of Eva Perón: a couple go out for the evening, leaving their child in the care of the maid, who, when the couple return, serves up the roast child for supper. In Langer’s interpretation, the state as Eva becomes – contra Lacan – a breast (in Lamborghini’s phonetic economy Greta = teta). Again, according to Vezetti, the figure of Eva Perón ‘y su trayectoria pública, como “pantalla de proyección” [the ‘optical unconscious’ in psychoanalytic mode?], podía simultáneamente contener la sievienta, de extracción social humilde, dispuesta a cuidar y servir y a la imago siniestra de la madre que devora a sus hijos’.30

In this sense, Rozitchner’s ‘mujer pero no madre’ becomes, in Langer’s interpretation, both a good (incorporating Peronist) mother and a bad (‘barbaric’) mother. So much for the maternal principle – and the symbolic battle between breast (‘teta’) and phallus (‘porongo’) – with which Lamborghini’s work begins. After the narrator has had his fill at Carla’s breast, it ends otherwise.

The second psychoanalytic intertext is Freud’s own ‘Totem and Taboo’ which concerns the mythic origins of morality and the law, and suggests that the kind of cheeky curiosity expressed, for example, in Eloy Martínez’s The Perón Novel by Diana, the revolutionary ex-Trotskyist Peronist, about what ‘el viejo’ was like in bed, is not transgressive, but in fact a means for the dissemination and anchoring of symbolic authority throughout the social through banal identification. With the killing and devouring of the primordial father – ‘mankind’s earliest festival’ says Freud (a ‘party’ says Lamborghini) – the brothers ‘accomplished their identification with him … [and] the beginning of so many things – of social organisation, of moral restrictions and of religion’. For, he continues,


[a] sense of guilt made its appearance, which in this instance coincided with a sense of remorse felt by the whole group. The dead father became stronger than the living one had been … What had up to then been prevented by his actual existence was thenceforward prohibited by the sons themselves.31



The narrator and Sebas, kidnap Carla – the CGT – kill the Master, eat the phallus, and internalize the law, and join the demonstration in an act of defiant-deviant repetition: ‘¡Perón es Revolución!’

‘Evita Montonera’, however dangerous, can never be allowed to be more than that. For in her overdetermining demobilizing form, Eva Perón functions in this space, strengthening the law at its centre by way of its dissemination, via the public square, into the private domain. Lamborghini’s pornographic assault thus becomes nothing more than a cautionary tale about the workings of the Peronist imaginary and political desire. A dramatic re-presentation of Left Peronism, El fiord tells us that the figure of ‘Evita Montonera’, so dear to the Montoneros,32 holds the general’s authority in place.
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Critical Closeness: The Chronicle-Essays of Carlos Monsiváis

Open Letters

Carlos Monsiváis was probably, until his death in 2010, Mexico’s most influential and prolific contemporary writer. He wrote about and documented cultural and political change, and wrote about it constantly, refocusing his attention to suit his object and public in newspapers, magazines and journals, inside the academy and, most importantly, out. He made his living from writing; but it is also possible to detect in his many texts – and their extraordinary range – a basic need to communicate. Indeed, his presence was so pervasive that his work has become indispensable to any approach to Mexican culture, and this is not only because he described it so well, but also because his work became, in part, constitutive of its many languages.1

In what might be considered his most idiosyncratic book, El género epistolar: un homenaje a manera de carta abierta (1991) – a history of letter writing commissioned by the Mexican Post Office – he remarks that ‘el correo es un medio cultural de primer orden, que promueve la escritura, enlaza personas y comunidades, infunde y mantiene las esperanzas de cambio’. Letters, he continues, might be described as


la botella ‘que el náufrago recibe y envía’. Hacia allá, hacia la iluminación del destinatario, van las cartas, con mensajeros de a pie y de a caballo, en acémilas y carruajes de tiro, en diligencias, por ferrocarril, sujetas a las peripecias imaginables e inimaginables, el abandono, el extravío, el espionaje (muy frecuente durante el porfiriato), la búsqueda del dinero que podrían contener.2



Although referring to the turn-of-the-century dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz (1876–1911), it is clear that his reflections on letter writing and the barriers to communication in the past have contemporary resonances for the authoritarian political culture of Mexico. Monsiváis writes, in my opinion, in order to maintain his own presence in overlapping public spheres and counter-public spheres structured by the logics of the state, private enterprise, popular organizations and intellectuals (‘bourgeois and proletarian’ is too simple here, although hardly irrelevant), and he writes to keep ‘the hope of change alive’, for himself and for his readers.

Writing contains a kind of utopian impulse that feeds Monsiváis’s fascination with cultural process, which then circulates in a caudillesque intellectual domain – the shifting shape of a hybridized and fragmented ‘public’ sphere in which ties of loyalty and dependence prevail over critical inquiry – and back again. This open loop configures the space of Monsiváis’s texts, positioning him, despite his own strongly held views in this regard, as both rebel and wielder of cultural status and power (two other important figures of this kind – although hardly rebels – are the poet and essayist Octavio Paz, a veritable hegemonic machine, and the historian and novelist Héctor Aguilar Camín – editors, respectively, of the two most important cultural magazines in Mexico, Vuelta and Nexos3). Monsiváis is, of course, very aware of the Mexican state’s (that is, the ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party’s (PRI)) brutal hegemony, which combines violent repression (for example, the 1968 Tlatelolco Massacre) with a technocratic ability, at both national and regional levels, to negotiate and manage its rule through corruption (the illegal re-privatization of public – state – resources), the fabrication of consent (the strategic satisfaction of needs) and ‘transformism’ (the state’s power over intellectuals like himself).4 In his work he addresses this context punctually, occasioned by foci of possible resistance and protest, alternative moralities and just plain tactics of survival. In ‘Los milenarismos’, for example, Monsiváis looks to what he conceives as the secular utopian gestures of feminist, ecological, human rights and AIDS activists as well as, more fundamentally in his work as a whole, to the creativity found in popular culture in contexts of rapid urbanization and economic deprivation.5

If letter-writing could be thought of in utopian terms at the turn of the last century, it is its waning with the rise of the telephone and fax that Monsiváis describes in El género epistolar. Five years later, however, he revises his prognosis: responding in January 1996 to a letter from Subcommander Marcos of the EZLN (Zapatista Army of National Liberation) – who reveals he has just finished reading Monsiváis’s most recent collection of chronicles, Los rituales del caos (1995) – he acknowledges that ‘[t]o you … is owed the reactivation of the tradition of sending letters’.6

Indeed, Marcos is well known for the e-mail correspondence he has initiated with regards to the neo-Zapatistas’ rebellion (with John Berger and Régis Debray, for example), so much so that the rebellion has been very much defined by its use of the media: ‘the postmodern insurrection’! So today in Mexico, towards the end of another century (and the millennium), the connection between utopian movement and letter writing is re-established. But Monsiváis’s writings are not written as private correspondence, and do not take the form of letters, or if they do, such texts are ‘open’, addressed to the ‘public’ and, like Marcos’s own letter and his response to it, intended for interpretation and discussion beyond their immediate addressee. In this sense – like all private correspondence intended for posthumous publication – they tend towards the essay in form.7

Of Essays and Chronicles

This brings me to another important point about the literary characteristics of Monsiváis’s work: much of it belongs to two very important ‘in-between’ genres in the history of Latin America writing: the essay (between science and literature) and the chronicle (between historical and fictional narrative). And it is Monsiváis’s radicalization of both, through their combination and mixture, that makes him, in my opinion, not only one of Mexico’s most important cultural critics, but also one of its foremost contemporary literary figures – alongside Octavio Paz, Elena Poniatowska, Carlos Fuentes, José Emilio Pacheco, Margo Glantz, Sergio Pitol and José Agustín (to name but some of the most well known).8 Although refusing the monumentalism of the murals, one might say that Monsiváis’s art – the chronicle-essay – is a public one: in the artistic division of labour, his writing is closer to a kind of counter-urban design than to poetry.

How does Monsiváis’s writing work? As is evident in the texts in Mexican Postcards, he narrativizes his essays. They all tell histories. But they do so in order to focus all the better on issues of contemporary concern. Essayistic relevance is thus central to all of his chronicles. Most importantly, however, Monsiváis does not turn to the resources of historiographical narrative or to the apparatus of scientific or academic articles, as might be expected, to legitimize his work as chronicler and essayist, but to the resources of literature, so as to dramatize it. He incorporates into his texts the heteroglossia Bakhtin suggested defines the novel as a cultural form (and which he associated with the experience of urban living), creating a dialogized environment (a city) of voices and sociolects, whose effect includes the vernacularization of his own. Such a technique serves to highlight the cultural and political conflicts addressed in the text as well as engaging with other points of view on the matter at hand. Monsiváis quotes, not so as to merely legitimize his portrayal, but so as to provide the reader with alternative centres of narrative authority. Whilst recognizing the power of the Mexican state, through parody, he simultaneously evokes the mocking humour of the masses and re-articulates it. Fiction (or its ‘reality effects’) also has its place in his narration of real events: a ‘character’ – for example, the ‘naco’ in ‘Dancing: el hoyo fonqui’ – may ‘speak’ so as to underline a point being made, endowing it with psychological depth, or to foreground aspects of popular language and humour. Monsiváis thus records those he is talking about, endowing them with a textual agency they are usually denied, whilst also democratizing conventional literary language and the language of journalism. In this case, the ‘nacos’ – ‘la presencia masiva que ya define el Distrito Federal’ – rebel against racist stereotypification (their naming) whilst exhibiting their desires, dancing and sweating, enjoying the rock music in clubs in northern Mexico City.9 This definitely ‘no es antropología’, as Monsiváis says in his chronicle on the celebration of the Virgin of Guadalupe, and neither is it a simple question of representing those who supposedly cannot represent themselves.10

In particular, the use of free indirect discourse – in which the distance between the author’s organizing voice and those of his various ‘characters’is blurred – defines the textuality of Monsiváis’s inventions and is central to this process of socialization to which he submits the chronicle-essay. It is also another example of his use of the resources of the history of the novel: suddenly, without the warning of diacritical marks, usurping the writer’s own privileged textual space, a voice emerges in mid-paragraph to speak the words of the ideology or cultural form being analysed, performing it in discursive action. Again, the racism that ‘names’ the ‘naco’ in ‘Dancing: el hoyo fonqui’ is a case in point. Another may be the ‘porfiristas’ welcoming us and another fictional ‘character’, the photographer, into their aristocratic home in ‘Alto contraste. (A manera de foto fija)’, or the assertion of the sensationalist magazine editor: ‘Estamos hablando de crímenes reales, no sólo del apuñalamiento de una esposa infiel’, in ‘Fuegos de la nota roja’ – all adoptions of the voice of power. In ‘Bolero: A History’, he even momentarily takes on the genre’s own codes and rhythms to narrate its history: ‘believ[ing] themselves to have wrought in words and melody what they sought in love and what they found in melancholy’.11

In literary terms, Monsiváis ‘shows’ rather than ‘tells’, and in doing so moves across and through the experiences and ideological positions of the cultural field under investigation. His socialized chronicle-essays are thus polycentric and performative, activating ideologies in conflict and celebrating small victories wherever they may be found – hardly the defining points of either the conventional essay or chronicle.

Critical Closeness

Marx’s observation that ‘[r]eligion is the general theory of this world, its encyclopedic compendium, its logic in popular form’ is nowhere better dramatized than in the work of Juan Rulfo, the subject of one of Monsiváis’s portraits.12 It is exhibited too in the history of the faith healer ‘el niño Fidencio’, in the celebrations of the Virgin of Guadalupe (both in Los rituals del caos) and, of course, in ‘Los milenerismos’, his history of conservative utopian movements in Mexico. At the organizing centre of Monsiváis’s texts, however, there will not be found a simple critique of the false consciousness of those in thrall to such practices, which would only serve to celebrate the postcolonial ideology of progress, the myth of the Mexican Revolution and the devastation they have produced (particularly for the Indian and peasant populations of the country). What may be detected instead is a constant and steady sympathy and solidarity for the poorest and most marginalized sectors of Mexican society, and a huge appreciation for their strategies of survival. These include the re-articulation of a historically imposed Christianity according to a variety of local cultural scripts and economic needs, so well captured in all its desperation in Rulfo’s extraordinary novel Pedro Páramo and in Monsiváis’s reading of it. They also include humour and fun, particularly in the form of what in Mexico is known as ‘relajo’ – exemplified by the very different figures of comic actors Tin Tan and Cantinflas.13

One might translate the term ‘relajo’ as ‘fun’, which is not quite exact, for it also hints at a dimension of mockery (as in ‘making fun’) and transgression, and refers to an attitude towards dominant values – which ‘relajo’ refuses to take seriously, ‘cancela[ndo]’, says the philosopher Jorge Portilla, ‘la respuesta normal al valor, desligándome del compromiso de su realización’14 – rather than the merely comic. For many writers ‘relajo’, from having originally represented a form of popular self-defence and defiance, has now become instead part of what Roger Bartra has called the ‘metadiscurso’ of the national in Mexico –


una intricada red de puntos de referencia a los que acuden muchos mexicanos (y algunos extranjeros) para explicar la identidad nacional … es el lugar de donde provienen los mitos que no sólo le dan unidad a la nación, sino que la hacen diferente a cualquier otra15



– or more specifically, an ideologized sign of the cultural experience of modern (which in this context means post-Revolutionary) urbanization. Whilst the latter has arguably always been Monsiváis’s principle interest, he has resisted contributing to the establishment of any kind of essentialized national identity – by way of ‘relajo’ (fun), or any other supposed national trait. ‘Relajo’ is rather set to work in his own writing, creating an ironic distance in his texts that is filled with humour, and in such a way that – paradoxically – his critical distance becomes a kind of critical closeness.

Closeness to what? To cultural process. Monsiváis’s writing – inflected by the humour of irony and ‘relajo’ and the narrativity of the chronicle – facilitates the kind of perspective articulated, for example, by Raymond Williams in a critique of the concept of mass culture:


the real institutions of mass culture in any central sense predate the modern media. I mean, the mass cultural institutions are the mass meeting and the mass demonstration, where people are physically assembled in large crowds and where certain modes of communication – the display of banners, certain shouts, and so on – are wholly appropriate to that kind of physical assembly.16



It is exactly such cultural and political sensitivity, which is able to historicize against the grain of critical common sense, that is evident in Monsiváis’s first collection of chronicle-essays, Días de guardar (1970), centred on the student movement of 1968, and in which is clear not only the influence of the writers and attitudes of the US counter-culture of the 1960s (of which Monsiváis has always been a great fan), but also the banners and slogans of the mass street demonstrations in Mexico City that are intercalated into his texts as direct quotations of the demands, needs and humour of the movement. And, as I have suggested, Monsiváis has continued to develop this ‘stance of extreme closeness’ ever since. His chronicle of the aftermath of the 1985 earthquake in Mexico City – when the population itself takes charge of the initial effort at rescue and rebuilding in the face of government inertia – is an extraordinary case in point.17

Such a narrative position of proximity is also present in Monsiváis’s writing about history and culture. Throughout his texts, as is evident, for example, in ‘Fuegos de la nota roja’, Monsiváis writes about the past as if a continuous present, politicizing history and making it a contemporary experience for his readers. The effect is to narrate the origins of the present, making connections – for example, between crime and the post-Revolutionary state – that in fact constitute structural continuities and which demand a political response. In choosing to narrativize his essays through recourse to the chronicle, Monsiváis deliberately shuns the juridico-moral stability and perspective on the present characteristic of what Hayden White calls ‘history proper’ – which incorporates the end into a coherent narrative order, unlike the chronicle which ‘is marked by a failure to achieve narrative closure … start[ing] out to tell a story … [it] … breaks off … in the chronicler’s own present; it leaves things unresolved’ – preferring the openness of a shifting proximity over a centred critical distance. In this sense, Monsiváis’s writing is cinematic, his point of view a camera eye.18

Such a refusal of closure, it seems to me, also represents openness to change and transformation, as well as a basic (empiricist) materialism – one of whose effects on the subject of enunciation is awe – that may constitute the ‘truth’ of the chronicle as a cultural form.19 To criticize Monsiváis for merely having ‘occurrences rather than ideas’, as Octavio Paz has done, is, therefore, to entirely miss the literary and political point:20 the ideas produced in Monsiváis’s essays are emplotted back into the lives and dramas he is writing about. According to Adorno, the essay is a form that borrows from scientific and literary genres, but is irreducible to either. On the one hand, it shares the subjective freedom of literature to invent without sharing its purely ‘fictional’ character, whilst, on the other, it refuses to relinquish the will to knowledge and truth constitutive of the human and natural sciences. Essays do attempt to convince, but without the conceptual elaboration or burden of proof characteristic of the sciences.21 From this point of view, we might say that Monsiváis’s essays narrate real events, like history, but without its scientific apparatus; preferring to remain, ambiguously, from the generic point of view, but coherently, from the political point of view, anchored in the present and in the realm of literature. In sum, what I am referring to as ‘critical closeness’ here is a politics, an epistemology and a practice of writing.

Melodrama and Modernity

Carlos Monsiváis was born in Mexico City in 1938, and brought up in a Protestant family. Already from early childhood, then, Monsiváis’s relationship to dominant Mexican society and culture – and I am thinking here of institutional Catholicism – was oblique; providing, perhaps, a biographical reason for his subsequent slightly off-centre standpoint of critical closeness. It may also go some way in explaining his own particular attraction to Anglo-American culture, from cinema to new journalism. The influences of the radical sensibilities of the counter-cultures in the US, Europe and Mexico, as well as their literatures, are all crucial to his work. Monsiváis seems to have always been of the libertarian Left – particularly close, in the period of the student movement of 1968, to the heterodox Marxism of the novelist José Revueltas. Indeed, he saves some of his most ferocious remarks for the debilitating conventionality and sexism of the orthodox Left and the textbook Marxism of the universities. He was also born into a nation with a fairly new, consolidated, post-Revolutionary state with enormous power and resources at its disposal and its eyes – now turned away from the redistribution of the national cake (in the form of land and myths) – set on rapid modernization.

Education was always important to the post-Revolutionary hegemonic bloc as the population was instructed – through new public forms like the murals – into the new ways of a newly configured nation. The turn to modernization in the 1940s, however, also saw the beginnings of a massive growth in higher education to satisfy the demands of a new middle class emerging from rapid capitalist development and seeking education and professionalization. Monsiváis was thus only one of thousands of young men and women who began to flood the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) and other new universities in the 1950s and 1960s looking for training, culture and politics – to be ‘modern’ according to the newest codes – and he found much of what he was looking for. The influence of the US-dominated culture industries on the youth of rapidly growing cities was also great, especially in the fields of film, music and television. New ways of writing, speaking and being emerged from such processes, as well as new political desires: democracy. The ruling party’s rhetoric of ‘development’ and ‘progress’ thus paradoxically furnished the framework for the cultural and political demands of the Mexican counter-culture it would later, in 1968, so ferociously repress. The conditions for the production and reception of Monsiváis’s work – in other words, Monsiváis the author, his texts and his readers – emerge from such a context, characterized furthermore by the growing influence of the culture industries – perceived as Americanization – on the youth cultures of rapidly growing cities and intense social conflict. As I have suggested, Monsiváis has written micrological histories of this, as it turns out, deeply uneven process – ‘En veinte años, la sociedad mexicana ha contraído nuevos hábitos, ha profundizado sus abismos de injusticia y desigualdad, ha renunciado a muchas expresiones nacionalistas, se “americaniza” y se “desamericaniza” en acción simultánea … quiere ser moderna y fracasa, desea atenerse a lo tradicional y falla’22 – by resorting to the very popular languages and urban attitudes generated by this process of modernization; and from this point of view, has targeted the racism and class chauvinism that produced the discourses of the ‘naco’, the ‘pelado’ and ‘peladito’ as Mexico City was invaded and remade by mass migration from the countryside.23 Following in the footsteps of the poet and chronicler of Mexico City, Salvador Novo (1904–74), whom he quotes often, Monsiváis has served an almost avant-gardist function in transforming conventional conceptions of journalism, literature and culture (and the relations between them) in Mexico by opening up these fields to new – perhaps more ‘ordinary’ – objects, desires and concerns, and like the most genuine of avant-gardes, risking cultural populism without being entrapped by it.24

‘Lo que a lo largo de toda la industria cultural buscan y hallan burgueses y proletarios, clase media y lumpen proletariado, es la comprensión sistemática de la realidad, unida en y transfigurada por el melodrama.’ This brief passage from ‘Alto contraste. (A manera de foto fija)’, expresses what may in fact be interpreted as his big theme. Much of Monsiváis’s work, it seems to me, may be thought of as investigating melodrama – not just as a genre, but as the product of an uneven and transcultural modernity in Mexico – as if it were something like what Raymond Williams called a ‘structure of feeling’ (as formulated in Marxism and Literature):


We are talking about characteristic elements of impulse, restraint, and tone; specifically affective elements of consciousness and relationships: not feeling against thought, but thought as felt and feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a present kind, in a living and inter-relating continuity. We are then defining these elements as a ‘structure’: as a set, with specific internal relations, at once interlocking and in tension. Yet we are also defining a social experience which is still in process, often indeed not yet recognized as social but taken to be private, idiosyncratic, and even isolating, but which in analysis (though rarely otherwise) has its emergent, connecting, and dominant characteristics, indeed its specific hierarchies.25



The domain of cultural experience outlined here is precisely where the otherwise very different work of Williams and Monsiváis meet: in the case of the former, in his struggle to think about culture as both lived ‘ordinary’ experience and historical formation; and in the case of the latter, through the critical closeness to cultural practices that the chronicle-essay permits. Melodrama in Monsiváis’s account is a question of ‘impulse’ and ‘restraint’, it is ‘specifically affective’, it concerns the production and education of ‘feeling’, it is a ‘structure’ and a ‘process’ – that is, a cultural formation with a history – and as such, of course, thoroughly ideological. It does not, therefore, constitute an identity, but rather a power-knowledge.

The cultural experience that particularly interests Monsiváis is the ways in which the culture industries and the state apparatus impact on everyday life, providing pedagogies of, and into, modernity and nationhood, in a context of rapid urbanization. Melodrama, in Mexico, is a peculiar form of such cultural modernization. It elicits passion and romance so as to educate and steer them – by way of sacrifice if need be – past forbidden alliances and into nuclear family life. Indeed, Monsiváis suggests that the power of melodrama in Mexico ‘depende de … la transferencia parcial del sentimiento religioso en la vida privada’ and, furthermore, that it became a secular form of catechism.26 From this point of view, for example, romantic song is a kind of mysticism of the heart, providing its listeners with the changing ways and means of falling in and out of love. Monsiváis traces its history and cultural significance in Mexico – from the Porfiriato until now – in ‘Bolero: A History’. The melodramatic sensibility, however, does not stay put, and what may be ultimately conservative and disciplinary in one domain may, in another, become hilariously subversive. Love of the nation, for example, becomes a kind of state sentimentalism when it is evoked in romantic song by a brave ‘charro’, and the masculinist discourse of nationalism, subverted and feminized. Insofar as it is a genre that mobilizes emotion, melodrama is always potentially subversive, refusing containment. This, I think, is its fascination for Monsiváis. It is Monsiváis’s ability to relate questions such as those of the heart to broader historical and political issues that makes his work as a cultural critic exemplary both inside Mexico and beyond.
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Noir Into History: James Ellroy’s Blood’s A Rover


‘History, the billiondollar speedup’

John Dos Passos, USA



Blood’s A Rover (2010) is the final volume of James Ellroy’s ‘Underworld USA’ trilogy, which includes American Tabloid (1995) and The Cold Six Thousand (2001).1 It is one of a recent glut of long, serially formatted works of crime-detective fiction, others of which have also been trilogies – for example, Stieg Larsson’s extraordinarily popular, but disappointingly conventional, ‘Millennium’ trilogy, David Peace’s ‘Red Riding’ quartet (filmed for television as a trilogy) and Andrew Leu and Alan Mak’s outstanding three-part film Infernal Affairs, rehashed by Martin Scorsese as The Departed. Most, however, have been TV series – The Sopranos and The Wire made by HBO are among the most well known. Crime-detective fiction, noir, is now a transnationalized culture-industrial form as well as an important site of avant-gardist literary experimentation – witness, for example, recent novels by such writers as Ricardo Piglia in Argentina (Blanco nocturno, 2010) and Giuseppe Genna in Italy (In the Name of Ishmael, 2001), not to mention Thomas Pynchon’s Inherent Vice (2009), Dennis Johnson’s Nobody Move (2009) and Robert Coover’s Noir (2010) in the US itself.2 Ellroy’s work now belongs in this experimental space too. This would suggest, paradoxically, that the ubiquity of crime-detective fiction is part of a vaster cultural process of hegemonization: not because all narrative fiction today is noir, but because so much is touched by its fictional procedures.3

For its part, Ellroy’s trilogy shares the radical and totalizing artistic intent of The Wire, David Simon and Edward Burns’s TV series that we shall examine below, but eschews its anthropological and realist compositional procedures for a graphic modernist gestics which is at times jazz-like and at others cartoonish. Read contrastively in terms of content, however, The Cold Six Thousand and Blood’s A Rover, in particular, reveal an important historical and political absence in The Wire: the lack of any political resonance of the radical black nationalist politics of the late 1960s and early 1970s in the bleak neoliberalized local environments it portrays (the world of the ‘corner boys’) – the lack, that is, of a radical black community politics. Motivated instead by nostalgia for a lost world of industrial work and trade union labour organization, The Wire seems to historically and politically empty out the ‘black’ community experience it nevertheless insists upon representing. There is the church, there is boxing – forms of surrogate welfare – there are a number of more or less corrupt local black politicians, and then there is Omar (the outlaw urban cowboy) – arguably an individual stand-in for an anti-racist and anti-capitalist local politics whose memory has all but been erased.4

Pre-histories

One reason for this difference is that, unlike The Wire, Ellroy’s ‘Underworld USA’ extends the procedures of crime fiction historically into the recent past. Each of its constituent works is thus also a historical novel. Together they present a particular version of the 1960s – at first negatively, and then, more positively – as a transitional decade whose ‘world historical’ moment is precisely the emergence of ‘black’ reform-and-revolution and whose key figures are, on the one hand, Martin Luther King (in The Cold Six Thousand) and, on the other, the Black Panther Party (in Blood’s A Rover). The perspective the novels offer on this process, however, is not a community one (a history ‘from below’), but rather a statist one (a history ‘from above’). In this respect, ‘Underworld USA’ is Hegelian: it is state-centred (the state is both the condition and the shaper of history’s course for Hegel5), and its principle characters are more or less subaltern ‘enforcers’ of various kinds, intent on containing and erasing reform-and-revolution (both ‘black’ and otherwise). Ellroy’s state, in other words, is coded as ‘white’ and insists on violently maintaining its imaginary whiteness.6 Appropriately, what Hegel would have referred to as the history of ‘freedom’ that is embodied in successive states (and certainly, this is a view the US state propagates of itself), Adorno re-baptized as the history of ‘big guns’.7 Central figures in ‘Underworld USA’, in this regard, are the arms-and-entertainment industry magnate, Howard Hughes (referred to as ‘Drac’) and J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the FBI. Together, they form a capital-state alliance invested in the manufacture of forms of ‘fascination’ (that is, the capturing, ideological coding and capitalization of visual attention), on the one hand, and investigative surveillance, or spying (that is, its repressive instrumentalization), on the other – historical forms of vision that, with the Hollywood margins of Los Angeles at its centre, have been fundamental to the obsessions and anxieties explored in all of Ellroy’s fictions: the dream factory as psychopathology and nightmare.

According to Lukács, the best historical novels narrate the past as pre-histories of the present. Written between 1995 and 2009, that is, during the Bill Clinton and George W. Bush administrations, how might ‘Underworld USA’ be conceived as such? Ellroy does not resort to the Lukacsian realist compositional strategy of the ‘necessary anachronism’ in his novel.8 The connections between past and present are made, however, but more or less directly. For example, the traces of the present in which Blood’s A Rover is written are reflexively registered in references to a ‘now’ of narrative re-composition (2009) in the epilogue that brings the stories told to an end (where it is stated that ‘History stopped at that moment thirty-seven years ago’ (639), that is, in early 1972). Similarly, at the trilogy’s beginning, in the prologue to American Tabloid, the narrator addresses the reader – of 1995 and after – explicitly to make a comparison between Jack Kennedy and Bill Clinton: ‘He called a slick line and wore a world-class haircut. He was Bill Clinton minus pervasive media scrutiny and a few rolls of flab’ (5). In this sense, the past narrated is explicitly framed by the present of narration (as well as by the history and experience of subsequent media technologies).

Closer to the Lukacsian strategy of ‘necessary anachronism’ is Ellroy’s account of the so-called ‘drugs wars’, a key feature of the foreign policy of both Clinton and Bush and waged especially in the US empire’s ‘backyard’, Latin America and the Caribbean – as portrayed in Don Winslow’s outstanding political thriller The Power of the Dog (2005). In Ellroy’s work, however, going back to his Los Angeles Quartet (1987–92), the war on drugs is represented rather as a continuation of a wider national bio-political strategy of racist urban ghettoization. For Ellroy the drugs war is mainly concerned with the production of drugs-consumption – that is, of a ‘captured’ market that can be policed as well as strategically deployed (when, for example, containing potential ‘black’ revolution). It is, in other words, a modality of internal colonization: a spatial ‘fix’ of a racialized sort.9 In its overarching historical narrative of imperium, ‘Underworld USA’ thus constitutes the contemporary drugs war as the ghetto’s future horizon. (This is explicitly the case in Blood’s A Rover’s island of Hispaniola ‘casino’ adventure.)

‘Underworld USA’ narrates the ways in which, after the Cuban Revolution (1959) and the CIA-sponsored Bay of Pigs fiasco (1961), the waning US empire contains reform-and-revolution in a continuous strategic deployment of low-intensity warfare against its own citizenry (as well as overseas, in Vietnam and Cuba). A number of the central characters in the trilogy orchestrate this. It includes the assassination of the Kennedy brothers and, most particularly (in The Cold Six Thousand), of Martin Luther King – clearly, from the perspective of the trilogy, the era’s most important political figure, its ‘world historical’ individual, so to speak. As in Don DeLillo’s novel Libra (1988), an important influence for Ellroy, the fetish of the unified state, in this case the US state, is represented as a myth, as its various constituent parts – government, executive, repressive security apparatuses – feed on, combat and plot against each other, as well as the general populace. The racism of the ‘white’ state fuels this ongoing situation (Loïc Wacquant has recently pointed out that after slavery and the ghetto, the prison has become the central institution for the ‘confine[ment] … and control [of] African-Americans in the history of the United States’ – a fact that is born out in The Wire). In Ellroy’s trilogy of novels the USA is portrayed as living through a permanent process of what Althusser called ‘political primitive accumulation’.10

Blood’s A Rover is, however, a surprising addition to the previous volumes of ‘Underworld USA’, principally because of the uncharacteristically sentimental swerve to the political Left it traces – uncharacteristic because of the apparent absence of any ethical content to Ellroy’s novels whatsoever, despite their evident moralism – through the ‘wounded attachments’ of its reactionary main characters and points of narrative focalization, the ‘enforcers’ Wayne Tedrow Jr. and Dwight Holly as well as their ‘peeper’ underling, Don Crutchfield – serial killers all.11 Surprisingly, we eventually discover that ‘Crutch’ is also the novel’s archivist, composer and narrator. As it dramatizes each of their left turns, Blood’s A Rover thus retrospectively reconfigures the historical perspective of the trilogy as a whole, hinting at a dramatic (and affective) development of a political kind: as it unfolds, and as it represents the guilt-ridden torsions that its central characters undergo, a new story emerges: a plot to assassinate J. Edgar Hoover himself. Might this be – the trilogy suggests – a necessary condition for Obama’s election as president in 2009, the year the narration of ‘Underworld USA’ concludes?

Like its two predecessors, Blood’s A Rover is a multi-levelled noir of extremely complex emplotment that weaves together a number of stories whilst reconstructing the course of US political history after the assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968. As he peeps and stalks, Crutch passes through riots in many US cities. In what follows, I will attempt to describe and analyse four of its narrative threads, all colour-coded. The first (which I have set out above) is a white thread, and tells the story of the dominant ‘white’ imaginary as embodied in the US state apparatus and defended by Hoover, Hughes and their subalterns (until, that is, they rebel). The second is a green thread, and refers to a transnational political economy of sorts that is centred on the illegal circulation of emeralds (‘green stones’) across the USA and the Caribbean. The third is a black thread, and refers to ‘black’ revolution-and-reform (and its violent containment). It also inflects the writing – the letters – of the novel, its style and compositional procedures. The final thread is red. It refers to the affective left turn the narrative takes as the symbolic mastery of Hughes and Hoover wanes and the importance of a woman-of-the-left (a ‘red Goddess’), Joan Klein, emerges to counter-hegemonize all stories (and assault the ‘white’ state). Of the many ways to think through the levels of the text, one is through gender: the main characters of the novel are male (Wayne, Dwight, Crutch, Reginald), many of the secondary ones, female (Joan, Karen, Mary Beth, Celia). But in terms of the political development of the narrative, the latter are the most important. Needless to say, all storylines cut across and are stitched into the others – the work is a vast montage – such that, for example, the story of the green emeralds is also, at times, a story of ‘white’ finance capitalism (that is, state-backed and illegal), at others, of revolution (both ‘red’ and ‘black’).

Green: Hispaniola Counterpoint

Blood’s A Rover is a historical novel that takes the form of a work of crime-detective fiction. How does this conjunction work? The novel opens – in the first of its two prologues, under the title ‘Then’ – ‘Suddenly’ (the first word of the narrative text), with a heist that occurs in early 1964, narrated film style: a robbery of emeralds (and cash) which is immediately covered up through the murder and disfiguring of its perpetrators by one of the gangsters. It thus begins with an enigma: who? Why? The desire to solve it follows. The key subjects of this desire are, first, the racist local cop Scotty Bennett; second, a young witness to the crime, Marshall Bowen, who becomes an undercover infiltrator of radical black militant groups for the FBI-enforcer Dwight Holly (who has a direct line to both Hoover and Richard Nixon); and third, and most importantly, the young private eye, local peeping Tom and narrator, Crutch. The second prologue, under the title ‘Now’, then expresses in first person what Derrida might refer to as Crutch’s ‘archive fever’ – that is, the process of historical archivization and investigation as pathologies of the scopic drive:12


America: I window-peeped four years of our History … I followed people. I bugged and tapped and caught big events in ellipses. I remained unknown. My surveillance linked the Then to the Now in a never-before-revealed manner. I was there … Massive paper trails provide verification. This book derives from stolen public files and usurped private journals … Scripture-pure veracity and scandal-rag content. That conjunction gives it its sizzle. (9)



The text of the novel then recommences, beginning in June 1968 and ending in May 1972, to narrate how the crime is solved; that is, it situates the enigma by including the ‘suddenness’ of the robbery of the emeralds into a conjuncturally more complex, temporally longer and geographically wider history. In this sense, the novel has the narrative structure of a classical work of detective fiction: it tells the story of the re-construction of the history of the (criminal) event that is its occasion.13 Ellroy’s novel is, therefore, not only a historical novel that takes the form of a crime-detective fiction, it is also (that is, simultaneously) a meta-historical novel whose very reflexivity – on itself and on history – takes the generic form of crime-detection. From ‘peeper’ to historian: this also means that the novel is a Bildungsroman, a novel of Crutch’s political education into history and narration. Bildung formally mediates detection and history such that the acquisition of knowledge that is associated with detection – an allegorical rendering of the social category of the intellectual, according to Jameson – becomes, in the novel’s narrative content, the formation of a political subject of (the enunciation of) history.14

Indeed, ‘sizzle’ is all that Crutch ever wanted. He ‘tailed cheating spouses’ for a living, ‘kicked in doors and took photos of the fools balling. It was a high-risk, high-yuks job with female-skin potential … He wanted to groove the job forever.’ Addicted to peeping, the job combines his night and daytime activities. Crutch comes across the story of the emeralds by accident, pulled into history by his desire as he tracks down a woman who, it turns out, is ‘a Commie. She’s some kind of left-wing transient with more names than half the world.’ She is ‘Gretchen Farr/Celia Reyes’ (24, 56, 67). Janus-faced, as the names suggest, she looks two ways, crossing the US and the Dominican Republic in counterpoint, mapping out the political geography and economy of the text whilst bringing Crutch into the purview of Wayne Tedrow Jr. and Dwight Holly – the other two main characters of the novel – and their spheres of operation: the first, an enforcer-chemist for Hughes and the Mafia; the second, Hoover’s principal enforcer-agent provocateur. Both were involved in the covert COINTELPRO operation against Martin Luther King, including his assassination (and first appear in The Cold Six Thousand).15

Farr/Reyes belongs to a Dominican revolutionary organization, the 14th of June Revolutionary Movement. She is also Mafia-boss Sam Giancanna’s lover (or ‘squeeze’) and has convinced him and ‘the boys’ (that is, the other leading Mafia godfathers, Carlos Marcelo and Santo Trafficante) that the Dominican Republic is the right place to invest in casinos now that Cuba has been lost to communism.16 Santo Domingo, the country’s capital city, might replace Havana as a place – offshore – both to launder and to accumulate what we might call ‘entertainment’ capital (based on very particular combinations of ‘immaterial’ and ‘affective’ labour in which the moment of ‘spectacle’ is crucial). Tedrow is also a Mafia plant, instructed, on the one hand, to convince Hughes to finance the Dominican investment programme and, on the other, to launder both Teamster trade union funds and other illegal gains through the black community in Los Angeles (via a taxi cab business and a local investment bank – The People’s Bank of South Los Angeles, run by Lionel Thornton). These are the kinds of illegal activities that constitute the economic background for the whole of ‘Underground USA’. Apart from hitman and chemist, Tedrow is thus also an accountant, at the violent centre of the Hughes-Mafia regime of accumulation.17 Tedrow employs Crutch to assist, murderously, on the ground – both in Los Angeles and Santo Domingo18 – where, it turns out, the latter can also pursue his own desire: the emerald case. In counterpoint to these operations, Farr/Reyes also brings him close to her older political associate Joan Klein, the revolutionary ‘knife-scar woman’, with whom he becomes infatuated. He spots them first in an embrace, and stubbornly stalks and spies on them. At the same time, he discovers the body of a dead woman in a house near Klein and Reyes’s hideout: a porno movie set become, in Crutch’s mind, a ‘Horror house’. The body has been dismembered: ‘The severed arm/the missing hand/the brown skin, pure female. The geometric tattoo on the biceps. The deep gouge through and beside it. The crumbled green stones embedded bone-deep’ (69).

Crutch tracks the cuts and scars (from the ‘tattoo woman’ to Klein) and makes the ‘emerald’ connections (mistakenly, it turns out19), whilst the tattoo hieroglyph eventually introduces him to Haitian voodoo – conceived in the novel mainly as a form of popular (even guerrilla) medicine and/or chemistry – in which Crutch learns to make potions, poisons, drugs of various kinds. Like Tedrow, he becomes an expert chemist, ‘black’ knowledge he will deploy against the ‘white’ state in the Hoover hit.

The figuring of counterpoint in ‘Gretchen Farr/Celia Reyes’ is thus important for an understanding of Blood’s A Rover. This is not only because it is a narrative strategy that folds individual stories into a trans-nationalized economic and political geography – the space of US empire – but because Crutch, the eventual narrator, like Tedrow and Holly, also looks across this space in two directions at once: a murderous anti-communist and drugs dealer, working for illegal capital, he is also a voodoo apprentice and student of Franz Fanon. Eventually, under the influence of Joan (his revolutionary ‘mother’), and following in the footsteps of Tedrow and Holly (his cruel ‘fathers’), he turns against the ‘entertainment’ capital he works for. In this respect, Crutch is a ‘voodoo child’.

Joan Klein’s account of the history of the green emeralds is crucial to this process of Crutch’s Bildung and political transformation into a subject of history, as it is to the compositional structure of the novel.20 It provides the narrative thread that unifies all counterpoints and stories as well as the political logic for the turn against Hoover and the ‘white’ state. Joan’s family was in the business of selling emeralds, but the emeralds they sold were quaquero emeralds, that is, those produced in pirate mines in Columbia. Over the years, the profits were used by the Klein family to finance left-wing causes in Latin America and beyond, and during the US Depression, emeralds helped sustain impoverished families: ‘Green fire was the flame of magic and revolution’ (voodoo and politics once again).21 Hoover discovered the family’s emerald stash and took it. Joan’s grandfather suffered a heart attack and died. Hoover financed military coups instead and enhanced his anti-communist myth both nationally and overseas. He then sold the emerald stash to a Paraguayan dictator. Joan, meanwhile, had become involved in financing left-wing causes through robbing banks and shipping heroin. With Celia they organized revolution in the Dominican Republic, but were betrayed by the ‘tattoo woman’. In the mid-1960s Papa Doc Duvalier in Haiti and Joaquín Belaguer in the Dominican Republic decided to buy the emeralds. The shipping was to pass through Los Angeles. Joan found out and organized the heist and the stones and cash were deposited in a local black community bank, The People’s Bank of South Los Angeles, run by Lionel Thornton. It is at this point that Blood’s A Rover begins. As Joan says: ‘The green stones formed a circuit back to Isidore Klein [her grandfather] and his struggle.’ As Crutch says: ‘The length of her tale matched the breadth of his surveillance.’ And they finally embrace. (583, 589, 560)

It is Joan’s narrative that provides the novel with the formal requirement crime-detective fiction demands: the history of the event (the heist) that opens the text and explains its course. Arguably, however, it is also either the weakest point of the work or its most formally symptomatic: as Joan ‘confesses’ to Crutch the history of the illegal production and subsequent circulation of the emeralds, from colonial Colombia to the present of her narrative, contextualizing it and her hatred for Hoover, her discourse reveals that the work’s formal requirement, as detective fiction, in fact becomes – meta-historically – the mirror of its own impossibility as a historical novel. The history told traces an internal limit of the novel: it cannot be incorporated as dramatic content but only as a formal generic condition. Refusing any historical relation or connection to the two previous volumes of the ‘Underworld USA’ trilogy, Joan’s story-confession rather foregrounds Blood’s A Rover’s autonomy and difference. This involves another generic – sentimental and gendered – twist to its hybrid composition and form.

The novel is composed in chapter-runs of three, each one dedicated to a character – Tedrow, Holly, Crutch – which are then repeated over the course of the novel, until Tedrow dies. Scotty Bennett takes over Tedrow’s place, but then he and Holly are killed towards the end of part five. At this point, from the beginning of the final part six of the novel (called ‘Comrade Joan’) – which is also the moment of Joan’s ‘confession’ – Crutch’s chapters are counterpointed with hers (in coupledom). In other words, Joan becomes not only narratively dominant but also compositionally significant. Once detection has generically concluded in confession, the final ‘document’ in Crutch’s historical and investigative Bildung affectively binds him to what is revealed to be Joan’s personal political vendetta, and initiates what will now become a (post-detection) ‘criminal’ historical romance involving the assassination of Hoover.

Black: Writing Reform-and-Revolution

In his reading of Peter Weiss’s trilogy The Aesthetics of Revolution, ‘“A Monument to Radical Instants”’, Fredric Jameson develops Lukács’s formal account of the historical novel in ways that are directly relevant to Ellroy’s ‘Underworld USA’ trilogy of historical noirs. Weiss’s novel is also about revolution and its containment, but in the context of fascism and Stalinism. It concentrates on the experience of young militants before, during and after the Second World War in Europe. Jameson suggests that Weiss’s work challenges some of Lukács’s categories of analysis, some of which need updating. New ones also need to be deployed, such as Jameson’s own notion of ‘cognitive mapping’, so as to explore Weiss’s use of space and place, especially insides (where many of its formally important discussions of art and politics take place) and outsides, in a context of harsh repression; as is also the case for Ellroy’s own probing of the geo-politics of US empire (its ‘spatial fixes’). But Jameson also invents a new category to understand the heightened discourse of Weiss’s novel in which a militant collective is represented in the decentred language of its own present. He refers to this as a ‘dialogical agon’.22 Here, I would like to give this idea an Ellroyian twist, and suggest it may be most appropriate to understand the language of Blood’s A Rover as a performative gestics.

As mentioned above, Ellroy’s trilogy is state-centred, but this does not mean that it is centred on particular rulers – these are mentioned, and even appear as characters (some are even assassinated), but as minor ones. Executive power of that kind, like in the novels discussed by Lukács and Jameson, remains in the background. In the prologue to American Tabloid, the first volume of ‘Underground USA’, Ellroy is explicit in this regard, making his work a polemical intervention into extant versions of the 1960s:


It’s time to dislodge [Kennedy’s] urn and cast light on a few men … rogue cops and shakedown artists … wiretappers and soldiers of fortune and faggot lounge entertainers. Had one second of their lives deviated off course, American history would not exist as we know it. It’s time to demythologize an era and build a new myth from the gutter to the stars. It’s time to embrace bad men … Here’s to them. (5)



Ellroy’s trilogy thus presents readers with a populist version of its statism, writing its fictional history from the perspective of the subaltern frontline employees of the repressive state apparatus and those they press into service – for example, the doomed young film star Sal Mineo or the boxer Sonny Liston. Crutch is such a character-narrator. Commenting on the lowly bourgeois characters of the novels of the conservative Walter Scott, Lukács, again turning to Hegel, refers to them as ‘maintaining individuals’ – the stuff of civil (or bourgeois) society. As noted above, the principle characters of ‘Underworld USA’ are certainly such stuff, but of political society, specifically of the ‘white state’. Lukács also calls these characters ‘mediocre heroes’, insisting they have formal and compositional consequences that define the historical novel form.

The language of Ellroy’s novels, however, is not simply written in that of its subaltern killers such as Crutch – even though he is ostensibly the narrator – and others of his ilk. Tedrow and Holly, the main characters of two of the trilogy’s novels are more like managers, in personal contact with – and so mediating readers’ perspectives on – real, executive power: Hoover, Hughes, Nixon, ‘the boys’ and so on. Tedrow is the son of a wealthy Klansman (who he murders at the end of The Cold Six Thousand). He and Holly are almost like brothers. These mediocre heroes are indeed maintaining individuals, and what they maintain is the existing order against reform-and-revolution, inside the state (the assassination of Kennedy) and out (the assassination of King). In Blood’s A Rover, this means getting Nixon elected and the Mafia/Hughes casino deal arranged (Tedrow), and especially tracking and subverting ‘black revolution’ in Los Angeles occasioned by the rise of the Black Panther Party (Holly).23

Building on the well-known COINTELPRO operations against the Black Panther Party by the FBI, Ellroy has Holly parodically call his ‘Operation BAAAAAAD BROTHER’. The discourse of the novel, its writing, thus registers the power of its object – a changing history, a changing language – as it negates it (here in a mock FBI report), producing a caricature or stereotype. Ellroy’s use of anxious parody here gives a sense of his work with language and form in the novel.24 Even Hoover and Nixon humorously take on such speech acts, the language of the supposed black ‘other’, as registered in telephone-conversation transcripts: ‘Lay it on me, brother … Tell it like it is, because I’m cool with it’ (Hoover to Holly); ‘Tell it like it is’ (Nixon to Holly) (383, 384).

The first word of chapter 44 (Los Angeles 10/22/68) is: ‘NEGROFICATION’ (225), written in capitals and underscored as if a newspaper headline.25 It is an imperative – Marsh Bowen, Holly’s undercover informant, needs to sharpen his ‘black’ image and militant black power performance (he is a black ex-cop) – but also reads as a warning and/or, more neutrally, as signage with regards to a particular state of affairs. It is all of these, simultaneously. ‘Negrofication’ is what happens politically to the mediocre heroes/maintainers of the ‘white’ state as they turn against it. Holly’s simulation of the requirements of black protest, its culture and anti-racist critique, convince Bowen that he actually really means it. Tedrow’s guilt at his history of killing black men, inherited from his father, including his participation in the assassination of Martin Luther King, sends him, first, into the arms of Mary Beth, a black trade union organizer and widow of another of his victims; and, secondly, to his suicide-death in Haiti whilst looking for her son, Reginald. In the Dominican Republic he blows up the casino construction sites (‘fixed’ entertainment capital) that belong to ‘the boys’ like a one-man guerrilla unit. He also siphons off Mafia profits for Celia and Joan’s revolutionary activities.26 Meanwhile Holly – following Tedrow’s death, increasingly aware of the waning mental powers of Hoover in his old age (he warns Nixon of the problem), and having organized the Watergate break-in with Howard Hunt – decides to arrange the FBI director’s assassination.

Just as it describes the left-turns of Crutch, Tedrow and Holly, the sign ‘negrofication’ also refers to a tradition of writing in the USA that goes back to Mark Twain: the ventriloquizing of the ‘black’ voice. As the musical culture of jazz hits literature, the strategy definitively takes off with the ‘beat’ writers in the 1950s. Their work ‘speaks’ jazz and its world. This is also evident in Ellroy’s work in the writing of White Jazz (1992), the final volume of the ‘Los Angeles Quartet’ – formally, still his most important novel. Like White Jazz, American Tabloid and The Cold Six Thousand, Blood’s A Rover is written in short, almost brutal sentences, continuous brief bursts of language that in their grammatical structure are anti-discursive and repetitive. Almost any passage from the text illustrates this point; here is one that represents Tedrow at work:


He had L.A. work and Vegas work. The Boys kept suites in the Count’s [Hughes’s] hotels. Nixon was prez now. He overturned LBJ’s antitrust injunctions fast. The Boys sold Drac the Landmark Hotel and two thousand prime Vegas acres. Drac’s new fixation was atomic waste. Underground tests scared him shitless. He called Wayne in to explain nuclear fission. Drac believed that A-bomb rays enhanced the black sex drive … He met with Lionel Thornton again. They discussed money transfers and the final wash of assets. It was tense. Thornton sat him face-to-face with the Dr. King portrait. Some world-clash thing resulted. (277–8)



Property and the circulation of capital, racism, guilt and anxiety; but also a rigorous and insistent deployment of language, which has been described as telegraphic, but which is at once poetic – in its distribution – and musical, picking up on the open rhythms of bebop and free jazz. In other words: improvization conceived as ‘controlled freedom’.27 The lack of connectives and subordinate clauses opening up each sentence to the one that follows inhibits the developmental unfolding of discourse and narrative, interrupting, puncturing and de-naturalizing it, to produce what reads at times like a repetitive but insistent rhythmic series of notes, riffs and/or shorthand. This is Ellroy’s constructivist principle at work, throughout the trilogy, over more than 1,500 pages. It asks readers to make connections between ‘shots’, like in an extensive Eisensteinian historical montage, as it passes through other semiotic systems (the media it deploys – for example, film and television) and incorporating codes, speech acts and sociolects, including the hate speech of the racists it represents and performs: ‘The spooks yelled spook-outrage slogans and spooked on back to …’(99).28 Moved by jazz, Blood’s A Rover both ‘says’ racism and ‘shows’ racism, repeating the language of the ‘white state’ whilst, however, also overcoming it – turning against it and becoming semi-autonomous – in its very composition. The novel, in other words, is both agonistic and dialogical – the ‘other’ ever present and yet determining. This is what makes Ellroy’s writing a (modernized) form of what Brecht refers to as a dramatic ‘gestics’: it performs social attitude(s) whilst moving to musical rhythms.29

The key aspect of Jameson’s notion of the ‘dialogical agon’, in Weiss’s novel, however, is that it succeeds in dramatically conserving the arguments and conflicts of a particular past in its language – as in Ellroy’s 1960s – whilst simultaneously radically depersonalizing its narrative discourse. Weiss’s mode of composition of his historical novel transcends the representation of typical individuated lives whilst, nevertheless, still being recognizable as a work set in a past that is readable as a present. The language and composition of Blood’s A Rover effects such a de-personalization of its narrative too. But, it does so not, as in Weiss’s The Aesthetics of Revolution, by representing a militant collectivity dialogically through its arguments, but by de-individualizing the ‘voices’ of its characters and making them all versions of its anonymous third-person riff – because, in effect, the narrative neither belongs to nor expresses Crutch’s personality either (since he too appears as its object, in the third person). It is as if the discourse of the novel has turned against its mediocre heroes as individuated individuals of political society just as they have turned against the ‘white’ state that employs them. As the above passage makes clear, the narrative takes the form of free-indirect discourse. Whilst breaking down the distinctions between third and first persons, however, it refuses to rest with any of the latter either. Paradoxically polyphonic, the free-indirect style appropriates all subjectivity to itself: all characters, including their thoughts and experiences are given indirectly, in the same spectral voice that ‘speaks’ them. The narrative discourse of the novel is, in other words, a ‘jazzed-up’ and open version of what Jameson refers to as the


enigmatic third person of modern literature, more mysterious … than any of its first-person characters, inasmuch as we can see and observe them, but must ourselves be confined to looking out through the gaze of this narrative one, which then takes on something of the unknowability of Kant’s noumenal subject, always adding ‘the I to all its acts of consciousness,’ while itself remaining unknowable and inaccessible.30



In Blood’s A Rover, however, although unnameable and de-individuated, this ‘unknowable’ third person – the ‘other’ of its surveillance and repression – is historically accessible. The novel is written in and to the rhythms – if not in the words – of ‘black’ reform-and-revolution.

Red Conclusion

There are two plots to assassinate Hoover in Blood’s A Rover. The first is from Dwight Holly, Hoover’s principle ‘enforcer’ and investigator-subverter of the Black Tribe Alliance and the Mau-Mau Liberation Front. Holly, however, remains the most enigmatic of the novel’s characters. Like Tedrow and Crutch, he also turns against the state, and like Crutch, his turn is mediated by a relationship with Joan Klein that focuses – like repeated close-ups – on her scarified arm. Read psychoanalytically, they are both not only excited by the outlaw past the scar suggests, but by the ever-present threat to the symbolic order it also promises. And they identify, perhaps also seeing in (or on) her the mark of their own subordination. This means that there is also a little bit of both damaged men inside Joan, which facilitates their political turn against the ‘white’ state. Joan’s scar is thus the visual site of their wounded attachments. Holly is not captured by Joan’s confession-narrative of the emeralds. Nor does he know about Hoover’s part in her life. Moreover, he had already been ‘seduced’ by the Left: his partner (and, it turns out, the mother of his children) is Karen, an old friend and political sympathizer of Joan’s – who is happy to share Holly with her. But Holly decides to assassinate Hoover anyway, independently, moved by a mixture of other attachments, including anti-racist guilt. Having already sought and won the confidence of Nixon – himself wary of Hoover’s power – it may also be that the death of Hoover would suit his reformist agenda, ensconcing him further into the higher echelons of the state, next to the new president. On seeing Hoover, however, Holly decides that the director is no longer in control, that he has lost his mind and that he now already belongs to the past.

With Holly’s death, the novel changes its form and compositional format becoming, as noted above, a historical romance with a new romantic cast: Joan and Crutch. But before Holly is killed he commits a last act of cruel jouissance (as if a superego in action): he wounds Crutch in such a way that he cannot but turn. That is, he ‘gifts’ his replacement with deep scars of his own. Holly visits Crutch in the Dominican Republic where Tedrow has just blown up the half-built casinos. He finds Crutch there, amassing files and reading Fanon and tomes on voodoo medicine, and he carves the revolutionary date, 14 June, deep into Crutch’s back. In other words, he cuts Joan into him. Crutch is then captured by Joan’s story, and follows its generic – romance – logic through to the end, plotting Hoover’s assassination on the night of Labour Day (1 May), 1972.31 He burns the director’s personal archive with voodoo chemicals, but the syringe containing the lethal voodoo poison breaks. When Hoover appears, however, Crutch holds out his hand and shows him an emerald: Hoover has a heart attack – like Isidore Klein, Joan’s grandfather – and dies.

Blood’s A Rover brings the ‘Underworld USA’ trilogy to an end, and in so doing traces the end of a particular era. Interestingly, the demise of both of its key overarching historical figures, Howard Hughes and J. Edgar Hoover, present throughout all three volumes of the work, chimes with a key world historical shift. In The Origins of Postmodernity, Perry Anderson suggests that the 1970s – in the USA, the time of Nixon – marks the moment of the extinction of the bourgeoisie as a class ‘possessed of self-consciousness and morale’, which is replaced by new forms of capitalist administration and command.32 Hoover, perhaps a typical representative of the state as a management committee of the bourgeoisie, already belonged to the past for Holly, and was now politically irrelevant. Similarly, Hughes’s waning presence in Blood’s A Rover is also interesting: a capitalist vampire who has become vampirized himself, he is plugged into new forms of finance and entertainment capital, and only kept alive in a darkened anonymous hotel room in Las Vegas to finance the ventures of others. In such a context, if for Lukács the novel form is the epic of a ‘fallen’, bourgeois world, perhaps Ellroy’s trilogy marks – and narrates – the emergence of a new epic form, one that belongs to a post-bourgeois world of administered capitalism.
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Cronos and the Political Economy of Vampirism: Notes on a Historical Constellation


‘Today, however, the past is preserved as the destruction of the past’.

T. W. Adorno and M. Horkheimer



The phantoms of the past – ‘revenants’ – occupy an important place in the cultural histories of Mexico. The Day of the Dead, in which the deceased return to banquet with their relatives, immediately comes to mind, as does the redemptive invocation of the heroes from Indian pasts in the discourse of the Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas: ‘Through our voice the dead will speak, our dead, so alone and forgotten, so dead and yet so alive in our voice and our steps.’1 Perhaps the most extraordinary Mexican narrative of ‘revenants’, however, is Juan Rulfo’s short novel Pedro Páramo (1955). Written in the context of the refoundation of the nation on the basis of new post-revolutionary myths (‘the revolution’ as the sign of Mexican ‘progress’), the novel tells a story of broken families, obsessive unrequited love, a landowner and a dispossessed peasantry who haunt the text as the living dead as well as its narrators: Rulfo’s peasants died of ‘fright’.2 If Benedict Anderson is right to suggest that the power of national imaginings is that they endow death (and, therefore, life as well) in the modern, secular world with meaning, it is clear that the pact between the state and ‘people’ such imagining and meaning would necessarily entail failed to materialize in post-revolutionary Mexico, whilst the local cultural scripts of peasant communities were shattered under the impact of secular ‘developmental’ zeal. Rulfo’s dead, marginalized by the state, live in a continuous but meaningless present in which their only possible remaining hope for justice and the transcendence community is supposed to provide – the Church – has been bought by the local landowner: the ‘ilusión’ (hope) that drives them is an ‘ilusión’ (illusion). Interpreted from Anderson’s anthropological insight into nationalism, Rulfo’s novel tells us that these ‘revenants’ are not the product of a supposed obsession with death in Mexican popular culture, but rather the product of conflicting imaginaries (ways of death) and – here, Rulfo takes us beyond Anderson’s formulations – an historical appropriation of existential meaning on the part of the state. Nationhood, from this point of view, is revealed to be the product of a violent overcoding of alternative imaginings.3

Phantoms are not the only kind of ‘revenants’. Vampires also return from the dead, in search of blood, to exploit; whilst zombies return as forced labour. Horror movies, especially in the Americas, rest on a particularly postcolonial scenario that involves staging the return of the past – usually in the shape of the victims of colonialism and nation-state formation – as a nightmare demanding justice of the present. Guillermo del Toro’s film Cronos (1992), the story of a reluctant vampire, is thus inscribed not only into the European tradition of vampire horror stories, but also into the Mexican tradition of narratives of ‘revenants’, and into the American ‘postcolonial’ tradition of horror. The film graphically reminds us that vampire stories are first and foremost narratives of the social configuration of the body. In doing so, moreover, as well as relocating the experience of colonialism in Mexico into the present as a very special kind of mechanical agency (the ‘time-lag’ is a strait gate through which a vampire may leap), it also re-establishes the traditional close link between images of vampires and the ‘social rule of capital’. And again, in doing so, the film finds echoes in the discourse of the Zapatista rebels:


They bleed Chiapas a thousand different ways: through oil and gas ducts, electric lines, train cars, bank accounts, trucks and vans, boats and planes … through wide breaches and little punctures … and Chiapan blood flows as a result of the thousand fangs sunk into the throat of southeastern Mexico.4



Finally, and more self-consciously, Cronos reveals the melodramatic structure of feeling of a Catholicism founded on symbolic cannibalism (or vampirism). Religion, capital, vampires: such is also the constellation of ideas through which Marx writes of the fetishism of the commodity; and it is with the ‘vampire’ as the image of a transculturated commodity fetishism that this essay is concerned.

The Uncanny Capitalist

What has the image-fantasy of the vampire, specifically that of Dracula, been associated with in literary and cinematic traditions? A ‘decadent’ aristocracy obsessed with ‘blood’ relations; the circulations and flows of monopoly capitalism; the threat to national identity and racial degeneration (the figure of ‘the Jew’); unbridled sexual lust – both hetero and queer: the figure of the female vamp has had quite a long history; which was all refocused with the advent of AIDS (see, in particular, Coppola’s film Dracula).5 In its articulation of a desire for eternal life, the vampire also embodies a form of de-differentiated temporality in which the distinction between the past (dead) and present (living) has been blurred.

Similarly, vampires represent the inhuman in the human, the ever-present threat of animalization that sacrifice is supposed to keep at bay. Whatever the particular symptom, most images construct the vampire as a danger for the ruling bodily regime. Vampirism classically involves the puncturing of the skin-ego, precisely at the juncture of the body and head, such that the established, ‘enlightened’, hierarchy of the senses is undermined and re-ordered according to an ‘other’ unconscious logic; but only so as to be immediately re-encoded back again in opposition to particular monstrous forms – such as those mentioned above.6 In this sense, talking about vampire films, James Donald is right to suggest that there is a carnivalesque dimension to Dracula (J. Donald, 1989), but so is Judith Halberstam, in another, who insists – so that we do not slip into an easy populist celebration of the deterritorialising body – that


the Gothic novel and Gothic monsters in particular produce monstrosity as never unitary, but always as an aggregate of race, class and gender … the nineteenth-century discourse of anti-Semitism and the myth of the vampire share a kind of Gothic economy in their ability to condense many monstrous traits into one body.7



American Tabloid (1995) by the self-styled ‘demon dog’ of US thriller writers, James Ellroy, contains a brief portrait of the well-known capitalist ‘vampire’ Howard Hughes. It could stand in for the recent ubiquity of images of vampires in both mainstream literature and film, for example, Mind of my Mind (O. Butler, 1977), Almanac of the Dead (L. Marmon Silko, 1991), The Informers (B. Easton Ellis, 1994), Bram Stoker’s Dracula (F. F. Coppola, 1992), Interview with the Vampire (A. Rice, 1976 and N. Jordan, 1994) and From Dusk Till Dawn (Roberto Rodríguez, 1996). It illustrates, moreover, Cronos’s contemporary transnational (in this first instance, mainly US) intertextual resonances:


Littell walked in. The front room was filled with medical freezers and intravenous drip caddies. The air reeked of witch hazel and bug spray.

He heard children squealing. He identified the noise as a TV kiddie show.

He followed the squeals down a hallway. A wall clock read 8:09 – 10:09 Dallas time.

The squeals turned into a dog food commercial. Littell pressed up to the wall and looked through the doorway.

An IV bag was feeding the man blood. He was feeding himself with a hypodermic needle. He was lying back buck cadaverous naked on a crank-up hospital bed.

He missed a hip vein. He jabbed his penis and hit the plunger.

His hair touched his back. His fingernails curled over halfway to his palms.

The room smelled like urine. Bugs were floating in a bucket filled with piss.

Hughes pulled the needle out. His bed sagged under the weight of a dozen disassembled slot machines.8



In American Tabloid (like in Blood’s A Rover, as we have seen), Hughes’s nickname is Drac, short for Dracula.

I would like to place another, more well-known, passage from Marx’s Capital alongside Ellroy’s portrait:


As a capitalist, he is only capital personified. His soul is the soul of capital. But capital has one sole driving force, the drive to valorize itself, to create surplus value, to make its constant part, the means of production, absorb the greatest possible amount of surplus labour. Capital is dead labour which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks.9



It is clear that the passage from American Tabloid can easily be folded into the passage from Capital. Drac, the international capitalist, belongs, ‘buck cadaverous naked’, to the living dead and feeds on blood and, moreover, ‘taps into’ a number of the above ‘monstrous’ associations. In this sense, Ellroy’s portrait of the notorious paranoid bourgeois and movie mogul Howard Hughes, as he lies back in a Beverley Hills bungalow after his masturbatory ‘hit’ to watch the assassination of J. F. Kennedy on TV in November 1963, underlines the well-known association between capitalism, addiction and vampirism, as well as evoking the thematics of Guillermo del Toro’s vampire movie, Cronos.

One of the bodies whose story is told in Cronos is that of the industrialist De la Guardia. He possesses the manuscript and rulebook written by an alchemist who made the Cronos device in colonial New Spain. The device, now in the possession of the antique dealer Jesús Gris, endows its user with eternal life in exchange for blood, and De la Guardia desperately wants it. Like the paranoid capitalist Hughes, the aging and dying industrialist lives in a sealed, sanitized environment (a bunker underneath one of his factories which, we are informed, is ‘open all night’!), half of his body preserved in a fish tank. Like Drac, he too tends towards the animal; although not yet an immortal vampire, he already prefigures his desire and walks on four legs, including two metal crutches – which give De la Guardia the appearance, in another of Marx’s splendid images of capital, of ‘ris[ing] up on [his] hind legs’ so as to ‘face the worker and confront him’ like a voracious insect.10 It is his desire to possess the Cronos device, to live forever, thereby becoming a vampire, which sets the narrative going. And it is Jesús’s self-sacrifice in preventing this and destroying, first the industrialist, and then the device, that concludes it.

Guillermo del Toro’s Cronos is a fantasy of the contemporary body, technology and of time in the accelerated age of contemporary transnational capitalism. The Mexican city of the film is, moreover, hardly a ‘national’ or ‘regional’ capital in the traditional culturalist sense, but rather, at the level of speech, bilingual (Spanish and English – the latter clearly alluding to US economic power), and at the visual level of writing, multilingual. Both the workplace (De la Guardia’s factory) and (Jesús’s) home have become globalized sites traversed by several overlaying scripts – displayed in signs and newspapers – which, like a palimpsest (or the alchemist’s mysterious notebook) demands to be deciphered for its secrets. Marx’s references to capital’s vampiric qualities in Capital emerge in his discussion of the struggles over the working day (the move from the formal to the real subsumption of labour to capital, as well as the transition from the extraction of absolute to relative surplus value). This process involves not only the disciplining of capital but also the subjugation of living labour, the body, to the machine (‘dead labour’) – Fordism or machinofacture – and increasing the rate of exploitation.11 It can surely be no coincidence that the re-emergence of images and tales of vampires in the 1980s and 1990s coincided with a massive deregulation of capital that is associated with its transnationalization and the recent neoliberal assault on the welfare state, as well as the post-Fordist redesigning of the technological relation between capital and labour. Recent developments in the means of production (including information technology) threaten to completely reorganize – through ‘downsizing’ – the social organization of the world of work and its relation to the private sphere, and thus impinge in a variety of ways on the social experience of the body. Indeed, throughout the 1980s and 1990s one of the most enduring of social fantasies – evident in film and literature in the figure of the cyborg – was that of new technologies actually entering the body in such a way that the dividing line between machine and flesh is blurred. The transition to forms of flexible accumulation and associated technologies has only been unevenly felt in Latin America: in the post-dictatorial 1980s, in the form particularly of the debt crisis, and in the realm of production imposed, more often than not, in the authoritarian guise of ‘modernization’. Interestingly, prior to the more recent neo-populist ‘pink tide’, the 1980s in Latin America are widely known as a decade of ‘savage’ capitalism.

Fetishism and Cultural Memory: ‘Primitive’ Accumulation

‘All reification is a forgetting.’12 Due perhaps to the influence of George Lukács’s seminal essay ‘Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletariat’ (1971), discussion of commodity fetishism has tended to stress the process whereby the commodity form, money and capital itself, mask and naturalize their social content and history as they present themselves to experience: ‘It is nothing but the definite social relation between men themselves which assume here, for them, the fantastic form of a relation between things.’13 From this point of view – commodity fetishism as reification – the sense of ‘things’ predominates over ‘fantastic form’, with the effect that traditional Marxist theories of ideology are founded on a social process of forgetting. Ideology critique thus usually involves the restoration, by the critical critic, of history and sociality to its objects. But could it not be that such a disabling formulation of ideology is itself predicated on a forgetting, of which the image of the vampire is in fact a sign, and thus itself paradoxically ideological? For do not objects and subjects come to critics always already inscribed with history, even if this includes the history of their dissimulation? And, might not capital be one such historical object? Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari suggest something of the kind, as we have seen in chapter 3, when they talk of the ‘miraculating’ and ‘recording’ powers of capital. Here is their version of fetishization: ‘But the essential thing is the establishment of an enchanted recording or inscribing surface that arrogates to itself all the productive forces and all the organs of production, and that acts as a quasi-cause by communicating the apparent movement (the fetish) to them.’14 It is capital itself, in its very spectrality, that constitutes this ‘enchanted … surface’. The capitalist socius thus not only produces but records too, bearing the marks of its history and origins whilst appropriating the history of others. From this point of view, commodification as forgetting becomes, not a wiping away, nor just a re-articulation, but an overcoding. The question might then be: what is the social content of such appropriation and forgetting? Some years ago, Gillian Rose pointed out that the word ‘fantastic’ in Marx’s passage would be better rendered from the German original as ‘phantasmagoric’, highlighting thus the ‘personification’ – however dim and ghostly – of commodities, now endowed with a life and power of their own as this ‘quasi-cause’.15 It is for this reason that Marx compares the fetishism of the commodity to religion:


In order, therefore, to find an analogy we must take flight into the misty realm of religion. There the products of the human brain appear as autonomous figures endowed with a life of their own, which enter into relations both with each other and with the human race. So it is in the world of commodities with the products of men’s hands. I call this the fetishism which attaches to the products of labour as soon as they are produced as commodities.16



Indeed, in Cronos, the jewel-encrusted golden device that cathects itself to the body and exchanges eternal life for blood comes to Jesús, the antique dealer, inside a statuette of an angel, as if from heaven. Such fetishistic miraculation is similarly apparent in the voracious appetite ascribed to capital (dead labour) for living labour in the passages from Marx quoted above. It is only that now, so as to ‘enter into relations … with the human race’, the fantastic form of a vampire has taken the place of the fantastic form of Christ (Jesús).

In The Philosophy of Marx, Etienne Balibar has recently explicitly opposed fetishism to ideology (and forgetting) and suggested that the former would be better thought of as a ‘mode of subjection’, that is, as the main process involved in the making of economicojuridical subjects ‘subordinated to the reproduction of exchange value’;17 crucially, as in the process described in the essays on Arguedas and Asturias in chapters 3 and 4, the dispossession and disciplining of the peasantry and the creation of ‘abstract labour’. My own hypothesis is that, at least in one of its primary guises, the figure of the vampire represents, not just a forgetting, nor a mere Gothic literary figure with which Marx has endowed capital with ‘character’, but the phantasmagoric trace of its origins; in other words, the cultural memory of the violent ‘subjection’ of bodies and lives to the laws of the market and the nation state: ‘so-called primitive accumulation’.

In a chapter of her novel Almanac of the Dead (1991) called ‘Vampiric Capitalists’, Leslie Marmon Silko writes that one of her native Indian characters, Angelita La Escapía, ‘imagined Marx as a storyteller who worked feverishly to gather together a magical assembly of stories to cure the suffering and evils of the world by the retelling of stories’.18 Such an interpretation articulates, it seems to me, something like a subalternist approach to Capital, one that reads into the theory of value traced there the cultural experiences and memories of those subjected to the rule of capital. Might it not be the case that Marx’s image of the vampire emerged from such collection? Here, Marx the intellectual and critic, almost takes the shape of a shaman or medicine man – an anti-vampire – who in Capital re-articulates the stories of those who have experienced ‘subjection’ to capital (not, however, in the form of an ethnological collection of popular folklore, but as political critique).19 What Balibar calls ‘subjection’, Marx refers to as ‘so-called primitive accumulation’. The obverse side of creating new economico-political subjects is their dispossession: ‘As a matter of fact, the methods of primitive accumulation are anything but idyllic … The expropriation of the agricultural producer, of the peasant, from the soil is the basis of the whole process … And this history, the history of their expropriation’, he continues, ‘is written in the annals of mankind in letters of blood and fire.’20

As we have seen in previous chapters, in Marx’s account, the historical process of primitive accumulation produces the conditions of existence for capitalist exploitation, and involves not only the dispossession of the peasantry, but also new legal means of coercion, the creation of new state forms and national markets (nation states). European nations also benefitted from colonial plunder, for example, Aztec and Inca gold – the same that made the Cronos device. I would like to suggest, however, that there is also such a thing as ongoing contemporary primitive accumulation (which, in the historicist sense, would mean that it was not so ‘primitive’) that feeds contemporary fetishism and accompanies the ‘social rule of capital’, ever-extending commodification on a transnational scale. In other words, processes of continued dispossession – apparent, for example, in the well-known phenomenon of mass migration – that ‘frees’ labour for capital, de-differentiating it through real abstraction in exchange (the wage form), and which is experienced now as ‘modernization’, ‘social mobility’ ‘national integration’ or ‘globalization’. In Latin America these processes have generated a series of fantasies of the violently broken body, of vampirism, cannibalism and the collection and trafficking of body organs and fluids. Apart from providing Cronos with Latin American cultural resonances, such stories, coming mainly from Peru and Bolivia, also offer clues to the historical emergence of popular images of vampires in Europe (they too the result of varied processes of transculturation).

Latin American Vampires

‘And gradually as he speaks, I myself am filled with horror.’ According to the anthropologist Nathan Wachtel in his Gods and Vampires: Return to Chipaya (1994), ‘the intrusion of modernity into the heart of Andean communities threatens the very roots of their identities’, and it is from the ensuing process of social and cultural restructuring that a popular image of a ‘vampire’ emerges.21 The anthropologist’s horror comes as he listens to a former Uru informant tell of his ordeal after being accused of being a kharisiri (known in Peru as nakaq or pishtakos):


one of the greatest dreads of the Andean world … more or less mythical characters who accost their victims on deserted roads or break into their houses at night, sending them into a deep sleep by use of various powders, and taking advantage of their unconscious state to extract their fat (or their blood according to other, more recent versions). Several days later the victims feel weak, suffer from a kind of apathy, or anemia, then die. In the ethnographic literature … the kharisiri generally appears with the features of a gringo, the diabolical incarnation of the outside world. (52–3)



What made this case so interesting to Wachtel was that the victim was from the community itself, though occupying a marginalized position within it. In 1978 a number of people of the community had been, it was said,


stricken with a strange illness, characterised by sudden fatigue, a state of prostration from which many died. Suspicious-looking spots were found on the bodies of the sick (on their arms and chests), little dots that seemed to have been caused by the pricks of a needle: these traces clearly demonstrated that they had been victims of kharisiri. (54)



The Uru narrator was accused of having taken their blood with a ‘little machine’. He was beaten, tortured and even bled, and only saved by a detachment of soldiers who imprisoned him and then let him go. Wachtel was horrified because friends and other former informants had been involved in the persecution. According to local records, moreover, the number of deaths in 1978 proved in fact to be below average.

These events occurred at a moment of local crisis, when the victim was identified with outside forces: he had always been a marginalized member of the community, an orphan, extremely poor. But then he became relatively wealthy. He acquired a shop in the village with his savings and was involved in local community officialdom in positions – the peasant union and education – that administered local processes of national integration and modernization. Crucially, according to Wachtel, he had also traded with an outsider who was similarly accused in his own community, and whose grandfather had also been accused and killed for being a kharisiri in the 1950s.

The biography of the victim of this popular fantasy also cuts across intra familial and inter-moiety conflict in the community which is focused on land ownership and associated with the emergence there of new anti-synchretic (‘pagan’: Uru and Catholic) religious practices. Wachtel suggests that these events in some sense produced a moment of cross-religious unity in the community – the victim functioning, perhaps rather too classically, as something like a scapegoat. Interestingly, one of Wachtel’s conclusions is that the victim had come to speak to him of his experience because of the anthropologist’s own marginal position in the community, and that he too, in his codification of local Andean religious and magical traditions, was, in this context, something of a ‘vampire’.

A similar cultural fantasy emerged approximately ten years later in Peru, now in an urban environment, underlining the continuity, through re-articulation, of ‘magical’ beliefs there. Over two or three weeks in November and December 1988, women in the shanty towns of Lima protested in their hundreds, demanding that the local authorities protect their children from ‘sacaojos’ (eyesnatchers) who were kidnapping them so as to sell their eyes abroad. Other versions included the selling of body parts or blood and fat to the metropolis as fuel for factory machinery and computers (traditionally – that is, during the colonial period – human fat was supposedly extracted for the manufacture of bells), or to provide food for special restaurants frequented by members of the armed forces.22 The ‘sacaojos’ are modern and urbanized versions of the rural, pre-Hispanic, and subsequently colonial, pishtako (or kharisiri): white doctors, sometimes with black assistants, carrying identity cards given to them by the then president of the Republic, Alan García. Indeed, a group of medics was almost lynched in December during this mass popular fantasy. One version refers, again, to a machine, ‘a transparent box … two wires stuck on to the head by the nose and ears, and a button which, when pressed, popped the eyes out into a round receptacle’.23

According to Portocarrero et al., this, I would want to call it, ‘postcolonial’ fantasy, emerged in the place of violent protest or strikes against austerity measures introduced by the government in the midst of a severe economic and political crisis associated with massive external debt, on the one hand, and the activities of Sendero Luminoso, on the other. The effects included a more than 50 per cent cut in popular purchasing power, scarcity of basic foodstuffs, unemployment and uncertainty. The context is, therefore, one of generalized fear displaced onto the health service in particular, and condensed into the racialized (both black and white, rather than the Indian or ‘mestizo’ pishtako) ‘sacaojos’ (doctor). This overtly political fantasy, it is agreed, also functions as a critique of the traditional political sphere, projecting new political subjects into the streets (housewives and mothers). The writers on these recent events in Lima suggest, furthermore – and this assists our contextualization of Cronos – that they were the culmination of a region-wide rumour ‘that seems to have circulated throughout Latin America. In Mexico in 1986 and in Brazil in 1988 where, it was said, bands of criminals kidnapped babies for their vital organs, which were sold in Europe and the US for huge profits.’24

Such popular fantasies of kharisiri, pishtacos and eye-snatchers are clearly postcolonial and transcultural signs of contemporary social processes, evoking as they do the cultural memory of changes in the social experience of the body and its perceived invasion and colonization by new institutions (medical) and regimes (technologies): modern doctors having taken the place of colonial priests in an ongoing history of dispossession. From this subalternist point of view, the ‘vampire’ becomes a kind of ‘anti-shaman’, capital’s wicked medicine man, the equivalent of the colonial church’s priest: ‘converting’ subjects and bodies in the name of a new order.25

Jesus, the Vampire

‘[I]t seems to me that what I have said is enough to horrify you, indeed, to make your hair stand on end’: so says Léry in his celebrated account of cannibalism in Brazil.26 His words reveal the rhetorical intentionality of his text. For, having desisted from relating further ‘acts of cruelty’, he turns to his readers so as to remind them of similar ones – including cannibalism – in Europe itself. In this way, horror at cannibals in Brazil is channelled into European affairs (Léry wants his words to be written into the very body of his readers) and the chronicle’s political logic revealed.

On the one hand, Léry mobilizes his account of the ‘savage’ practice of cannibalism to identify and mark ‘our big usurers … sucking blood and marrow, and eating everyone alive – widows, orphans, and other poor people, whose throats it would be better to cut once and for all, than to make them linger in misery’ (linking ‘cannibalism’ in America to images of vampirism); whilst, on the other – by way of a number of references to religious wars throughout the continent and to contemporary Christian practices, including the symbolic cannibalism of Catholic liturgy – the Huguenot writer attacks the ‘savagery’ of an institutionalized Catholicism apparently in retreat (linking cannibalism to Catholic liturgy). In sum, ‘real’ and ‘symbolic’ cannibalism, and an evocation of vampirism, emerge as an imaginary constellation in a region racked by religious wars, hunger and fear.27 Colonialism constitutes the background to these processes, and the drinking or ‘sucking’ of blood is what unifies this fantastic constellation of images as a crisis in social imaginaries associated with the emergence of absolutist states begins to configure new ways of living and dying, and of relating newly dispossessed bodies to environments. It is a question, as we have seen in other contexts, of the reconfiguration of what Rozitchner calls the ‘body form’.

In this regard, it may be well to remember that, years later, Bram Stoker’s classic novel Dracula springs from an imaginary meeting of Europe’s cultural frontiers that brings together its Far West (beyond lies America) with its Far East (once the border of Christendom, now the border of the Enlightenment). That is, Ireland with Transylvania. The colonial circuit from which Dracula comes, in other words, is as follows: Bram Stoker, the author, migrates to London from Ireland, whilst the travels of his character Jonathan Harker take him (and his readers) the rest of the way to Transylvania. In so doing, moreover, the novel also unites the memory of ‘hunger’ and dispossession with a ‘decaying gentry’ in the context of a rising industrial capitalism.28 And beyond the contours of this imaginary map of European ‘civilization’, exist the real ‘uncivilized’ cannibals, who rather than just sip at their victims’ necks, barbecue or boil them up in pots so as to devour them.

William Pietz has shown how the idea of ‘fetishism’, emerged from a complex process of colonial transculturation and ‘primitive’ accumulation.29 I have attempted to show that this may be the case for postcolonial images of ‘vampirism’ too; and, furthermore, that images of the violent appropriation of body fluids and body parts constitute a decisive cultural component of the popular experience of ongoing primitive accumulation. The ‘fetishism’ of Catholic liturgy in Protestant discourse was a key moment of its history as an idea, as it is a key transcultural component of images of vampires (and pishtacos) as well. Guillermo del Toro has insisted on the importance of Catholicism in his film, and if we translate the names of two of its main protagonists this is made very clear: Grey Jesus and Guardian Angel. Cronos banalizes and melodramatizes Christ’s self-sacrifice by making of it an everyday family romance.

There are two aspects of Cronos that must be underlined as we examine the story of another of its bodies, and of the device itself. First, that with the emergence of a popular-mass genre of vampire novels and films (horror), the historical and cultural significance of each work does not lie merely in the relation between it and its contexts. This relation has become mediated by the logic of production of the genre itself which, of course, has its own socio-cultural content, but whose effect may be to abstract away from particular contexts: a modicum of ‘autonomy’ within the dependence of industrial film production (the signature of many independent movies). Cronos is, in other words, a genre movie. The inventiveness of any particular work belonging to such a genre would then, it seems to me, relate to the ways in which it reflected back upon such a cultural dynamic. This fairly obvious point brings me to my second one: in Cronos, it is not the usurer/capitalist (aristocrat or bourgeois) who is the ‘real’ vampire, nor is it simply a member of the general public, participating in the cannibalistic and sacrificial symbolic structure of Christianity (although this may be Aurora’s story in the film), but Jesús himself, now banalized and become a member of the general public. In Cronos there is no ‘living labour’, so to speak, the machinery of De la Guardia’s factory lying, for the most part, dormant. Nor is there a ‘queering’ of sexual desire, rather a narcissistic obsession with youth that modestly rekindles and, eventually, reconfirms the family through sacrifice. Del Toro’s film, therefore, operates a kind of double abstraction away from both social context and generic convention, and in doing so, displaces the cultural experiences of capitalism and ‘real’ and ‘symbolic’ cannibalism into the everyday reluctant vampirism of Jesús (whose only real victim is De la Guardia, the capitalist who wants to be a vampire). No wonder that Jesús’s body is literally ruined by the weight of such massive cultural and historical condensation! From this point of view, it may be possible to read the film as a horrific dismantling of a myth.

‘I am Jesús Gris’ (Grey Jesus). The story of Jesus’s body is inseparable from that of the Cronos device – made from (Aztec?) gold by an alchemist in colonial New Spain, and shot, David Lynch-style, as a ‘mini-factory’ – and the insect-like organism that inhabits it and lives on blood (the ‘real’ industrial vampire). The continuity between De la Guardia’s factory and the Cronos device is made clear in such shots, identifying the capitalist and the insect-organism inside the device. In this sense, the identification, through addiction, of Jesús and the machine, is really a lethal mis-identification. Whilst the camera probes at the transformations in Jesús’s body as he, first, becomes animal, and then, mineral, the film tells of how Jesús, through death and resurrection, comes to embody his name. It also tells how, through addiction, he becomes uncannily identified with the device and unable to calm (‘civilize’) his appetite.

Two extraordinary scenes dramatize the banality of Jesús’s hunger. In one we see him slowly licking a spot of blood off the floor of a public toilet during a New Year’s Eve party; whilst in the other, we watch as he is driven to the verge of autophagy by an itch he cannot control nor scratch. One scene, of course, encourages identification with Jesús’s need, whilst the other acts to repel. He is eventually brutally killed by De la Guardia’s nephew Angel in search of the device. Hilariously dressed and sown together by a mortuary attendant, Jesús begins to look like one of his granddaughter’s scruffy dolls. Indeed, in a parody of the class connotations of the classical film Dracula as played by Christopher Lee in aristocratic style, he makes his way back home with his black and white suit on back-to-front as if Aurora had twisted his head around 180 degrees. There, hidden away, he spends the night in her chest of toys (substituting for the coffin), now a character in her world. With her assistance he eventually disposes of both De la Guardia and his nephew in the factory. Jesús’s body is now crumbling, studded with shards of glass; he is shedding his dying grey skin and revealing his white flesh beneath – which must be fed. He has become Grey Jesus and, like the alchemist before him, he needs human blood. Without it he-and-the-device will die. Jesús has also become animal-like, tending towards the inhumanity of the organism. Finally, realizing that Aurora is next on the menu, he destroys the device and sacrifices himself to the light. Jesús, antique dealer, scruffy doll and eventually ruined statue, dies so that she may live.

At a time dominated by fantasies of a technologically redesigned ‘post-human’ subject, this representation of a vampire seems to rather evoke a sort of melancholy neo-animalization, even the ruin of a body without subjectivity. Indeed, the simultaneous appearance of the modern vampire and Frankenstein had already displayed such opposing experiences – a body invaded and a body made – of capitalist transformation. Jesús, as we have seen, is the victim of a pre-industrial colonial cyborg experiment gone horribly wrong. Not only has he become a doll, but even mineral and animal. In Cronos, the gap – so often occupied by ‘real’ or ‘symbolic’ cannibalism (sacrifice) – that supposedly separates the human from the animal (and nature) has broken down through the banal animalization of the very figure that is to maintain it, the figure of Jesús (as De la Guardia notes: blood-sucking insects, such as the mosquito, walk on water too). The vampire is half-spectre, half-animal. Like Derrida’s spectres, it is a ‘revenant’; a species of the ‘living-dead’, it returns from the grave to prey on the living. Unlike Derrida’s spectres, however, the vampire is not entirely ‘of spirit’ – a ghost – for it rather tends towards the animal. It is blood that keeps Jesús (and Drac) in this in-between state, this gap structuring the symbolic order, neither dead nor alive, animal and human.30

Finally, one more short story: as I have mentioned above, Jesús eventually does die so that Aurora (Dawn), his granddaughter, may life. By giving himself up to the light (and spirit), he shores up the shaken sacrificial structure of the human and the family. In doing so he redeems himself, and reveals, moreover, the melodramatic dimension of the story of Christ on which his own is based. Which brings us to Aurora: what does she do in the film? Well, she behaves like the fascinated spectator, enthralled to the iconic illusion of the moving image. Aurora bears witness, and looks on as Jesús gives himself over to the Cronos device, to addiction, hunger, momentary youth and death. By turn visibly angry, jealous, dumbfounded and afraid, she watches over him, silently fascinated by the bloody drama (film) played out before her eyes. She takes care of her grandfather, makes him one of her toys, and then, of course, as Jesús stares hungrily at the blood pouring from her hand, she speaks for the first time. And she utters his name. Classically, she recognizes and confirms the mythical foundations of a shaken symbolic order, whose sacrificial logic, from having been threatened, is now, once more, in place.

However, another spectre also haunts Cronos. How is Aurora’s story told in the film? In other words, how is Jesús’s story dramatized for her? On recognizing and naming him (‘abuelo’), and thus bringing the drama to a close, Aurora suddenly reminds us that a generation (that of her parents) is missing in the family relations that are finally reconfirmed. In other words, Aurora’s parents have disappeared from her life, as well as from the film text. Cronos is a film in which the trauma of disappearance dramatically unfolds. Aurora’s identification with Jesús, the father of her father, is thus a suture in which the symbolic order, rather than being mended, is scarred in the violent attempt of recovery from the ‘coup’ – which is both a coup d’état and, in the words of Nelly Richard, a ‘golpe a la lengua’.31 From this point of view, one might say that Cronos is also an Argentine film; or that at least, with its leading actor (the Argentine Federico Luppi) and its music and dance (the tango), it offers itself as such (in other words, as a trans-Latin American film), inscribing itself within the recent experience of the region’s ‘savage’ capitalism. For Aurora, the history of the present, of her grandfather the vampire, is the history of the disappeared.
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Amores perros and the Monetarization of Art

Alejandro González Iñárritu’s Amores perros (2000) is a cinematic work of enormous visual ambition, possessing an extraordinary will to representativity: it seems to want to do it all. An inter-looping trilogy of stories, the film mixes genres and techniques from documentary, through pop video and horror, to political noir. The dramatic relationships between its parts and characters are formed through violent and traumatic coincidence – the notorious car crash with which it begins – as well as through the circulation of desire, on the one hand, and money, on the other (the latter accompanied by the dog Cofi/Negro, as if it were a nahual or cursed shadow-deity) to produce a work of modernist narrative cinema of muralist proportions.

Like a mural, Amores perros is a film that takes its viewers ‘through’ its three moving panels one by one, following the money, whilst in its DVD format it allows those who might want to revisit it to impose their own perspective. The work thus combines the avant-gardist populism of the murals with the consumerist populism of contemporary cinema. And if both begin by inverting and massifying the structure of high art’s auratic contemplation, socializing it as visual experience, they also both propose to contain their possibilities for collective distraction within state buildings, exhibition halls and homes.1 Amores perros, however, has descended from the walls of those public buildings where the murals are to be found, finding its finance, unlike most Mexican ‘national’ cinema, entirely in the private sector, making money for, and stars of, all concerned. In this sense, it rebelled against the Mexican state cinematic apparatus at a time of neoliberal change and consolidation imposed by the very same state: indeed, the film was premiered in the last days of the government of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI).2 From this perspective, Amores perros presents itself, first, as a legal and legitimized alternative to the illegal capitalism it portrays, it is a ‘good’ (un bien), a ‘good’ commodity, and secondly, more generally, as a violent allegory of the ‘monetarization’ of art in Latin America (and in the first place, of course, of its own).

If Hollywood cinema, in the words of Raymond Bellour, is primarily concerned with the production of the couple, one might say that this example of new Mexican cinema is concerned with the production of the father and his law, and like the recent Argentine film Pizza, birra, faso (1997) directed by Bruno Stagnaro and Israel Adrián Caetano, with its eventual failure.3 To paraphrase and invert Lukacs’s criticism of his own early work, the film might be described as characterized by a left-wing methodology and a right-wing ethic. From this point of view, it is a work of conservative modernism. But it is also a renewal of cinema’s historical pedagogy of seeing; in other words, it is a spectacle that, at the same time, dramatically conveys knowledge about the making of spectacle.

In what follows, I will briefly reflect on three problems of interpretation, one from each segment (or panel) of the film (and in this sense I am going to read the film like a moving-mural): first, what I refer to as the psychic-narrative envelope of Octavio’s story – important because it concerns the social content of the film as a whole – but seen from the perspective of Susana’s desire to escape the city; secondly, the question of the hole in the text located in the ‘Daniel and Valeria’ narrative, and associated, I will suggest, with the existential and politico-cultural dimension of the film; and finally, the significance of the historical narrative arc with which El Chivo’s story, especially his ethical, anti-political turn, endows the film as a whole.

Goods

The first part of Amores perros, ‘Octavio y Susana’, is a work of neo-naturalist cinema, and mobilizes many of the social anxieties associated with that tradition: the monetary breakdown of the sense of community, the uncontainable spatial ‘excess’ of proletarian barbarism as made manifest in crime, etc.4 But, in pushing the documentary-like camerawork of the nouvelle vague of the 1960s, and the perspective of participatory observer that characterizes it, through the pop video of the 1980s and 1990s, González Iñárritu speeds (and ‘rocks’) reality up, to immediately slow it down again, technologically enhancing through the effects of montage what Benjamin called the ‘tactility’ of the cinematic experience (whose social model now, however, is television, the medium that is at the mediatic and ideological centre of the film).5 The film is excited about its ‘other’ – that is, its object – and communicates this excitement. And although this part of the film does not quite reach the point of being enunciated from the anthropological proximity of the ‘native informant’, its focalization – which sets out to touch and incorporate the spectators into ‘its’ reality – rejects and transforms the constitutive distance of conventional, naturalist enunciation, produced, as in Federico Gamboa’s classic Mexican novel Santa (1900), by both the ‘will to knowledge’ of science and the ‘will to salvation’ of religion.

Once the character of the broken, conflict-ridden family has been established (naturalism), the ‘Octavio y Susana’ section poses two related questions. The first is: who is the subject of their particular history? Despite appearances to the contrary, that is, despite the use of close-ups that endow the narrative (and Octavio’s desire) with psychological depth, it is arguably Susana who suggests herself: she at least manages, if only partially, to fulfil her fantasy of escaping the given, her present. Octavio, on the other hand, is ruined, and remains there, battered and subjugated by his experience of capitalism. Ramiro (his brother and Susana’s husband) and Jorge (his smarter partner in the dogfighting business) die. Crucial to arriving at such a conclusion, however, because Octavio is clearly the central character of this part of Amores perros, is deciding on the second question: what is it that motivates him? That is, what kind of desire is it that envelopes and moves him, getting under his skin to affectively transform and project his ego, his ‘I’? As we learn very quickly, Octavio wants Susana. But in pursuing her he discovers that he wants money too, perhaps even more than he wants Susana. Octavio’s ethic (his ‘good’) is driven by the economic. It is the mere fact of this desire, however, of any other desire whatsoever (that is, apart from his brother Ramiro’s desire), which provides Susana with the opportunity to leave the brutal household in which she has been entrapped, having already escaped from her alcoholic mother – a typical naturalist cycle. This is the productivity of desire in the film. One way to describe the difference is as follows: if Octavio wants happiness (he is utilitarian), Susana wants freedom and to leave her naturalist milieu behind (exodus). The day before their planned departure for Ciudad Juarez, however, Octavio insists that he will fight his dog Cofi for one last time: ‘Este sábado voy por la grande’, he says, not realizing that he is being set up by his dogfighting enemy, Jarocho, and ‘el Gordo’ Mauricio (a local big shot and neoliberal – criminal – businessman).6 For her part, Susana wants to leave the city immediately, saying that they have enough money already (indeed, she had only consented to sex with Octavio once he had accumulated and saved enough money to finance their departure): ‘Ya no lo pelees’, she says. But Octavio, addicted by now to the thrill of accumulation and illegal business, typically insists: ‘Esta es la última’ – which is what eventually leads to the crash with which the film begins.

Octavio is unable to remain faithful to his sexual desire, which has rather been taken over by money and the illegal market economy, to such an extent that one might say that Octavio eventually wants Susana like he wants money: la quiere – he ‘wants’ it/her. Well, ‘that’s why they call it money, stupid!’ says the crook played by Danny DeVito to explain such a power in David Mamet’s The Heist. Mamet is referring to Aristotle’s account of commodity exchange found in The Nicomachean Ethics, a source too of Marx’s own subsequent account of value in which money is the ‘universal equivalent’. Aristotle writes: ‘money has become by convention a sort of representative of demand; and this is why it has the name “money” (nomisma) – because it exists not by nature but by law (nomos)’.7 Money, won, robbed or exchanged – wads of it, gained through dogfighting, murder and robbery – is very visible in Amores perros and circulates ceaselessly. It is, in other words, capital in its most liquid form and flows through the film: El Chivo, for example, steals what is left of Octavio’s ill-gotten gains from his smashed-up body (not forgetting the dog Cofi, the money-making machine) at the scene of the crash, so as to invest it in his self-reconstruction as a father.8 In its nomic quality, money establishes the law of its measure, orders and orients – or territorializes – the milieu it establishes, the world of illegal capitalism and accumulation to which Octavio belongs, especially today, as the generalized and everyday experience of capital: hence the importance of crime as the social form of primitive accumulation, suturing (or conjugating) the formal and informal economies of the neoliberalized world. If Octavio’s excitement for Susana is subsumed into the thrill of accumulation, then she becomes for him merely another ‘good’.

In The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, Jacques Lacan not only theorizes the idea of a militancy of desire (to which one might be true), he also engages in a discussion with Aristotle’s ethics. Lacan suggests that Aristotle’s nomic ethical order is oriented by what he calls ‘Sovereign Good’, in which ‘the good’ is placed in close relation to sovereignty as: ‘a point of insertion, attachment or convergence, in which a particular order is unified with a more universal knowledge, in which ethics becomes politics, and beyond that with an imitation of the cosmic order’.9 However, with the Freudian revolution, such a Sovereign Good – which includes money as ‘representative of demand’ – is de-transcendentalized, brought back down to earth and internalized. Lacan writes: ‘the Freudian project has caused the whole world to re-enter us, has definitely put it back in its place, that is to say, in our body and nowhere else’ – to produce something like an affective order of desiring bodies. However, he continues, the libidinal economy of the ‘microcosm [the individual psyche] has absolutely nothing to do with the macrocosm, only in fantasy does it engender world’.10 This is the secular fantasy-world (of the ‘good’) Octavio and Susana inhabit. In this sense, one might say that in fact Amores perros is closer in its drama to the Deleuze and Guattari of Anti-Oedipus, revealing the undoing and decoding of desire – Octavio’s for example – as it is subsumed to the abstract accumulative logic of capital (in its money form).

Such a ‘microcosmic incarnation’ – which is another kind of ‘miraculation’ (in Deleuze and Guattari’s words) – occurs in ‘Octavio and Susana’, accompanied by the fantasy production mentioned by Lacan, but which I would interpret contra Lacan’s anti-politics rather as ‘interpellation’ (such as when El Chivo ‘turns’, transformed, on reading the news – which seems to appear out of nowhere – that his wife has died, and begins to turn himself back into a father).11 I am referring to the moment in the film in which Octavio, interpellated by the market, begins to narrate his own desire, that is, to conjugate his desire for Susana – which is also the desire to replace Ramiro as head of the family – with the pleasures derived from the risks of accumulation, whilst washing down his dog, transforming them both into the subject-effects of money. Psychoanalytical internalization and immanence does preserve a formal sense of Sovereign Good, which Lacan translates into that point of attachment towards which desire tends, and which is orientated unconsciously: he calls it ‘the Thing’ (which is a little bit of the Real). From this perspective, insofar as Susana is, in words Lacan uses to describe courtly love, ‘raise[d] … to the dignity of the Thing’, she orients Octavio the subject.12 But in reality, in doing so, Susana – her own ‘ego’ fortified in this libidinal micro-economy – ‘twists’ and re-orients herself, re-affirming her union – defined in the film by sexual pleasure – with her abusive husband Ramiro, Octavio’s brother, with whom she finally just takes the accumulated cash in search of freedom. Jorge, Octavio’s close friend (or ‘carnal’), recognizes this aspect of Susana (he ‘sees’) and tries to warn him. Octavio, however, ignores Jorge, too busy self-narrating and ‘engendering a world’ in fantasy: even if Ramiro, his brother, ‘won her’, he insists he saw and loved her first:


– Sí, pero a mi me gustaba desde antes, desde mucho antes que ese guey la conociera.

– Sí, guey, pero él se la machinó primero.

– Ni madres, ¿qué? Además, a Ramiro no le importa.

– Pero a Susana sí …



This is a key scene in the film, in which Octavio misrecognizes his desire and himself as subject. In order to gain full control of both Cofi and Susana he later has his brother brutally beaten by el Gordo’s henchmen, still convinced that he is doing it all for love.

In one of the musical moments of ‘Octavio y Susana’ we see them embracing, looking in opposite directions: when we hear the word ‘ocultar’ in the song, the film shows us Susana’s face in close-up, whilst when we hear the word ‘engañar’, we see Octavio’s. These coincidences are important for the perspective developed here because they suggest that in being organized around Octavio, and producing certain effects of narrative identification (its focalization), this first panel is deceiving (engañando) us, hiding (ocultando) Susana’s importance. And if we recall that the product that Valeria (the model of the second panel) is identified with is called ‘Encanto’, the theme of deceptive seduction becomes associated with Amores perros itself as an audio-visual spectacle: it works, like all cinema, not only through illusion, but through seduction too. In other words, Amores perros deceives and disillusions us with regard to its apparent hero.

Octavio does not remain true to his desire, and in this sense he is of course just an ordinary young man. He is, however, true to money as ‘representative of demand’ in informal and illegal exchange, his everyday experience of capital. But in being true to money, he abandons Susana, leaving her to get on with her own history, which is what she does – without him. Amores perros refuses to separate the microcosm from the macrocosm, dramatically emplotting money and desire as subjective orientation in the world of contemporary capitalism. It finds a place for both logics in producing an overdetermined affective ‘envelope’ which is Octavio’s criminal (but neoliberal) ruination, on the one hand, and Susana’s relative freedom – her exodus from the film – on the other. So, to the question: ‘love or money?’ Amores perros replies: money, represented as love. In the end, money – indifference as substance and subject – abandons Octavio to be picked up by the tramp stalker El Chivo, who invests it in his reinvention as father (so as to, in Julio Ramos’s words, launder or ‘limpearla’).

Grave

In the second moving panel of the filmed triptych, ‘Daniel and Valeria’, there is a noticeable reduction in the speed of its images, similar to what Deleuze describes as the collapse of cinema’s ‘sensory motor’ – here presented literally, as we shall see – in which the movement-image, and its concern for action, gives way to a time-image concerned with duration and vision.13 In this part, Valeria is seen (and sees herself) – through her commodity image (as ‘Encanto’) depicted in an advertisement on the wall opposite her apartment – to disappear: she can no longer be ‘Gente de hoy’, the name of the TV programme in which she appears, because her being has been radically temporalized – with a yesterday and a tomorrow that, suddenly, have become very present – as she encounters ‘horror’ in her apartment (an important space, according to Jameson, in modernist cinema – think of Antonioni’s Blow-up (1966) and Godard’s Le mépris (1963), for example, not to mention in horror movies too, from Polanski’s Repulsion (1965) to the recent remake of Dark Water (2005) by Walter Salles).14 From the point of view of the history of cinema, this section of Amores perros seems to take us somewhere very distant from its original street-centred scenes, to become much more akin to the many films of the 1960s attentive to the alienated life of a new European professional and consumerist middle class. Paradoxically, however, it is also both very near, in space, and very present, in time.

This second panel of the filmed triptych is its shortest, but it occupies the centre of the work as a whole. ‘Daniel and Valeria’ also contains an effect of psychic internalization that resonates (like the cracks in a smashed windscreen) existentially throughout the other two stories of the film between which it is sandwiched: from the fractured body of Octavio in the first, to the broken glasses of El Chivo in the third. Already in the prologue that introduces the section, that is, before the crash, when Valeria is taken to her new apartment, we are presented with a visual prefiguration of its contents in a painting on the wall of the bare living room in which a human-sized red capsule stands alone in a bare blue-grey landscape that entombs a figure whose face is peering out at us and at Valeria. The painting functions as not only this panel’s specular mise en abyme or internal mirror, but of the film as a whole (it is a mirror within a mirror): it might even be a picture of Susana San Juan, that other female object of desire, from Juan Rulfo’s novel Pedro Páramo, speaking to us and Valeria from her grave.

Valeria is a model whose body is strategically deployed as image in the culture industries. In this sense, she is a worker – whose body may be found standing provocatively beside or draped over the top of a car, extending it cyborg-like as part of the advertising process of eroticization and seduction (‘Encanto’). But in Amores perros Valeria’s workplace becomes a nightmare when she is trapped in the collapsed, broken metal of her car when Octavio, attempting to escape from Jarocho’s henchmen, smashes his car into hers: a Ballardian spectacle of limbs and machinery, in which the eroticized commodity image Valeria is, is turned against itself – that is, its bodily support – and mangled in the crash.15 Valeria had gone out to buy a bottle of champagne to celebrate a ‘brindis’ with Daniel, her lover, who had finally decided to leave his wife and family and move in with her in the new apartment. According to the doctor, however, Valeria is lucky to be alive.

As noted above, the three parts of the film are unified by the experience of the crash, the coincidence that it is. For this unity is not merely external – stitching together the different parts of the text as characters cross in the crash – but internal to every one of the stories: the car crash defines a moment of systemic existential collapse, and does so primarily in this pivotal in-between section, the film’s mi-lieu in which the crash as trauma is metabolized and encrypted into the film image.

Each section of the film offers totalizing visions of the social through its semi-autonomous, individualized narratives. The first offers an economic totalization of the social, in which the world is defined, following Marx, by its ‘elementary form’, the commodity, and its universalizing nomic measure, money, which feeds on desire, turning all into a Darwinian struggle of the strong against the weak. In other words, ‘Octavio and Susana’ constitutes a naturalist phenomenology of capitalism as universal formal subsumption (which includes its constituent criminal form), or, in other words, ‘hybridity’ in the iron grip of capital in its money form: in this sense, it constitutes the film’s horizon and infrastructure.16 The final part, as we shall see below, offers a corrupt juridico-political totalization of the social, to become the film’s superstructure – in other words, it is hegemony gone bad, in which elements of the repressive state apparatus turn away and against the very publicness and ‘people’ that define and legitimize them (the work of Ernesto Laclau comes to mind here) for economic gain. Such corruption, another form of ‘privatization’ before neoliberal structural adjustment, was (is) fundamental to PRI-state rule. This part, therefore, constitutes the site in Amores perros of the struggle for the law and ‘clean’ money (the good ‘goods’ the film ‘wants’). In the ‘Daniel and Valeria’ section, meanwhile, the social is totalized culturally (as in the work of Raymond Williams or Angel Rama), in the specific form of a Televisa-like celebrity culture (or ‘way of life’) – which constitutes, now, the disappearing horizon of both their lives: ‘Gente de hoy’, as the programme Valeria has just appeared in is called, but not of tomorrow. In this part, the film negotiates its relation of dependence and autonomy with the culture industry (represented, as mentioned above, by television). Dramatizing the social on the basis of the economic, the political and the cultural, Amores perros thus also reflects (on) and allegorizes its own conditions of possibility.

The car crash, moreover, also defines each of the film’s narratives in different ways. In the first part, it shapes the dénouement. In the third and last part, it produces a fundamental shift within the story – when El Chivo, present at the scene, not only takes Octavio’s money, but the wounded dog Cofi too. In ‘Daniel and Valeria’, however, it defines the story: from its very beginning it deals with the crash, and in doing so dramatizes an important theme of Amores perros, the return from the dead – which not only includes Valeria, but the dogs Cofi and Ritchie, the battered Octavio and even El Chivo too (when he tells his daughter in a telephone message that, without her, he had been like the living dead).

‘Daniel and Valeria’ is the only part of the film that is not centred on crime and capitalism: it rather registers and documents a body in the process of withdrawal from the electronic flow of commodified images and, thus, as a film, slows down. The time of duration enters the film: dura (it lasts) and it is duro (hard). Nevertheless, its place as the hysterical centre of the film is well deserved, since it inflects its contents existentially towards the temporalization of being by death, a key condition – finitude – of a sense of history. In other words, this ‘panel’ of the film places death right at its centre, in the form of a grave, and in doing so (as we shall see below), inscribes the film into an important Mexican post-revolutionary literary and cultural tradition that includes both Cronos and Pedro Páramo too. Of course, the hole in the parquet floor is there before Valeria (waiting for her, perhaps), and she trips over it when she arrives and rushes into the arms of Daniel. It is only when she has survived death, in trauma, that it takes on the meaning of a tomb, which the rest of the story plays out in the form of a mourning-metabolization. However, a crucial event must take place before the hole can become symbolized as a grave.

Back at her new home after the accident, Valeria is confined to a wheelchair, her leg clamped and held together in traction by metal rods – much like Frida Kahlo’s spine in her self-portraits. Alone, she plays with her faithful companion, the yapping dog Ritchie (who survived the car crash without a scratch). Actively displacing her anxiety, Valeria plays a kind of ‘Fort/Da’ game with the dog, bouncing a blue ball along the corridor past the hole in the floor. The story of the ‘Fort/Da’ game is told by Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (where he discovers the death drive) to illustrate how the child negotiates the absence (‘fort’)/presence (‘da’) of the figure of mother. Valeria, however, is recovering from near death, and violent trauma to her body. She is, in other words, involved in slowly internalizing her own death, negativity (her non-being, so to speak), making it a part of her – which means playing host to her own end.17 Valeria throws the ball, and Ritchie fetches it back. It is only when the ball eventually goes down the hole, and Ritchie disappears into it, and doesn’t come back, that it becomes a grave, and death is experienced by Valeria (and Daniel) in all its horror and in close-up. Death, as a grave or a hole in the floor, now produces a horizontal cut in the screen image that at times even appears as a perspective (as when the film shows, from ‘below’, Daniel desperately banging on the bathroom door).

Cinematographically, in this section of Amores perros its technical equipment shifts, stepping back to put a certain distance between the camera and its objects and subjects, in contrast with the probing proximity that characterized ‘Octavio and Susana’, preferring a more televisual use of the medium or information shot, because, this is for all to see. These are combined, however, with a horror-movie camera style (for example, overhead shots of Valeria suddenly waking up in bed in the dark, reminiscent of Nightmare on Elm Street, or other dark corridor shots, as Valeria feels her way around the apartment, reminiscent of Polanski’s Repulsion) and sound (so that the framed image shudders with the off-screen noises of Ritchie whimpering in the grave-hole, as described by Michel Chion’s notion of the accousmêtre), because this is also for all to feel.18 Valeria and Daniel battle against her death, and they nearly lose, hysterically smashing up their home. What does Valeria mourn? Her near death as it has approached and impacted on her body. Importantly, this includes her social death qua cultural icon that had, until then, endowed her life with narrative significance (for example, her ‘fake’ marriage as a ‘diva’ for the sake of her fans announced on ‘Gente de hoy’). In other words, damaged, Valeria mourns her self, and this involves the pain of substantial re-narrativization: in psychically metabolizing the physical effects of the crash she sacrifices her cultural self (in leg amputation) – looking, from this new point of view, towards what Deborah Shaw has called her ‘post-model’ existence.19 Daniel, despite being tempted to go back to his family, remains faithful to his new damaged partner, and having recovered Ritchie, as the posters depicting the commodity image of Valeria’s perfumed body around the city – her ‘Encanto’ – are brought down forever, they, re-made, look out of the window of their apartment at the bleak, dark future ahead.

Unlike the middle-class space of romance in, for example, Fernando Meirelles’s City of God (2002), which provides a model of future safety for Rocket, the up-and-coming photographer of crime (so different from the version of the character in Paulo Lins’s original neo-naturalist novel), in Amores perros this social space is irredeemably fractured. Daniel and Valeria’s new apartment has an above- and below- ground, a symbolic topography of trauma that breaks open their present and places a grave at the centre of the film. From here it resonates throughout the work, for the story of ‘Daniel and Valeria’ encrypts death within the film text as a whole. In the final panel, it re-appears with El Chivo: death is the work with which he is tasked, and with him it circulates in the city streets (to be generalized).

Work

The third part of Amores perros, ‘El Chivo and Maru’, is characterized by a ‘right-wing ethic’. It is the moment when the modernism of Amores perros seems to retreat and concern itself with producing a (hi)story (it narrativizes the phenomenological present of the first panel, as it has been existentially split by the second) that it seems determined to transform into romance, more specifically, into a family romance. It is also the most immediately readable panel of the film revolving more or less conventionally, noir-like, around an apparently radical character that turns against the corruption of Sovereign Good qua state form. It is here that the film’s conflict with the political is played out. The final part of the film carries its freight on its back, so to speak: death, and the damage produced by entry into the informal, illegal market, define the way El Chivo looks – he wears them written into his appearance and his perspective on the world (his ‘ver borroso’, for example, all the better to kill with: he is a wolf in goat’s clothing). ‘El Chivo and Maru’ loops back in time from the moment of the crash, to subsequently return and pass back through it again – as in the form of a leash – when El Chivo takes Octavio’s money and his accursed dog. Proceeding forwards in time, it ends soon after the posters of Valeria are taken down and El Chivo, a ‘new man’, makes his way with Cofi (now, with his uncanny ability to always blend in, renamed Negro) across a bare and blackened no-man’s land on the edge of the city. The film ends with a featureless and pathless landscape, as if it had been painted over with tar in an act of urban neo-expressionist abstraction, erasing all visible order and measure (nomos). This is the moment when the film’s obvious sentimentality and paternal re-inscription is problematized, the moment where it is characterized rather by illegibility, its conclusion now enigmatic, demanding instead a certain autonomy and to be interpreted beyond mere appearances. This is why it is important that paternal desire is not completely realized in Amores perros. Even so, the story of El Chivo’s self re-invention not only provides Amores perros with its overarching narrative – the production of a possible father – but also anchors the film’s contents in Mexican political and cultural history and, in doing so, its narrative thread pulls the film into shape, constraining and containing its ‘other’ modernist desire – or, to put it in terms more appropriate to the language of the film: putting a brake on it, as if with a leash.

From the point of view of literary and cultural history, the over-coding gesture of Amores perros’s final part inscribes the work into a series which, apart from the murals, might include: José Revueltas’s El luto humano (in which a house becomes an ark and then a tomb, the product of the revolutionary state’s modernization programme); post-’68 crime novels like Rafael Bernal’s El complot mongol (whose hero, like El Chivo, turns against the state that employs him as a ‘fabricante de muertos en serie’ – all for the love of an illegal immigrant) and Héctor Aguilar Camín’s Morir en el Golfo (which thematizes ‘muertos fértiles’ in a context of competing ‘modernidades petroleras’); Guillermo del Toro’s film Cronos (see my previous chapter); and, more recently, Subcomandante Marcos and Paco Ignacio Taibo II’s Muertos incómodos (one of whose narrators, Contreras, has come back from the dead in pursuit of justice) and, finally, Roberto Bolaño’s 2066, whose extraordinary ‘Parte de los crímines’ re-presents the killing of women (‘las muertas’) in Ciudad Juárez to echo, from the border, across the whole of the American continent. Juan Rulfo’s Pedro Páramo is, nevertheless, the classical text of this series: it too has a hole in the middle, which is also a grave – a mass grave – populated by those with no part in the post-revolutionary nation-form, but who nevertheless haunt and narrate it. In all of these texts, death takes on a political dimension.

Benedict Anderson’s anthropological account of nationhood is important here, although it leaves one crucial relation out of its critical equation. According to Anderson, the nation conceived as a limited, sovereign and imagined community provides death (and, therefore, life too) with meaning, a means, like religion, of overcoming the experience of finitude, be it natural or historical. In this he develops a tradition of romantic ‘organismic’ thought that goes back to Kant, but which includes Fichte as its principal formulator. In Fichte’s view, the nation was by necessity a popular form, rooted in the language of ‘the people’.20 To work, anthropologically, and so give meaning, the nation thus has to be embodied and experienced, which means that the nation-form is also predicated on the existence of possible subjects as well as a territory. Which is why the production of a ‘people’ is a state production. This is the relation Anderson misses, and the violence that accompanies it. From a Rulfian point of view, the nation and its people is the product of a ruling class organized – or in the process of organizing itself – as state. Insofar as death might, therefore, be an ingredient of national imagining, it is premised on the appropriation and over-coding of lives and their significance (the part-without-a-part of Arguedas’s Yawar fiesta, for example) by the state: your story is my story and, now, our story. Pedro Páramo, the novel, knows this and protests, from the perspective of the subalternized – including Susana San Juan – in the context of post-revolutionary nation-building in Mexico. Amores perros also evokes this process, but ‘from above’, from the perspective of police death-work, slowly emptying out all of its Rulfian political content.

We first meet El Chivo in the first section of the film, roaming the city like a vagabond with his family of dogs: walking, looking, collecting rubbish and killing. He finds out that his wife has died, and he attends her funeral – keeping his distance from the rest of his family. With his own death now on the horizon, he decides to get back in touch with his daughter Maru, who he tracks, breaking into her house and (re)introducing a photograph of his face into a family portrait. El Chivo is thus present throughout the film. But it is only at the beginning of the last section that we learn that he works for the state (or a state in the throes of privatization); that is, for a corrupt cop – suggesting the invisible and permanent presence of the repressive state apparatus throughout the social it patrols. The cop is talking to a client who wants his half-brother and business partner murdered. El Chivo, says the cop, is just the man for the job; he has the experience required. We are then told El Chivo’s story, which is a political one: once a professor in a private university (like the scriptwriter Guillermo Arriaga, who was a professor of history at the Universidad Iberoamericana), he abandoned his job and his family to become a guerrilla in the 1970s: he had participated in kidnappings, bombed a mall and killed police officers, he was a real ‘hijo de puta’; but no, he was not a Zapatista (neo-Zapatismo is thus evoked quickly and cynically, to then only disappear as the political material of a degraded present). He was caught by the cop, served twenty years in jail, and on being released, went to work for him, killing. El Chivo’s precise function as an assassin is not clear, but what is clear is his involvement in death-work. Insofar as he works for the (corrupt) state one might thus speculate that he is a re-producer of nation qua appropriator of social being and meaning by elimination – even if this is carried out in a semi-privatized fashion. This locates the film historically as a work of the post-1968 era reflecting back on, and distancing itself from, a period when guerrilla warfare, both urban and rural, appeared, and which was characterized too by what has since been referred to as the Mexican ‘dirty war’ of the 1970s.21

El Chivo, who has turned bad, will turn good, but not politically – defining the distance that Amores perros insists on maintaining towards the politics that it ignores. At the scene of the crash, he rescues and cures Cofi, who then kills El Chivo’s own family of dogs. El Chivo tries, but fails to shoot him, and at that point turns against the death-work of the state (leaving the half-brothers either to kill or make up with each other and get on with their business). His turn seems ethical, like in most thrillers, but he refuses to pursue the state and make them pay for what they have done: there is, in other words, no attempt at seeking justice, as in Bernal’s El complot mongol. He rather turns back, to the past, to remake himself once more as a professor and father, putting on his old black suit and his broken glasses (now seeing ‘roto’ rather than ‘borroso’) – because there does not seem to be anywhere else to go. El Chivo abandons the political for the familial, that is, political subjectivity for fatherhood, turning back to the past in order to find his future with the help of the money he has taken from the broken Octavio: a neo-paternal investment. His ethical turn (like the film itself) leans on monetarization: it is, in other words, a capitalization. He also leaves money for his daughter, under her pillow, as if a tooth fairy – because money has magical powers of transformation. And he bids her farewell in a telephone message: once he can look at himself in a mirror, he will return. We do not know if he will make it, because El Chivo represents both the conditions of possibility and impossibility of fatherhood.

El Chivo’s story – the production of a possible father through the recovery of the past – works in narrative terms to over-code and subordinate the stories which precede it, interpreting them retrospectively as stories of family failure (another naturalist trope) and ‘bad’ or absent fathers: Valeria dies as seductive ‘Encanto’ because Daniel decides to move in with her; and Octavio’s family suffers from not having a good father. In the prologue to the English-language version of the screenplay for Amores perros, Guillermo Arriaga offers an interpretation based on Freud’s ‘Totem and Taboo’: with the absence of the figure of the father, conflict emerges between the brothers, and authority is replaced by the exercise of power.22 In this sense, the film could also be interpreted as the demand for law and the need to put a break or leash on savage capitalism. El Chivo, however, does not undergo a complete transformation, and Amores perros thus concludes in black illegibility, suggesting the need to de-narrativize its text and read it anew, so as to include its female characters, against its apparent historical and political grain.

How can we interpret Amores perros in the historico-cultural context of Latin American cinema? We might begin by comparing it briefly with a classic film of Latin American political cinema, for example, O dragão da maldade contra o santo guerreiro (1969) by Glauber Rocha. Like Amores perros, the principal character in Rocha’s film is a killer (but of ‘cangaceiros’, as explained in its song). He is called Antonio das Mortes and looks like El Chivo – they are ‘barbaric’, their wild (outlaw) faces covered in hair like in Sarmiento’s model diagram of the outlaw Facundo Quiroga. As we have seen in the case of El Chivo, Antonio das Mortes also ‘suffers’ an ethical turn towards the end of O dragão, rebelling against his masters. Ismael Xavier describes the context of this transformation in terms that echo the idea of Latin American ‘hybridity’ as set out by García Canclini: the conflict between the different social classes and institutions of the north-east of Brazil (the alliance of church, army, industry – all linked to imperialism – and the latifundio, Antonio’s employers, on the one hand; and the messianic social bandits, the local teacher and the exploited working people, on the other) is played out in the public square of the sertão village. In Xavier’s view, such a meeting represents the co-presence in conflict of different socio-historical times in the public square (which now, it might be added, have been hybridized) whose unity is dramatized and resolved in the realm of the political.23 The scene thus illustrates and condenses a defining feature of Latin American modernity and its hybrid experience, as described by García Canclini: the way its rulers ‘takes charge of’ temporal heterogeneity to produce a political project with (or against) it – as progress, modernization or development.24 The ethico-political turn of Antonio das Mortes in Rocha’s film – which is that of ‘third cinema’ in general – is similar, the product of a moment of ‘concientización’: ‘taking charge’ in order to transform reality, although now in a revolutionary way.

In the context of Amores perros, however, the political possibilities of ‘taking charge’ in this manner have evaporated. This is because, as we have seen, in its world socio-cultural hybridity has been completely monetarized, redefining the place of the political in the experience of Latin American (post)modernity: now it is money that has imposed itself as nomos, replacing the public square – once the space of possible political transformation. This is the ‘other’ social content of El Chivo’s ethical turn, the spectral side of his reconstruction as father: universal monetarization (the ‘structural adjustment’ it embodies). In its three panels – in the economic, the cultural and the political – Amores perros carries this mutation as its historical burden, which is also its own history, and which it seems at once to desire (in ‘Octavio and Susana’), to suffer (in ‘Daniel and Valeria’) and to narrate (in ‘El Chivo and Maru’). González Iñárritu’s film thus presents itself as a dramatic allegory which traces a fundamental historical change – similar to the ‘so-called primitive accumulation’ that Marx describes – in the logics of cultural production in Latin America: from a political dialectic of artistic autonomy and dependence (as in Glauber Rocha’s film and the literary text analysed above) to another dialectic whose logic is now globalized and overdetermined by finance capital and the commodity in their money form.
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Elasticity of Demand: Reflections on The Wire


‘Can’t reason with the pusher man finances all he understands.’

Curtis Mayfield, ‘Little Child Running Wild’



David Simon and Edward Burns’s TV series The Wire (HBO, 2002–8) opens with a killing and builds from there, over five seasons and sixty hours of television. What it narrates is the present life of a neoliberalized post-industrial city, from the critical perspective of its bloody ‘corners’, the bloody corners of West Baltimore, USA.1 The Wire is a continuation of Simon and Burns’s earlier series The Corner (HBO, 2000), a docu-drama, or quasi-anthropological reconstruction of real lives, directed by Charles S. Dutton. In fact, in many ways it is a combination and development of two previous TV series: NBC’s cop show Homicide (based on Simon’s book Homicide: A Year on the Killing Streets, 1991) as well as The Corner (based on Simon and Burns’s book The Corner: A Year in the Life of an Inner-City Neighborhood, 1998).2

Corners are where everyday drugs business is carried out. They are violently fought over and defended as what remains of the local economy is bled dry and addiction extends. They are the places, in other words, where the stories of the ‘invisible hand’ of the market and/or ‘originary’ (‘primitive’) capital accumulation are played out. This is the local, street experience of (illegal) capitalist globalization. It provides the pathetic script for the character Bubbles, for example – drug addict and police informant – which is literally written into his body, making him the figure of maximum affective intensity in the film text.3 These are places of labour too, including child labour: the ‘corner boys’. Finally, they are places of intense state scrutiny and surveillance.

The ‘wire’ which gives the programme its name is a bugging or wire-tapping device, fundamental to the narrative structure of each one of The Wire’s seasons. It is the main technological means of secret intelligence gathering, sought and deployed by the police to listen to, identify and decode the telephone messages circulating between the drug dealers. In this sense, The Wire presents itself as a police-procedural, centred on the detective work involved in juridically justifying and then deploying the bugging technology required. Unlike the police-procedural pedagogic norm, however, The Wire critically foregrounds technological under-development and uneven distribution, educating its viewers into a culture of everyday police bricolage and ingenuity, rather than the hyperbolic scientific know-how of CSI (Crime Scene Investigation) and its many imitators.

The activities of pushing and policing in The Wire mark out a territory that is divided (it has frontiers where, for example, one side is racially colour-coded ‘black’, and the other ‘white’), crisscrossed (for they are porous: the ‘outside’ is ‘inside’) and sutured (constituted in antagonism); in other words, wired. Crime at one end, joined to the law at the other; it constitutes ‘a whole way of life’.4 In this respect a work of urban anthropology (at times it appears simply to document the real), The Wire nonetheless turns its corners so as to accumulate characters, stories and ‘adventures’ – it is a series after all. It expands and opens out onto the world, charting encounters, much like the novel in its chivalric, educational and realist historical modes. Although here it is a TV camera-eye that travels, explores and frames the city, emplotting its socio-cultural environments (in particular, their racialized, gendered and class divisions), activating, in Franco Moretti’s words, their ‘narrative potential’; which is to say, their relations of power, their ‘plots’.5 But only so as to return, repeatedly, to illuminate its point of departure, the streets, and its principle object of attraction, the everyday experience and effects of the trade in drugs and its policing. Like other works of detective and/or crime fiction, The Wire relays and establishes the political and cultural contours of the contemporary, at speed. Indeed, in this sense, it fulfils one of the prime historical functions of the genre.6

As The Wire voyages out from the low- and high-rise housing projects whose corners it films, accumulating and weaving together its stories, it accumulates social content as part of its overall moving picture. This is conceived primarily in terms of a set of overlapping institutions and their hierarchized personnel: the police (both local and federal), the port authority and trade union organization (in season 2), the city administration, its juridical apparatus and its shifting political elites (especially from season 3 onwards), the local educational state apparatus (season 4) and the local city newspaper (in season 5). It is important to note that these are all places of work. Work is a structuring ideologeme of the series, as it was previously of The Corner – with its dealers – and more recently of Simon and Burns’s disappointing subsequent series about US soldiers in Iraq, Generation Kill (2008), with its ‘grunts’.7 They are also sites of political power-play, concerned, like The Wire’s ‘auteurs’ themselves, with establishing their own standpoint with respect to the dramas played out and filmed in the streets. Thus The Wire’s own TV camera-consciousness produces itself, as it were, in counterpoint to the multiplicity of institutional perspectives it reconstructs, taking the side of the dominated, that is, of the ‘workers’ portrayed in each case. (This is what provides for the moments of identity between the frontline police and the corner boys – Bodie, Michael, Namond, Randy, Dukie, Poot – dramatized particularly in season 4.) The Wire’s populist images are, to use Sartre’s words, ‘act(s) and not … thing(s)’.8

Season after season, over years of programming, The Wire’s looping narrative methodology transforms and enriches its own story and perspective. There is, however, a tension here that drives its realist compositional logic – and which its long-running television format invites – that is both formal and analytic. The Wire attempts to resolve the enigmatic character of the social that grounds the crime and/or detective fiction form through an accretive looping logic that incorporates more and more of the social (through its institutions), but which thereby simultaneously threatens to overload and diffuse its televisual focus on what is most compelling: the dramatization of the political economy of crime as the key to the understanding of contemporary neoliberal capitalist society (in Baltimore) and its policing. As the series develops and gathers in more institutions, increasingly the dramas occur as these overlap – police with city hall and school, newspaper with police, for example – rather than in and between drug dealers and police. Inverting the procedure of the classic police-procedural film The Naked City (Jules Dassin, 1947), instead of zooming in on one of ‘8 million stories’, the series zooms out, arguably too far, attempting to show them all. The paradox of The Wire’s accumulative compositional strategy – and the epistemological and aesthetic problem it poses – is that the more of the social it reconstructs, shows and incorporates into its narrative so as to explain the present, the less socially explanatory its vision becomes.9 Although, alternatively, this compositional paradox might also be read as constitutive of all totalizing form-giving in an unreconciled (that is, class) society.

Crime Scenes

It is as if The Wire had been produced in response to questions initially posed by Walter Benjamin in his ‘A Small History of Photography’ regarding the photographic mediation of the experience of the modern city. Noting how the journalistic – and quasi-cinematic – work of photographers like Atget was increasingly able ‘to capture fleeting and secret moments’ that thus demanded explanation (he refers specifically to the emergence of the use of captions in this regard), Benjamin asks ‘is not every square inch of our cities the scene of a crime? Every passer by a culprit?’ And further, ‘is it not the task of the photographer … to reveal guilt and to point out the guilty in his pictures?’10 Three-quarters of a century (of technology) later this is where the first episode of The Wire begins, with a crime scene in a Baltimore city street, one of many.

The opening scene of The Wire is both generically conventional and narratively surprising. It is also intensely televisual. A crime has taken place, and The Wire takes us to it immediately, opening directly onto a blood-stained street in close-up, bathed in the flashing red and blue lights of police vehicles, and to the sound of their sirens – images familiar to TV viewers from reality cop shows and local news programmes. But if The Wire begins TV-like, it soon becomes cinematic: the camera scans and tracks, revealing the dead body of a young man. It then pulls back, encircling and framing the scene (thereby producing it) in which the key elements of its juridical and cultural coding, that is, the wired (bloody) territory of the series’ diegetic space, are crystallized: from a dead black African American young man, the victim of a ridiculous and arbitrary crime, we pass on to an African American witness, who tells their story, and then to a white Irish-American police officer, who listens and chuckles at its utter banality.11

The streets of The Wire’s crime scenes thus constitute a central social space of encounter where, to put it in Althusserian terms, social power is transformed and normalized by the state apparatus qua machine, institutionalized as law, and actualized as force.12 The police are the main agents of this process, of course, and homicide detective McNulty, the main star of the show, is at his post asking questions and making his presence felt. Most importantly, thanks to the invisible presence of the camera, audiences magically become privileged viewers of the crime scene too, positioned alongside the police at work for the local city state, and given immediate access to look upon and accompany the process of crime interpretation. So far, so generically conventional: The Wire is a traditional work of detective fiction, adopting a critical (that is, a ‘workerist’) police perspective that McNulty embodies.

What is narratively surprising about The Wire’s first scene, however, is that the crime that opens the series has no particular significance, except in its generality, and will be neither reconstructed nor emplotted into its interlocking narratives. The death of the young man holds no mystery for the police and will not be interpreted and tracked. (This is to be expected in this part of town, it has been socially and culturally coded that way.) It does, however, register an important, although banal, truth that is significant for the relation the series establishes between narrative form and its own historical material: the excess of history over form. The Wire thus signals, on the one hand, its own partiality and, on the other, its consequent status as a work of narrative totalization which is always already incomplete. In this sense, the programme emerges not only from a realist desire to accumulate social content, as noted above, but also from a modernist acknowledgement of its own narrative limits (imposed by narrative form) and thus not so much as a representation as an invention. The first killing functions as just one of a continuous, repetitive series that compositionally divides The Wire’s overarching narratives from the history that determines and contextualizes it. It stands in for all the victims associated with the commercialization of drugs that precede the stories told across the five seasons, for all those that will follow them, as well as for the collateral damage, those victims that accompany the telling of the stories dramatized in The Wire, episode after episode (their spectral milieu).

It is possible to identify other such series too, although these are built into the narratives that make up The Wire over time, season after season, imposing, for their appreciation, a discipline on its viewers that is specifically televisual: they have to stick with it, for years (or for countless hours of DVD watching). For example, there is a series of insider witnesses, many of them doomed by their contact with the police, especially with McNulty; and a series of wakes for members of the force who pass away, which ends with McNulty’s own symbolic one, when he leaves the profession at the conclusion of the final, fifth season. He will be replaced. So, if one series – of killings – opens The Wire, another – of deaths – brings it to conclusion. McNulty’s institutional death, meanwhile, finally reveals The Wire’s central articulating narrative: from the beginning, its first crime scene, it tells the story of McNulty’s way out, the ‘death’ of a policeman.

‘Like detectives’, writes John Ellis in Seeing Things: Television in the Age of Uncertainty, ‘we are rushed to the scene of the crime hoping to make sense of what happened from the physical traces that it has left’. Ellis is not describing The Wire here, or a programme like it, but deploying the conventional hermeneutic of detective fiction to account for a general effect of contemporary tele-visuality – which also, it so happens, describes the TV experience of tuning in to a programme like The Wire and being ‘rushed to the scene of [a] crime’.13 Ellis’s description of television form connects with Benjamin’s account of photography. As I have pointed out above, the revelatory potential of photographic technology, in which once hidden historical determinations are brought into the light of day by the camera demanding explanation, underpins Benjamin’s notion of the ‘optical unconscious’. In this way, the camera’s ability to capture reality in photographs is associated with a modern hermeneutic – one that Carlo Ginzburg links to art criticism (the discovery of forgeries), psychoanalysis (listening out for signs of the unconscious) and detection (revealing criminal intent) – in which captured scenes may be read as ‘symptoms’ of something else (a criminal capitalist economy, for example) and thus demand close scrutiny and interpretation.14 Such technological developments are deployed and advanced by the state too, in surveillance operations, like those portrayed in The Wire.

These not only involve new visual technology, but devices geared specifically for sound. For it turns out that there is also a ‘sonic’ unconscious, made available for scrutiny today especially by mobile phones. This is what McNulty and his colleagues seek to access by ‘wiring’ and grabbing the messages exchanged between corner boys and drug dealers. Ellis, meanwhile, is interested in camerawork, but more than just with its recording function: combining aspects of both the cinema and radio, with television the camera has become a broadcasting-and-transmitting device too. In the words of Rudolf Arnheim, ‘television turns out to be related to the motor car and the aeroplane as a means of transport of the mind’.15 This is how ‘we are rushed’ to other places, such as West Baltimore’s corners, or how other places are tele-transported to viewers, as scenes, as they relax in living rooms and bedrooms. Television, in other words, appears to overcome both the distance between its subjects and objects and their different times, making them co-present in viewing; and not just mentally, as Arnheim suggests, but sensually too – sounds and images tugging at the body through eyes and ears. Ellis refers to the new social form of looking produced by contemporary television as ‘witnessing’, and to television form itself as a kind of dramatic ‘working through’ of the materials thus broadcast in an era of information overload: they are managed and formatted into genres (from the news, to sports programmes and soaps), dramatized and put into narrative, serialized and scheduled.16 Again, Ellis might also have been describing The Wire and its first scene, whose last shot is a close up of the dead victim, his blank wide-open eyes staring out from the TV screen at the tele-transported viewers; and in the background, the witness and the detective, working through.

There is another crime scene in the first season of The Wire that is destined no doubt to become a classic of its type. In contrast to the first scene, however, this one, although approaching abstraction in its sparseness, is full of significance for the articulation and unravelling of its narratives and dramas. It involves McNulty and his partner Bunk, and a disenchanted middle-level drugs dealer D’Angelo Barksdale (known as ‘D’), the nephew of West Baltimore kingpin Avon Barksdale. The latter is the prime target of McNulty and his associates’ police investigation, the object of the wire, and remains so across three of The Wire’s five seasons. Despite all the surveillance, however, information and evidence gathering is difficult, since Barksdale and his crew are deadly, ruthlessly shoring up any possible weakness or leakage in their organization. Like so many subaltern outlaw groups, the Barksdale crew have internalized and replicated state-like repressive structures that are ferociously hierarchical and, within their own terms, strategically meritocratic.

Even before McNulty and Bunk arrive at the murder scene, viewers know that Avon has had one of his girlfriends killed (she had threatened to give the latter away and talk). We know this not because it is a crime that is shown and witnessed, but because in a previous scene he tells the corner boys he organizes so. And he describes it in ways that compare positively with McNulty and Bunk’s subsequent reading of the scene. As noted above, The Wire is made up of a number of proliferating narratives, and moves between and through them transversally. As it jumps from scene to scene, it travels between different characters, the social spheres they inhabit and work in (institutions), as well as their locations (streets, offices). Thus all narratives are interrupted and crossed by others, looping back and forth, such that at and through each level – episode, season and series – The Wire resembles a collage or a montage of segments. This is the relation established between the scene of D’s ‘confession’ and the scene in which McNulty and Bunk reconstructs his crime. However, what happens before, at the level of narrative emplottment, happens simultaneously at the level of its story. These scenes, like others, are part of a constellation of mutually dependent segments with a shared temporality, but distributed across different spaces. This means that viewers know ‘D’ is guilty before McNulty and Bunk do, but who then – in their decoding of the crime scene – work it out and catch up, such that by its conclusion characters and viewers become co-present again at the level of knowledge as well as that of action. But if The Wire’s polydiegetic and segmentary character may be described as either novelistic or cinematic, its televisual character should not for that reason be ignored. It is, above all, a television series.

Indeed, it has been suggested that the segmentary quality of the television moving image is definitive of its form: originally anchored in domesticity, distraction and the predominance of the glance over the cinematic gaze. Interrupted viewing (by adverts, for example) is constitutively inscribed into both the medium and into television form itself, most obviously in news programmes and soaps. Being an HBO production, however, whose broadcasting is advert-free, The Wire is able both to put such segmentarity to use as a compositional strategy and simultaneously subvert the temporality of its viewing. This is because, for the most part, its compositional segmentarity works to extend the action and narrative continuity beyond the fixed temporality of the episode, undermining the latter’s semi-autonomy within the series (as maintained even by The Sopranos), slowing down and spreading the action and stories it portrays beyond episodic television time (and its scheduling), giving the impression, at times, that ‘nothing happens’. At this level, The Wire de-dramatizes the serial form from within. This experience of ‘slowness’ – which contrasts markedly, for example, with the hectic deployment of segmented scenes in 2417 – may be one of the reasons why The Wire attracted so few viewers on television, although it became a major success on DVD and ‘on demand’ platforms.

This other crime scene may be only a short segment, but its significance flows through season 1 and into season 2.18 It knots their narratives. This is underlined by the inclusion of another brief segment within this constellation of scenes in which Lester – McNulty’s partner on the wire detail – identifies a phone number he has picked up off the wall at another crime scene (where the romantic character Omar Little, a kind of urban cowboy, has stolen one of Avon’s stashes) which he identifies as linked to a corner phone used by ‘D’ at work.19 Through composition and editing, all of these discrete segments feed the central narrative: they become part of the story in which, first, the wiretap is justified and put to use and, second, ‘D’ is persuaded to give up his uncle-boss Avon (and is then murdered in jail).

McNulty and Bunk do not want to go to the crime scene, but their boss, Sargent Landsman, finally persuades them: they may find a lead. The scene is a kitchen in a house that has been stripped bare and wiped clean. It has become a white box. And in such a space, the detectives’ reconstruction of the crime is almost a work of performance art. Bereft of forensic technology, they use their bodies, their pens and a tape measure like bricoleurs to re-imagine the crime, the trajectory of the bullet, the position of the shooter as he taps the window (‘tap, tap, tap’, as ‘D’ has already described it) and shoots the young naked woman as she turns to see who is there. This is the work of the imagination, and in its eccentric performance both Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes and Poe’s Dupin are parodically evoked. Most important for this reconstruction, however, are the photographs of the barely clothed dead victim that McNulty and Bunk scrutinize for clues and place about the room so as to visualize the event – for this work of detection is also the work of fantasy. McNulty and Bunk perform the scopic drive. Whilst scrutinizing they only enunciate one word and its derivatives – ‘fuck!’ – over and over again as they realize how the murder was committed, reaching a climax of discovery – ‘fucking A!’ – as they find the spent bullet in the fridge door and its casing in the garden outside. It is as if the discovery were a restaging of the primal (crime) scene, re-inscribing the traumatized gaze of the child (on witnessing the sexual act of their parents) back through its own desire to motivate and drive the inquiry (looking).

‘Fucking’ and detection intertwine. There is a sense in which this is just an extension of the sexualized homosociality that characterizes the office of the homicide division of the Baltimore Police Department run by Sgt Landsman, its principal promoter. But it also says something about McNulty and Bunk’s own addictive relationship to their work: they do not spend time together drinking so as to forget and obliterate their experiences as police, on the contrary, they do so to maintain and extend it, and in fact to obliterate everything else, the rest of their private, non-police lives. This is what makes McNulty a delusional hero who, intent on befriending and helping the corner boys, in fact destroys them: he drags them in rather than helps them out.

Adam Smith in Baltimore

The main conflict within the police institution in The Wire is that between its upper bureaucratic echelons with more or less direct access to the political elites (associated with city hall) and the working detectives in the homicide (McNulty) and narcotics (‘Kima’ Greggs, ‘Herc’ Hauk and Ellis Carter) divisions joined to form a special detail in the pursuit, first, of Avon Barksdale (seasons 1–3) and, then, of his ‘successor’ Marlo Stanfield (seasons 3–5).20 Under the command of Cedric Daniels, they are joined by a variety of marginalized officers such as Lester and Prez. The ‘brass’ imposes targets and, therefore, arrests. In Lester’s version, they ‘follow the drugs’ and arrest low-level drug dealers and addicts. But keeping minor criminals off the streets helps the mayor. For their part, those detectives that ‘care’ about ‘proper’ police work (such as McNulty, Lester, Kima and Daniels) want to build cases against the kingpins inside and outside the state, and ‘follow the money’, exposing economic and political corruption. In this context, the struggle to legally justify the wiretap becomes a political one, requiring legal justification and the allocation of resources (and finally the goodwill of the mayor). It is hindered at every turn.

However, The Wire’s principal interest lies in the way in which the conflicts inside the state apparatus are mirrored – across the wire – within the criminal, drug-dealing community it portrays and its political economy. This includes not only the influence of the police on the illegal, subalternized capitalist economy, but also the ways in which the latter, through bribery, loans and money laundering (I am thinking particularly of the character Senator ‘Clay’ Davis in this regard) underwrites upper echelons of the local state and economy through the circulation of its accumulated wealth – at which point it becomes finance capital.21 The intra-crime conflict presents itself on the ground as a struggle between fractions for territory and corners (between the east and west sides of Baltimore) and takes three main forms, each of which is associated with a particular economic logic and specific characters. These are: ‘Proposition’ Joe, Avon Barksdale and Marlo Stanfield, and Omar Little.

The first form involves an attempt to overcome the struggle between competitors. In this context, the character of Proposition Joe (who comes increasingly to the fore in seasons 4 and 5) is important since he represents a tendency towards the formation of a kind of Baltimore cartel, a co-operative of dealers, which can manage quality, prices and security. For some, however, this delegation of business administration sounds suspiciously like monopoly, and undermines the pursuit of self-interest, self-reliance and, thereby, control. Avon and Marlo, who represent a second street-level, ‘competitive’ form of doing drugs business, are suspicious of Proposition Joe’s corporate, conference-room style (and he is finally assassinated by Marlo’s henchmen towards the end of the series), preferring instead to impose their own more neoliberal economy. The third form is a romantic version of the second, and is represented by Omar, the transgressive outlaw’s outlaw (and thus McNulty’s criminal mirror-image and sometime ally): taking advantage of the mistrust generated between the corporate and competitive styles, he uses guerrilla tactics to trick and rob all the local kingpins. On the one hand, Omar becomes a local myth in his own lifetime (albeit brief) whilst, on the other, he violently debunks the myth of original accumulation (of wealth).22

The tension between these regimes of accumulation is what drives the segmented narratives of The Wire as they loop across and through each other. (This includes the perspectives – especially the racist ones – of all the institutions portrayed – police, city hall, newspaper and school – have of the drugs business.) The narrative loops connecting the different dramatic scenes may thus also be thought of as narrative cycles: from the cycle of capital accumulation as it passes through commodity exchange, which takes place on the streets (or in prison), to the cycles of finance and capital investment, which take place mainly in offices (or restaurants and luxury yachts). This is why the policing that McNulty and Lester struggle against constitutes a racist disavowal on the part of the state. The imposition of a policy based on targets and the pursuit of street-crime (that is, of corner boys and drug addicts), and which ignores the circulation of money capital, involves, in the first place, the fabrication of the otherness of the criminal ‘other’ (a racist production of difference) and, secondly, deploying the resources to insist on it. The flow of money, however, tells us that the supposed ‘other’ is in fact constitutive of the state in the first place. This is why drugs money is ‘laundered’.23 Lester and McNulty pursue the money – so much so that, in the end, they almost break the law24 – to reveal its origins and, particularly, its ends. In other words, they are involved in a radical act. Taking the side of the ‘working’ detective within the police institution, from scene to scene and location to location, The Wire follows the money too.

Nevertheless, the narrative pursuit of money through the cycle (or loop) of accumulation from the streets into finance only goes so far, and this narrative limit constitutes the generic limit of The Wire as a work of crime fiction. Crucial, here, is another important character in the series, ‘Stringer’ Bell, the key to McNulty and his colleagues’ surveillance operation – via ‘D’ – who, however, is murdered at the end of season 3 by Omar and Brother Mouzone (a hitman from New York) with the tacit agreement of Avon Barksdale.

Stringer Bell is Avon’s second in command, the manager of the business (he counts the money), a close associate and friend (he advises him to have ‘D’ killed) – indeed, he is the ‘brains’ of the outfit (much like Lester is for the wiretap detail). For his part, Avon is a more charismatic leader with a keen sense for the uses of violence as a strategy of power and drugs commerce. Or: if Stringer is interested in corporate finance and has an understanding of the market, Avon, the ex-boxer, is a street fighter and street-smart. In other words, inside the partnership Barksdale and Bell (Stringer eventually dies under a sign for ‘B & B enterprises’) there co-exists in increasing conflict two of the above logics of accumulation associated with commodity exchange, on the one hand, and corporate finance and investment, on the other. The Wire traces this conflict, Stringer’s attempts to consolidate the ‘cooperative’ with a reluctant Avon against Proposition Joe, following him right into the offices of Baltimore’s redevelopment (luxury apartment) projects in which he invests (with the help of ‘Clay’ Davis, amongst others). Until he is shot; that is, when Avon decides against the world of finance capital. The Wire follows suit in this regard, and thereby abandons the compositional strategy of looping in and between accumulation cycles linking the office scenes of finance with commodity exchange on the streets. Instead, it returns to foreground the battle for corners and corner boy allegiances in the streets where accumulation begins, and where The Wire’s story over season 1 to 3 is replayed across seasons 4 and 5 – this time between different crews and different kingpins: Proposition Joe and his nemesis Marlo Stanfield.

The significance of Stringer Bell’s story as a limit for both the narrative of The Wire as a whole, as well as for its narration, is given in a very brief scene – starring McNulty and Bunk again – at the beginning of the last episode of season 3. It repeats, from the perspective of the police, the conflict of accumulation regimes, but now as a problem of police interpretation. Stringer has just been killed and the detectives find an address they did not know about in his wallet. So they go to it and are uncharacteristically stunned into silence by what they (do not) find there. They wander into Stringer’s designer open-plan apartment, and just stare, as if it had become stuck in their eyes (it refuses to open up and become an object for them). ‘This is Stringer?’ asks (states) McNulty; ‘Yeh!’, replies Bunk. Their scopic prowess has clearly reached its limits: the more they scan the apartment, the more unreadable it becomes. Bunk stands in the middle of the living room as if there were nothing to be decoded, no clues, none of those traces on which his and McNulty’s subjectivization as detectives depends.25 McNulty and Bunk have reached the limits of their considerable interpretative powers and find no pleasure – no crime – in the scene. This is because Stringer has ‘laundered’ his lifestyle and wiped his apartment clean, so that it would seem to have nothing to do with crime whatsoever – that is, the drugs business, the murder which he administers, the violence of the exchange of commodities he co-ordinates (hence McNulty’s question-statement, Bunk’s speechlessness) – nor with the ‘culture’ associated with it/him. McNulty goes over to a bookshelf and looks at the books. He takes one down and glances at it and asks: ‘Who the fuck was I chasing?’ (as if to the viewers, since they know more than he) and puts the book down again. At which point the frustrated detectives turn and leave. Indeed, the scene is never mentioned again, nor returned to and ‘looped’ into the narrative. However, just as they turn away, the camera detaches itself from their perspective and becomes momentarily autonomous – this is The Wire’s TV camera consciousness at work again, framing (ironically) – to concentrate the viewers gaze momentarily on the title of the book McNulty has discarded. It is Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations.

The detectives do not pick up on Stringer’s particular knowledge, even though McNulty had previously followed him to a college where he studies business administration, specifically markets and the idea of the ‘elasticity of demand’. It is clear in class that Stringer’s practical knowledge of the market in heroin has given him a head start on his peers since he already appreciates, as he tells the teacher, the importance of the creation of consumer demand, of feeding desire, so as to sell more and more commodities of a particular type. This feeding of consumer desire has its correlate in Stringer, an addict too, since the elasticity of demand also feeds his own desire: to accumulate.

The late Giovanni Arrighi taught at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, although it is by no means certain that Stringer Bell attended his lectures. We might speculate, however, at what might have been the result if, like The Wire, rather than looking to China in his recent study of the contemporary world economy, he had turned instead to the local ‘wired’ territory of the drugs trade, at Adam Smith in Baltimore, rather than Adam Smith in Beijing (2007) – a book probably composed over the same period as The Wire.

In his discussion of Smith’s account of the role of commodity exchange and competition in capitalist development, given in the formula C-M-C’ – in which commodities are exchanged for money in order to purchase commodities of greater utility (hardly what is going on in the territories The Wire maps) – he counterposes to it Marx’s general formula of capital, M-C-M’, in which ‘for capitalist investors the purchase of commodities is strictly instrumental to an increase in the monetary value of their assets from M to M’.’ The formula M-C-M’ describes Avon Barksdale’s mercantilist street economy of commodity exchange, its accumulative logic (backed up by extreme violence). But if Avon is M-C-M’, Stringer is M-M’, which is referred to as Marx’s ‘abridged’ formula. Arrighi goes on to note that in certain circumstances: ‘the transformation of money into commodities may be skipped altogether (as in Marx’s abridged formula of capital, M-M’).’ In his previous work, The Long Twentieth Century (1994), Arrighi fleshes out this point further, stating that: ‘[i]n phases of material expansion money capital “sets in motion” an increasing mass of commodities’, for example, drugs, but:


in phases of financial expansion an increasing mass of money capital ‘sets itself free’ from its commodity form, and accumulation proceeds through financial deals (as in Marx’s abridged formula MM’). Together, the two epochs or phases constitute a full systemic cycle of accumulation (M-C-M’).26



Stringer’s ‘financial deals’ and ‘abridgement’ of the M-C-M’ formula (to M-M’) threaten, therefore, either to break away from the cycle of the commodity exchange of drugs and leave his friend and partner Avon behind, or to subordinate them to its logic.

One of the most important contributions The Wire makes to crime fiction is the detail with which it dramatizes, on the one hand, the procedures and limits of detection and, on the other, crime as a complex practice which it conceives formally and compositionally, through its narrative loops and cycles of accumulation (which constitutes in turn the TV series’ poly-diegetic, segmented architecture), not as a crime against capitalism, but as crime that is thoroughly capitalized (a neoliberal utopia). In other words, The Wire uses the crime and detective fiction genre classically, but creatively, to unpack and unravel Marx’s formulae for capital accumulation: the abridged formula (M-M’) provides the clue to Stringer Bell’s tendency towards ‘freeing’ capital from its commodity basis in drugs (and thus to his conflict with Avon), as well as for reading the unreadability of his abstract, apparently contentless existence in his designer apartment – it is, or pretends to be, pure money (the content of the form). Such unreadability constitutes a limit not only for detectives McNulty and Bunk, however, but for The Wire too, a limit beyond which it cannot go. So it too returns to the streets, to Avon and Marlo, the corner boys, to M-C-M’.

Repetition and Reproduction

The background to the return to corner mercantile accumulation, as well as to Stringer’s story, is told in season 2, which focuses on the plight of the harbour workers’ union whose members struggle to survive in a de-industrialized port in the process of being redeveloped for tourism and luxury homes (part of Stringer’s investment portfolio). They still refer to themselves as ‘stevedores’. The union turns a blind eye (for money) to the illegal importation of goods, including sex workers, by a ‘Greek’ (‘I am not Greek’, says ‘the Greek’!) mafia-like outfit. In The Wire de-industrialization feeds and drives the criminalization of the economic system. Indeed, it is the dominant form taken by the informal economy.27 McNulty and the police become involved because a container-load of sex workers is murdered.

The main story centres on the trade union leader, Frank Sobotka, his reaction to the murder as he turns against ‘the Greek’, as well as on his unhinged son Ziggy and his nephew Nick who, increasingly desperate for work and money, also get involved with ‘the Greek’ and his gang28 – stealing container trucks of goods to sell on. Its principle object is to reflect on the idea of workers who have lost their work, as industry disappears, and constitutes the dramatic background for the articulation of The Wire’s own workerist sentiments (that pervade each of its seasons and each of the social institutions it represents), providing it with its critical standpoint throughout. In this respect, the harbour – like the corners, the police, the schools and the local newspaper – is also subject to the ‘abridging’ effects of the formula of capital: M-M’. More specifically, abridgement here means the loss of industry, for the formula M-C-M’ does not only refer to the buying and selling of commodities (at a higher price), as with drugs on the streets of West Baltimore, but to another cycle of accumulation, that of industrial capital – in which money is invested in special kinds of commodities (forces of production, including labour power) that make other commodities, which can be sold for a profit. This is what has been lost, including in the form of its negation: the organizations of the working class. As Sobotka, ‘Gus’ Haynes (the city editor of the Baltimore Sun) and McNulty complain, ‘proper’ work – in which, as Sobotka says ‘you make something’ – has disappeared. This loss of good work (due to M-M’) is (melancholically) performed daily in the local bar at the port, where at least two generations of workers meet to regenerate, and attempt to make good, an increasingly sentimental and nostalgic sense of community (the question is to what degree such a ‘workerism’ feeds The Wire’s own sense of radicalism). Meanwhile, however, all of their activities are financed by crime. Needless to say, finally, the mysterious Greek connection has Sobotka killed.

In ‘Prologue to Television’ Adorno characteristically sets out the authoritarian and regressive character of television as it plugs ‘[t] he gap between private existence and the culture industry, which had remained as long as the latter did not dominate all dimensions of the visible’. With its new, digitalized and mobilized delivery platforms, tele-visuality in a post-television age keeps on plugging. The Wire, for example, although televisual at the level of production, in its DVD format is almost re-novelized in its consumption: episode after episode may be viewed outside the TV schedules, and almost on demand. There is a sense, moreover, in which it has reflexively incorporated this aspect into its composition. And despite his well-known cultural pessimism, however, Adorno did evoke future emancipatory possibilities, even for television (without them, critique would be pointless). He concludes his essay as follows: ‘In order for television to keep the promise still resonating within the word [tele-vision], it must emancipate itself from everything with which it – reckless wish-fulfillment – refutes its own principle and betrays the idea of Good Fortune for the smaller fortunes of the department store.’29

As we have seen in previous chapters, the ‘dependent’ or ‘autonomous’ character of each artwork can no longer (if it ever could) be thought of as mutually exclusive, nor just be read off from its social inscription – commodified or political – but rather needs to be established through critical interpretation. For example, The Wire’s dependence on HBO’s fortune can arguably also be thought of as providing one of the material conditions for its autonomy and freedom – which takes the form of time, the time for Simon and Burns to pursue its realist compositional logic.30 Looping more and more of the social into its segmented architecture, institution after institution, it overturns TV episodic conventions in order to know, through fiction (and dramatize it as state intelligence and subaltern counter-intelligence). As we have seen, The Wire’s stubborn insistence in this regard eventually leads its narrative loops to cycles of accumulation – and their local history.

Returning to the corners and their economy, in season 4 a school is added to The Wire’s expanding world, as is the life and times of a number of potential ‘corner boys’. The business in drugs has been taken over by Marlo with extreme violence – and the dead bodies of countless ‘competitors’ hidden in the abandoned houses of the area (now, in the children’s minds, an eerie cemetery haunted by ghosts and zombies: typical, as we have seen in the analysis of Cronos above, of zones of continuous ‘primitive’ accumulation in the Americas) by the scary killers Chris and Snoop. At the level of crime, season 4 repeats the conflict between accumulation logics, but refuses to return to the unreadable sphere of finance capital. In other words, if on the one hand the ‘limit’ constituted by the experience of M-M’ remains, for the viewer, as a historical frame, on the other, it disappears from the series’ diagetic spaces (and their knowledge). This is why, at one level, seasons 4 and 5 can be experienced as mere repetition. At another, however, the moving story of the corner boys suggests that the addition of another institution has another intention: systematicity. It attempts to show the expanded, as well as the social, reproduction of the logic of criminal accumulation dramatically, its violence. Bodie, the head corner boy, is shot, as he too comes into close contact with McNulty – just as he shot Wallace (another of McNulty’s potential informants) in season 1 so as to ‘step up’ (gain promotion), in Stringer’s words. The long, but faint thread of his story is one of the main narrative achievements of Simon and Barnes’s segmentary compositions. Of the school boys Michael, Dukie, Randy and Namond, only the latter escapes the corner – the son of Wee-Bay, one of Avon’s imprisoned henchmen, he is taken in by ex-cop ‘Bunny’ Colvin. Randy is lost to the city care system by Sgt Ellis Carver – a member of the ‘wire’ detail. Despite Prez’s efforts, Dukie becomes a street-vendor and junkie, exactly like Bubbles. Finally, Michael is groomed by Chris and Snoop and becomes a killer too, eventually turning against them (having killed Snoop, he returns home where his brother is watching television; he invites Michael to watch too: it’s about ‘a serial killer that kills serial killers’, he says!31). In its portrayal of the education system, The Wire shows the complete failure of hegemony, conceived here simply, as the reproductive power of state-sponsored good citizenship. Nevertheless, the dangers of naturalism notwithstanding, The Wire succeeds in illuminating the constitutive, systematic and reproductive power of M-C-M’, that is, the relentless accumulative logic and violence of capitalism, in both its abridged and unabridged forms.
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To Govern is to Re-Populate: On Neoliberal ‘Primitive’ Accumulation (A Reading of Rodolfo Walsh’s ‘Carta abierta de un escritor a la Junta Militar’)

In the essays on literature, film and TV contained in this volume I have attempted to set out, amongst other things, the parameters of a historical shift in the logics of cultural production in Latin America: from a historical logic overdetermined by the experience of the political and the state in the region (especially the experience of dictatorship) to another overdetermined by the experience of the economic and the market (specifically, of capital in its most liquid of financial forms, money) as experienced in post-dictatorship. I also suggest that this change transforms the social content of the dialectics of the autonomy and dependence of art in the region as exemplified in a selection of some of its most well-known cultural texts: for example, the dictatorship novels of Miguel Ángel Asturias and Augusto Roa Bastos as well as a selection of more heterogeneous works by writers such as José Revueltas and Osvaldo Lamborghini (inscribed within the first phase), and films by Guillermo del Toro and Alejandro González Iñárritu, as well as the HBO TV series The Wire (inscribed in the second). The inclusion of chapters on US texts in this analysis, not only The Wire but James Ellroy’s crime novel Blood’s A Rover too, is important: they are an attempt at illustrating the possible generalization – and thus de-reification – of ideas originally derived from a Latin American context. My intention throughout has been to attempt to derive such a historical shift in cultural logics immanently from the interpretation of each of the texts involved. Similarly, the essays in the first section on Benjamin and Latin America seek to explore related issues – the question of ‘development’ and continuous ‘primitive accumulation’ – by other means: that is, by ‘forcing’ a series of encounters between the work of Walter Benjamin and Latin American cultural formations (colonial Mexico and postcolonial Peru).

In the light of such considerations, it seems to me, reflection on the politics of cultural criticism today should begin by taking into account at least three politico-theoretical questions that have been articulated in a variety of ways but which here I will briefly describe by referring to ideas appearing in the work of Pierre Bourdieu, Manuel Castells and Perry Anderson: ‘imperial reason’ (Bourdieu), ‘disjunctive globalization’ (Castells) and the waning of class identities, especially that of the ruling bourgeoisie (Anderson). I will also attempt briefly to trace the parameters of certain ‘cosmopolitical’ critical responses to such processes. Finally, I will exemplify the issues raised in a short reflection on Rodolfo Walsh’s ‘Carta abierta de un escritor and la Junta Militar’, written in 1977, which I conceive as a kind of transitional text, charting the violent shift from a cultural logic overdetermined by the political to another overdetermined by the economic.

Imperial reason

The work of Bourdieu has been fundamental to the self-consciousness of contemporary social and cultural criticism, especially his ideas of ‘symbolic capital’, ‘habitus’ and ‘distinction’. With regard to the sites of theoretical production and consumption, he has underlined how, for example, concepts generated to understand the state are in fact concepts of the state, or how the discourse of globalization has consolidated globalization, symbolically reduplicating and embedding dominant, neoliberal, processes and interests (such as the critique of the welfare functions of the state). More recently, and with the contemporary transnationalization of knowledges in mind, including cultural studies (which he, symptomatically, calls a ‘mongrel science’), Bourdieu, in collaboration with Loïs Wacquant, has suggested that there is a danger that US imperialism is symbolically strengthened through the ideological generalization of metropolitan experiences given in the circulation and application of concepts and categories. In other words: the ‘imperialism of reason’, its cunning (which, it turns out, has not been all that astute), creates a false universalism whose rhetoric erases particular knowledges and experiences.1

If, on the one hand (and despite the gradual displacement of the USA as an imperial power), Bourdieu and Wacquant illuminate a well-known problem of obvious importance, problematizing our intellectual baggage so full of (good and bad) translations, on the other, they arguably lean on a form of positivist ‘identity thinking’ where, in the relation between idea and place, the reflexive or real processes of abstraction are inverted – in a will to recuperation, and even mastery, Alberto Moreiras refers to as ‘locational’ thinking – so as to reduce idea (back) to (its) place (of origin).2 In this way, the surprise, violence and movement – the history – that dynamizes the productivity of ideas is reduced to the proposition that, in travel (if this is in fact the appropriate term), they simply ‘take their place to another place’ (in the words of Paraguayan novelist Augusto Roa Bastos when referring to certain mythologies of exile) although they carry with them a critique, for example, of their own imperial coordinates.3 Motivated by a disciplinary defensiveness and perhaps also by intellectual nationalism, Bourdieu does not perceive the materiality of what Roberto Schwarz calls the ‘out of place’, nor the historical contingency of conceptualization – and its own (deserved) pretensions to universality. Rather, the destiny of an idea is merely to serve and/or replicate its origin, and the function of criticism limited to putting everything (back) in its ‘proper’ place.

The sociologist Aníbal Quijano has, over the last twenty years or so, produced a similar geopolitical critique of the epistemic parameters of what he refers to as the ‘coloniality of power’ that emerges with the discovery and conquest of the Americas. Constructed, he insists, around the idea of ‘race’ (and the practice of racism, including the racialization of categories) it appears with colonization. Indeed, according to Quijano, the historical category of ‘race’ is the imaginary axis around which both social domination (‘race’ is the first modern system of classification and codification of social hierarchies) and capitalist exploitation are combined and integrated:


Puesto que la categoría raza … era el eje de distribución de los roles y de las relaciones asociadas con ellos, en el trabajo, las relaciones sexuales, la autoridad, la producción y el control de la subjetividad. Y era según ese criterio de clasificación de la gente en el poder que se adscribían entre toda la especie las identidades histórico-sociales. En fin, las identidades geoculturales se establecerían, también, en torno de dicho eje. Emergía, así, el primer sistema global de dominación social históricamente conocido: nadie, en ningún lugar del mundo, podría estar fuera de él. En el mismo sentido, ya que la división social del trabajo – es decir, el control y la explotación del trabajo – consistía en la asociación conjunta de todas las formas históricamente conocidas [for example, slaves, serfs, peasants and proletariat, etc.] en un único sistema de producción de mercaderías para el mercado mundial, y en exclusivo beneficio de los controladores del poder, nadie, ningún individuo de la especie, en lugar alguno del planeta, podría estar al margen de este sistema … Aparecía, por tanto, además, el primer sistema global de explotación de la historia: el capitalismo mundial.4



In this sense, it is clear that Quijano’s perspective is more historically considered than Bourdieu and Wacquant’s, a critique of ‘modernity’ as well as of its self-presentation as knowledge-power. The will to totalization of the concept of the ‘coloniality of power’ (and its tendency to identify modernity with coloniality, and both with racism5), however, has generated certain problems in its critical deployment (that is, in its own ‘voyage’ from Latin America to the USA): more specifically, aspects of the very colonial episteme it criticizes return in the attempt to recover subalternized systems of knowledge which, paradoxically, lean on a notion of ontological difference that is justified ethnically and, moreover, conceived as untranslatable – establishing, in other words, a kind of ‘neonativism’.6 In Quijano’s own words, however, such ethical formulations, expressed in order to rescue displaced and ignored knowledges, continue to be entrapped in the national, postcolonial ‘fantasies’ (of ‘la identidad, la modernidad, la democracia, la unidad y el desarrollo’ – as well as that of ‘ethnicity’, it should be added, a founding national fantasy in his own terms) they, with good reason, attempt to displace. In other words, such a perspective remains entrapped in what he has referred to as a ‘nudo Arguediano’.7

Disjunctive globalization

One of the reasons, however, that might explain the institutionalization of critical procedures associated, for example, with cultural studies, is that places, and their economic, political and cultural relations and coordinates, have been transformed in a more or less general and violent neo-territorialization (a process that might even explain the emergence of cultural studies in the post-war/imperial UK) and whose previous symbolic forms can thus no longer be recovered in the name of ‘authenticity’.8 As in some of the chapters above, but now using Walsh’s ‘Carta’ as an example, I will describe this process of neo-territorialization below, paraphrasing Marx, as a form of neoliberal (and thus not so ‘originary’) ‘primitive’ accumulation.

The usefulness of the work of Castells in this regard is that it introduces disjuncture and politics – that is, a certain materiality – into the space travelled so easily by ideas in Bourdieu and Wacquant’s account: the difficult space of translation and translocation, of reading and re-articulation, the violent space of social abstraction associated with exploitation too (in other words: processes of transculturation). Of course, such a rupture does not impede the imperial equivalential suture that facilitates the crossing, but it also introduces the possibility of unexpected hybridizations and social transformations that, on the one hand, seize up the will to equivalential instrumentalization and, on the other, potentialize critical openings. In other words, meaning (in translation) is not just given. More: perhaps the ‘truth’ of Marx’s idea of ‘so-called primitive accumulation’, or Fernando Ortiz and Ángel Rama’s ‘transculturation’, are only discovered in ‘travel’ and translation; that is, in their lives as concepts.

One of the questions that emerges from Castells’s analysis of network capitalism is precisely, now that globalization is ordinary, what kind of place is this place? A question that has motivated much Latin Americanist thought and which, of course, is not only one of the conditions of modernism in Marshall Berman’s view, but a perception of non-synchronicity that has also been constitutive of the logics of ‘development’.9 Neo-regionalist versions of the ideas of transculturation, heterogeneity and hybridity also emerge from such reflection. In Castells’s view, meanwhile, the ‘space of flows’ combines the logics of the transnational accumulation of capital, digitalized network grammars, as well as their administration by a bureaucracy marshalling new knowledges and forms of juridico-political control and command (which for Hardt and Negri constitutes a new form of sovereignty: ‘empire’). This space, he insists, has abstracted itself from the ‘space of places’ – the institutions, knowledges and politics associated with the system of nation states and machinofacture – but only so as to fold back and subsume them to its logic (‘ruining’ them, one might say, with reference to contemporary discourses of belonging, ‘melancholy’ and spectres: hotels, airports, silicon valleys, some universities … and the remainder). For this reason, arguably, although there is no longer an ‘outside’ from which to resist or on which to lean critical conceptualization – as suggested by Moreiras – this is still an inwardly differentiated, or more importantly, a divided totality defined by antagonism, on the one hand, and complex transnational hegemonies (and coercions), on the other. Very schematically, then, this process of neo-territorialization is experienced not only as the emergence of fundamentalisms and the violence of predatory identities, but more structurally as the capital-and-technology driven separation of politics (representativity) from economics (accumulation) generating democratic and national crises and the re-organization, upward and downward (as in the contemporary financial Euro-crisis), of sovereignties: juridico-political reterritorialization.10

Transcultural critical formations

Finally, according to Perry Anderson, the fundamental experience of postmodernity is the waning of recognizable class identities. Following Castells, this idea might be another way of posing the difficulties in translating the classic contradiction between ‘the socialization of production and private appropriation’ into the new abstract terms of its contemporary financial, global and socialized forms. How to identify the bourgeoisie today? – asks Anderson; and its negation, the proletariat? – one might add (and to which Hardt and Negri would reply: ‘the multitude’). The political narrative of the Communist Manifesto, written in the context of revolution within the horizons of the nation state, has been transformed and subordinated to the economic drama set out in Capital, in which not only are the working class ‘variable’ (capital), but the bourgeoisie too.11 Anderson writes: ‘In place of that solid amphitheatre is an aquarium of floating, evanescent forms – the projectors and managers, auditors and janitors, administrators and speculators of contemporary capital: functions of a monetary universe that knows no social fixities or stable identities’; the ‘space of flows’ once more, but also the space of moving images (reminding us that Anderson is, in fact, analysing the work of Fredric Jameson).12

An alternative perspective on cultural studies in this context of reterritorialization and crisis of political representation (Anderson’s account of the cultural experience of contemporary capitalism as a general ‘un-fixing’) might interpret it as a privileged (albeit historical) knowledge that occupies – and more: is constituted by – the broken-backed space between ‘place’ and ‘non-place’ – as, for example, in the particular use and combination of anthropology (‘place’) and semiotics (‘non- place’), the twin pillars of the levelling, populist concept of culture of cultural studies, symptomatically present in the work of García Canclini and Walter Mignolo.13 It might also be considered the broken space of the transculturation of cultural studies: structured by disjuncture, transnationalized cultural studies can thus simultaneously be a key knowledge of network capitalism in its instrumentalization of communicative, symbolic and informational superstructures (the ‘general intellect’) as a productive force, as well as its potential critique. Cultural studies, even as it wanes and is institutionalized (including in a number of Latin American universities), is thus constituted as a terrain of ideological and symbolic struggle.

How has cultural criticism been politically reconfigured in the light of such disjunctive transnationalization? Amongst other of its numerous articulations – including the ‘decolonial’ option developed by Quijano, Mignolo and others, Jameson’s account of postmodernism, as well as Stuart Hall’s recent reflections on cultural economy (1997)14 – there are perhaps three strong ‘cosmopolitical’ positions that are projected from and towards this transnationalized terrain. All are grounded in founding conceptualizations that, at least in the first instance, are neither national nor based directly on cultural difference: neo-cosmopolitanism (I am thinking here especially of the work of Bruce Robbins, Homi Bhabha and Néstor García Canclini); subalternism (I am thinking here particularly of Ranajit Guha, Gayatri Spivak and Dipesh Chakrabarty); and the new anti-imperialism (set out in Toni Negri and Michael Hardt’s recent Empire, Multitude, Commonwealth trilogy) – each with its Latin Americanist versions.15

In its attempt to renovate Kant’s old cosmopolitanism – which had the enlightened vision of ‘a civil society that may administer justice universally’16 – neo-cosmopolitanism incorporates its ethnic or national other through hybridity theory, on the one hand, and/or a democratization of the idea of travel, on the other: we/you are all cosmopolitans now. It constitutes a kind of ‘cultural’ internationalism, a ‘dirty’ universalism in the words of Robbins, in which, in this new context, the words ‘cultural’ and ‘dirty’ would paradoxically mean ‘particular’ (originally excluded by Kant). On thus cannibalizing its other, however, such a (neo-)cosmopolitanism threatens to crumble completely under the weight of its desire for popular-democratic de-ideologization. Like the new anti-imperialism, the time of its politics not only passes through the space of flows, but is formulated in its terms: now that nation states have been neoliberalized, it suggests defending welfare politics at the international level (one of its other faces being the supposedly new ‘humanist’ – anti-terrorist/narco-trafficking – imperialism). The difference is that in the view of Negri and Hardt this space is not only administrative, but constituted by the conflicts of the new transnationalized socialization of labour (that is, of capital), on the one hand, and the ‘power’ of the ‘new barbarians’ (or ‘living labour’), on the other. According to Negri and Hardt, this new empire, as a form of global sovereignty, is hybrid, but only insofar as it gathers monarchic, aristocratic and democratic functions into its homogenous space and time as bio-political instances of control. Migration – intellectual and/or worker, captured or in exodus – is central to both theoretical positions and their social democratic or neo-communist politics.

For its part, subalternism is founded, in my view, on a totalizing critique of the apparatus, and time of ‘development’; that is, of capital as a transnational political and economic spatio-temporal order, and its colonial history.17 Under such postcolonial imperial conditions subalternized subjects, although directly subordinated by capital (in a historical process I have referred to above as generalized ‘formal subsumption’), are marginalized (or ‘informalized’) not only from the space of flows but also from the space of places – which they in turn problematize in a wide variety of forms of self-valorization. From a subaltern perspective, neo-cosmopolitan and new anti-imperialist political time reproduce the time of ‘development’ as either reform or revolution. The power of contemporary forms of capital, however, is that it both abstracts from and subsumes all time(s) and thus all forms of exploitation. It is, in Hegel’s words, ‘in-different’: it works in, between and through the differences it needs and the differences it suppresses (use-values) through commodity abstraction in exchange (or, as we have also seen above, ‘abridgement’). This, as I have suggested in my analysis of Amores perros above, is the contemporary experience of the financialized money-form as generalized formal subsumption.18

I would like to take note here of another paradigm – or, better, critical formation – which emerges in the Southern Cone in the 1980s and 1990s (out of the experiences of military dictatorships), and which, if not articulated globally so forcefully – not having passed through the English language (Bourdieu and Quijano are right in this regard) – nevertheless illuminates the critical-cultural politics of disjunctive transnationalization in interesting ways from the point of view of its social and historical ‘presuppositions’: the history, written in blood and fire (in Marx’s words) of not so original neoliberal ‘originary’ accumulation. Which means that, although it is particular in its formulation, it is nevertheless generalizable: emerging form the space of places it has cultural and political significance for the space of flows. In the words of Nelly Richard, one of its most important figures, what may be called something like a critical bio-politics, responds to the military coup d’états and the coups against representation with the ‘pequeño tajo’ of criticism, inscribing bodies and the experience of dictatorship (violent ‘structures of feeling’) into its words.19 In my view, this critical constellation would include the histories of Argentine bio-politics (for which, according to one of its most important nineteenth-century postcolonial ideologists, Juan B. Alberdi, ‘gobernar es poblar’) to be found in David Viñas Indios, ejército y frontera and Josefina Ludmer’s El género gauchesco: un tratado sobre la patria, as well as the literature of authors such as Diamela Eltit and Tununa Mercado in which affect is so passionately mobilized (as critical ‘armas’). Indeed, from this perspective, the essays of both Horacio González (for example, Restos pampeanos) and Nicolás Casullo (for example, Las cuestiones) appear as a form of lyricism in melancholic retreat (in this sense, as we shall see below, both writers might be conceived as ‘post-Walsh’).20 This critical formation emerges from, and focuses on, the statist production and reproduction of ‘docile’ social bodies, criticizing it; and illuminates neo-cosmopolitan ‘migration’ from the point of view of generalized exile, and subalternist marginalization from the point of view of exemplary disappearance.21 Such is the so-called originary – or, primitive – accumulation of the neoliberal state to which I have referred: violent forms of disciplinary reterritorialization in which the governmental idea of ‘poblar’ is revealed as ‘des-poblar’ and ‘re-poblar’.22

Neoliberal ‘primitive’ accumulation

As is well known, Marx’s chapter on ‘so-called primitive accumulation’ in Capital reflects, unevenly, on a wide variety of processes – from anti-vagrancy laws, to the role of credit (so important today), as well as colonialism – involved in the formation of capital, its accumulation and reproduction. In some of the above chapters, I have attempted to emphasize the paradoxical fact that ‘originary’ or ‘primitive’ accumulation is a continuous presupposition, rather than one that comes to an end (and is thus only pre-capitalist), accompanying all accumulation regimes (industrial, non-industrial, financial) such that it would be possible to refer, in Roger Bartra’s words, to processes of ‘acumulación primitiva permanente’.23 Indeed, in the existing conditions of the generalized formal subsumption of labour to finance capital, it may be possible to suggest that the continuous experience of ‘primitive’ accumulation is one of its defining characteristics: in the historical form of the expanded reproduction of ‘so-called informality-precariousness’, or what Michael Denning has recently called ‘wageless-life’.24 This perspective is only ambiguously suggested by Marx himself; one of its effects, however, is to detach the idea of ‘originary’ accumulation from the kind of historicist ‘transitional’ narratives criticized by subalternist writers such as Dipesh Chakrabarty and Gayatri Spivak as Euro-centred, as well as to foreground the violence of modernizing and developmentalist re-ordering when it is imposed.

Similarly, following Althusser, in a number of the chapters above I have foregrounded the political dimension of originary accumulation, in which violent compulsion constitutes state forms and sovereignties (now in something like a transnational neoliberal state-assemblage which passes through the disjunctive space described by Castells, conjugating flows and places in more or less catastrophic ways), at the same time as it redefines political subjectivities. In this light, one of the original – or ‘classic’ texts – of the biopolitical critical formation described above may be found, I believe, in the last work of the disappeared Argentine writer Rodolfo Walsh. In his ‘Carta abierta de un escritor a la Junta Militar’, a literary-political text, such reterritorialization presents itself through his devastating reading of the Junta’s dictatorial ‘script’, first, as re-foundational violence and, secondly, as a crisis of national sovereignty. From the point of view of the present, including the literary present as established by novels like Roberto Bolaño’s 2666, Walsh’s ‘Carta abierta…’ now re-presents itself as its prehistory, a message in a bottle for another future: our present.25

Towards the end of March 1977, Rodolfo Walsh, already recognized as a narrator of real events (ever since the publication in 1957 of his Operación massacre), ends his ‘Carta abierta…’ with the following words:


Éstas son las reflexiones que en el primer aniversario de su infausto gobierno he querido hacer llegar a los miembros de esa junta, sin esperanza de ser escuchado, con la certeza de ser perseguido, pero fiel al compromiso que asumí hace mucho tiempo de dar testimonio en momentos difíciles (126)



Who is Walsh addressing? Interpreted from the perspective established by Walsh’s text (that is, the context of violent reterritorialization imposed by the military regime it goes on to describe), there is a kind of anti-democratic re-colonization of Argentine political space: the sovereignty of the ‘people’ (as a political sign of legitimacy) has been usurped by military-state power, and citizens transformed through refoundational violence and generalized exile into mere subjects dispossessed of their formal rights. With a little literary-historical imagination, therefore, one might read Walsh’s text, as its title suggests, as a carta de relación, or a verdadera crónica of Argentina at the time, under military dictatorship. That is, as a recontextualized, parodic re-emergence in postcolonial (modern and formally republican) Argentina, of the legal and literary genre of bearing ‘testimonio’ and documenting service (‘relación’) in the form of both letters to, and chronicles for, the absolutist ‘crown’ (as, for example, in the Cartas of Hernán Cortés and Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s ‘verdadera’ chronicle of conquest).

It is important, however, to underline the differences and discontinuities the ‘Carta abierta…’ establishes with this tradition. Indeed, in this text the writer (Walsh) addresses the state (the members of the Junta in power), but only so as to, first, subvert what he calls the state’s ‘libreto’, ‘ficción’ or ‘relato oficial’ (in other words: he does not ‘prestar servicios’, lend his narrative services) and, secondly, to delegitimize it politically in the name of the true postcolonial sovereign: the ‘people’, whom he does serve in his writing and for whom he puts himself at risk (and is ‘disppeared’ on making his message public). As we shall see, the text is doubly addressed, and what is at stake is the law of state constitution.

With regard to his first epistolary strategy, Walsh writes (establishing his first stately intertext and addressee) that:


El primer aniversario de esa Junta Militar ha motivado un balance de la acción de gobierno en documentos y discursos oficiales donde lo que ustedes llaman aciertos son errores, los que reconocen como errores son crímenes y lo que omiten son calamidades (121).



Much of the text that follows is a catalogue of these ‘errores’, ‘crímines’ and ‘calamidades’. In his letter to the ‘sovereign’, Walsh documents how the Military Junta, as it re-territorializes juridico-politically, has violated the human rights (through torture: ‘La Junta que ustedes presiden … es … la fuente misma del discurso del terror que ha perdido su rumbo y sólo puede balbucear el discurso de la muerte’), the political rights (‘prohibiendo los partidos, interviniendo los sindicatos, amordazando la prensa e implantando el terror’) and the economic rights (through what he calls their ‘miseria planificada’) of the Argentine ‘people’ in the act of appropriating their power. Walsh writes his ‘Carta abierta…’ as a counter-script, in direct interpretative conflict with the state, purporting to reveal and say that which the military knows but does not say. He does so by way of a chronicle of his own experiences during the first year of the dictatorship.

From where does Walsh write? As his letter makes clear, the military dictatorship means that he must express his views from the experience of clandestinity:


La censura de prensa, la persecución de intelectuales, el allanamiento de mi casa, el asesinato de amigos queridos y la pérdida de una hija que murió combatiéndolos, son algunos de los hechos que me obligan a esta forma de expresión clandestina después de haber opinado libremente como escritor y periodista durante casi treinta años. (121)26



Walsh was a Left Peronist and worked at the time as the Montonero guerrilla movement’s press officer. As such he had organized a variety of alternative news services, including a clandestine press. This micro-system of resistance, with its alternative networks of news collection, distribution and circulation, constituted the political location (or institution) of his writing, but which is assumed here personally (‘como escritor y periodista … en momentos difíciles’) as testimonial and epistolary duty. This is his commitment and his second intertext, the communications system that facilitated his access to the materials needed to undermine the state’s fictions and scripts. It also explains the referential power of his letter, making his testimony a ‘verdadera crónica’ – a true chronicle – of military terror.

Furthermore, we also know now that there was another intertext to Walsh’s letter, constituted by what we may call Walsh’s ‘Cartas privadas’ to the Montonero leadership, in which he criticized their own political delegitimization for having abandoned the ‘people’ and the Peronist Party – which, in his view, represented their interests at that time – and losing themselves in military violence too.27 Thus, Walsh does not write from the space of political legitimacy, but towards that space which, in his view, is now ignored by the Montoneros (for whom, however, he still works – his ‘Carta privada’ is a work of internal criticism). The direction of his words, their destiny, thus uproot and distance Walsh from his own space of enunciation (which the Montoneros are also in the process of undermining). Finally, we also know now that he had returned to writing fiction and he had become interested in literature again. What I am suggesting here is that Walsh re-articulates its Latin American colonial history – as ‘crónica’ and ‘relación’ – in his ‘Carta abierta…’ to the state.28

As we have seen, Walsh addresses the ‘sovereign’, the members of the Military Junta. ‘Ustedes’ he calls them: ‘Colmadas las cárceles ordinarias, crearon ustedes en las principales guarniciones del país virtuales campos de concentración’ (121). The effect of reterritorialization (and neoliberal primitive accumulation), however, is to make the direction of his discourse ambivalent, emptying out the interlocutive space of sovereign power characteristic of the colonial carta de relación or chronicle to which it is addressed. This happens when the writer objectivizes the ‘sovereign’ for a now critical gaze – as when he writes of ‘esa Junta Militar’ – and so empties it out. In such moments of the text, the ‘Carta abierta…’ is no longer addressed to the military sovereign, as its title says, but to some ‘other’ power. There is, of course, an historical and juridical reason that explains this textual fact: illegitimacy, the breaking of the law (including the literary law of the chronicle genre too). Walsh writes:


Ilegítimo en su origen, el gobierno que ejercen pudo legitimarse en los hechos recuperando el programa en que coincidieron en las elecciones de 1973 el ochenta por ciento de los argentinos y que sigue en pie como expresión objetiva de la voluntad del pueblo, único significado posible de ese ‘ser nacional’ que ustedes invocan tan a menudo. (121)



On displacing the addressee from its illegitimately sovereign (political) and interlocutive (textual) positions, and objectifying it as ‘esa Junta’ in his ‘Carta abierta…’, Rodolfo Walsh thus, already in 1977, symbolically overthrows the military government.

Walsh’s letter would thus seem to want to re-establish the interlocutive system of the carta de relación (the letter to the Crown as sovereign) in a context of political resistance in which, within the juridical codes of the republican nation state, its addressee would be the modern sovereign, that is the ‘people’ (as the designated space of juridico-political legitimacy) – or the ‘popular’ (Peronist) will expressed in the elections of 1973. But such a positive transformation of the text does not occur, and the interlocutive space of the text rather moves between the ‘ustedes’ (of the second person plural) Walsh addresses, and the vacuum produced by their displacement and objectification as ‘esa Junta’ (in the third), that is, the symbolic overturning of the Junta. And, although the ‘Carta abierta…’ seems to prefigure the return of the ‘true’ sovereign (the Peronist ‘people’), this space remains empty. Juridico-political reterritorialization, dictatorship, has violently reconfigured political agencies in the ‘space of places’ such that the interlocutive space described will no longer be filled with the hoped-for subject-citizens. Subsequently, post-dictatorship Argentina even sees the neoliberalization (and de-industrialization) of Peronism itself. Now, after the government of Carlos Menem, the ‘people’ of the paradoxically post-Peronist Peronist government of the Kirchners is very different from Walsh’s.

This is why, finally, Walsh’s deterritorialized letter, disconnected from the political (that is, from its original dependence on both the dictatorship and the pre-neoliberal Peronist ‘people’) remains, as if a ruined monument, between what it was and what Benjamin might call its ‘afterlife’, in search of (or condemned to) its autonomy.29
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3: A Short Andean History of Photography: Yawar fiesta
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9 See the important essays contained in William Rowe, Ensayos arguedianos (Lima: Universidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos/SUR, Casa de Estudios del Socialismo, 1996).

10 Deleuze and Guattari’s use of the idea of ‘the body without organs’ is notoriously difficult and slippery, whilst also developing over time. Here I will refer to it in the sense suggested by the following passage: ‘Its one purpose is to point out the fact that the forms of social production, like those of desiring-production, involve an unengendered non-productive attitude, an element of antiproduction coupled with the process, a full body that functions as a socius. This socius may be the body of the earth, that of the tyrant, or capital. This is the body that Marx is referring to when he says that it is not the product of labor, but rather appears as its natural or divine presupposition … It falls back on … all production, constituting a surface over which the forces and agents of production are distributed, thereby appropriating for itself all surplus production and arrogating to itself both the whole and the parts of the process, which now seem to emanate from it as a quasi-cause. Forces and agents come to represent a miraculous form of its own power: they appear to be “miraculated” … by it.’ See Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Continuum: London, 2004), p. 11. What is up for grabs in Yawar fiesta is the ‘earth’ before and after being capitalized (that is, ‘miraculated’ by capital).

11 For example, see Paoli, ‘Mundo y mito’ (this particular view does not, however, exhaust the interest of his account).

12 In Deleuze and Gattari’s periodization of history, the idea of a ‘savage’ territoriality principally refers to nomadic societies. Here I am using it – that is, the idea of ‘earth’ – to refer to the non-capitalist and non-feudal territoriality of the ayllu as deployed by Arguedas in Yawar fiesta. It would be important to see to what extent it is a fictional construction made out of materials produced both by his experience and by his anthropological and historical studies – all subordinated here, however, to his own literary-political project. In other words, in Arguedas’s work the ayllu has become literary material. Laclau discusses ‘dislocation’ in New Reflections on the Revolution of Our Time (London and New York: Verso, 1990), pp. 39–59.

13 See Rowe, Ensayos, and Antonio Cornejo Polar, Escribir en el aire (Lima: Editorial Horizonte, 1994).

14 Arguedas has evidently learned from the avant-gardes and the experience of mechanical reproduction. On ‘distraction’, see Walter Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, Illuminations, trans. Harry Zohn (London: Fontana/Collins, 1979).

15 This inclusion of documents of reality into literary space – as in conceptual art – prefigures the compositional practices of writers like Rodolfo Walsh, Augusto Roa Bastos and Ricardo Piglia: the artistic use of the non-artistic and the non-artistic use of the artistic.

16 For the mysterious identity of the third-person narrator who says and sees everything, but from an inaccessible point of view, see Fredric Jameson, ‘“A Monument to Radical Instants”’, The Modernist Papers (London and New York: Verso Books, 2007), pp. 380–419.

17 It is important here to note the difference between the exclamation of the author-narrator of Yawar fiesta and the colonial institution ‘pueblo de indios’ – the product of the colonial ‘reduction’ of the Indian population (no doubt: historically, the ayllu and the colonial ‘pueblo de indios’ will, however, overlap: it too is a hybridized social and political form). A discussion of these as well as of their postcolonial republican transformation can be found in Mark Thurner’s From Two Republics to One Divided: Contradictions of Postcolonial Nationmaking in Andean Peru (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1997).

18 See Theodor W. Adorno’s discussion of the contradiction between expression and construction in art as developed in his Aesthetic Theory (London: Continuum, 2004).

19 For the ideas of ‘structured place’, ‘out-of-place’ and ethical ‘torsion’, I have freely adopted from Alain Badiou’s Theory of the Subject, trans. Bruno Bosteels (London: Continuum, 2009). For the idea of ‘transculturation’, see Angel Rama, Transculturación narrativa en América Latina (Mexico City: Siglo XXI Editores, 1982).

20 For the different positions adopted by Arguedas with regard to ‘mestizaje’ from the beginning of the 1950s on (that is, after the publication of Yawar fiesta), and which range from optimism to disappointment, see Nelson Manrique, ‘José María Arguedas y la cuestión del mestizaje’, La piel y la pluma: escritos sobre literatura, etnicidad and racismo (Lima: SUR, Casa de Estudios del Socialismo, 1999), pp. 85–98.

21 For the notion of ‘anti-production’, see n. 10 above. For an account of the social contents of the novel see Rodrigo Montoya, ‘Yawar fiesta: una lectura antropológica’, Revista de crítica literaria latinoamericana, 6/12 (1980), 55–68; and for the significance of the urban design of Puquio, see François Bourricaud, ‘Sociología de una novela peruana’ (1958), reproduced in Carmen María Pinilla (ed.), Itinerarios epistolares: la amistad de José María Arguedas y Pierre Duviols en dieciséis cartas (Lima: Fondo Editorial, Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú, 2011), pp. 87–99, as well as Arguedas’s ‘The Novel and the Problem of Literary Expression in Peru’ in the English-language translation of Yawar fiesta, trans. Frances H. Barraclough (Prospect Heights: Waveland Press, 1985), pp. 149—92 (this edition also contains Arguedas’s study of the town, ‘Puquio: A Culture in Process of Change’).

22 Antonio Cornejo Polar, ‘El indigenismo y las literaturas heterogéneas: su doble estatuto socio-cultural’, Revista de crítica literaria latinoamericana, 7/8 (1978), 7–21; and La novela indigenista: literatura y sociedad en el Perú (Lima: Lasontay, 1980).
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42 Benjamin, ‘A Small History of Photography’, p. 250.

4: The Politics of El Señor Presidente: Notes on Textual ‘Maldoblestar’
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3 For the ‘incipient intentionality’ of the text, see Edward Said, Beginnings: Intention and Method (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985). In Village Bells: Sound and Meaning in the Nineteenth-century French Countryside (London: MacMillan, 1999), Alain Courbin traces a history of the rhetoric of bell-ringing.
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5: From Ideology to Culture: Subalternization and Montage (Yo el Supremo’s History)

1 These forms of hybridity are in fact different levels of abstraction: ‘empirical’ hybridity refers, for example, to the author’s descriptions of new cultural landscapes within cities and new communities and identities – especially on the border between Mexico and the United States – that are the result of their renewed invention through new communication media; ‘conceptual’ hybridity refers not only to what García Canclini calls a ‘transdisciplinary gaze’, but also to conceptual confrontation and dialogue; and ‘theoretical’ hybridity refers to the author’s attempt to produce a theorized version of the particular features of Latin American modernity. See ‘La “hibridez” en un marco transnacional: perspectivas latinoamericanistas y poscoloniales en los estudios culturales’, in my Políticas culturales: acumulación, desarrollo y crítica cultural (Mexico City: FLACSO México, 2015), pp. 39–67.

2 See Angel Rama, Transculturación narrativa en América Latina (Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1982) and Josefina Ludmer, El género gauchesco: un tratado sobre la patria (Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 1988).
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12 For example, both the figures and the writing of Bartolomé Mitre and Juan Bautista Alberdi are fundamental for the novel. In his interpretative struggle with the historian-soldier-President Mitre, Roa Bastos has his dictator subvert one of the foundational texts of national, liberal historiography (Mitre’s Historia de Belgrano y la independencia argentina), by ‘stealing’ Manuel Belgrano – hero of Argentine independence – from him, and then befriending him – they become ‘compadres’ – rather than becoming his bitter enemy, as in Mitre’s portrayal.
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21 This does not necessarily mean that Roa Bastos’s novel is postmodern, like those of E. L. Doctorow commented upon by Jameson. As I suggest, the context of its writing is best characterized, not by the reification of history, but by its overdetermination by political and state mythification. As we shall see in the essays contained in the next section of this volume, however, this context will change, and Latin American ‘hybrid’ modernity will be increasingly subordinated to another (transnational) logic of neoliberal mercantile and financial accumulation, and its everyday experience: money. Indeed, this is prefigured in Roa Bastos’s later novel El fiscal, discussed in the next chapter.

22 Ranajit Guha, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1983), p. 3.

23 Yo el Supremo is, in many ways, a novel inspired by Rousseau’s The Social Contract, whose structuring Jacobin aporia it dramatizes; that is, if on the one hand, ‘the people’ make the social contract, on the other, the social contract makes ‘the people’. Rousseau escapes from his problem inventing the figure of the Legislator, a traitor to his class who, via pedagogy, ‘creates’ the virtuous people. Roa Bastos’s novel experiments with this avant-gardist Jacobin figure, in other times and in other places. Roa Bastos was also an enthusiastic reader of Jacques Derrida, and here is evident the idea – expressed by the latter as he was writing about Claude Lévi-Strauss in Of Grammatology (1966) – that we were all then still living in Rousseauian times.

24 Thus, until constituted as a ‘people’ which, in Balibar’s words, ‘produce[s] itself as national community … by virtue of which the people will appear, in everyone’s eyes “as a people”, that is, as the basis and origin of political power’, El Supremo’s ‘people’ is only virtual, potential, or better, a desire. See Etienne Balibar, ‘The Nation Form: History and Ideology’, in Etienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein, Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous Identities (London: Verso, 1991), pp. 93–4.

25 Roa Bastos’s ‘factory-novel’ is thus like the early, workshop type of factory associated with manufacture (and the gathering together under one roof of pre-given forms of labour), rather than machinofacture (in which labour is subordinated to the discipline of the industrial machine, for which see the essay on the film Cronos below). From the point of view of history and politics, the textuality of Yo el Supremo evokes and cites, among other texts, the first multimedia colonial history of Bernardo Sahagún and his informants, the General History of the Things of New Spain – mentioned above in chapter 1 – and one of the paradigmatic politico-cultural forms of colonial subjectivization, the catechism.

26 Alberto Moreiras, The Exhaustion of Difference: The Politics of Latin American Cultural Studies (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), pp. 49–75.

27 Hayden White, ‘Historical Emplotment and the Problem of Truth’, in Saul Friedlander (ed.), Probing the Limits of Representation: Nazism and the ‘Final Solution’ (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992), pp. 37–53.

6: Return, melancholy and the crisis of the future: El fiscal by Augusto Roa Bastos

1 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 5
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7: The State is a Monkey: El apando by José Revueltas
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4 José Revueltas, El apando (Mexico City: Era, 1969), p. 52. All further page references to this work will be made within the text in parentheses. Benjamin, Walter, ‘N [On the Theory of Knowledge, Theory of Progress]’, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 461.
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7 See Georg Lukács, The Ontology of Social Being 3. Labour, trans. David Fernbach (London: Merlin Press, 1980).
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19 The text by Marx Revueltas cites reads as follows: ‘Cuando los escritores socialistas asignan al proletariado este papel histórico universal, no es ni mucho menos … porque consideran a los proletarios como dioses. Antes al contrario, por llegar a su máxima perfección práctica, en el proletariado desarrollado, la abstracción de toda humanidad … por condensarse en las condiciones de vida del proletariado todas las condiciones de vida de la sociedad actual, agudizadas del modo más inhumano; por haberse perdido a sí mismo el hombre en el proletariado, pero adquiriéndose, a cambio de ello, no sólo la conciencia teórica de esta pérdida, sino también, bajo la acción inmediata de una penuria absolutamente imperiosa … el acicate inevitable de la sublevación contra tanta inhumanidad … Pero no puede liberarse a sí mismo sin abolir sus propias condiciones de vida. Y no puede abolir sus propias condiciones de vida, sin abolir todas las inhumanas condiciones de vida de la sociedad actual …’

20 One of the reasons, perhaps, for Henri Lefebvre’s closeness to and regard for Revueltas (he writes the ‘Prólogo’ to Dialectica de la conciencia).

21 This is a tradition that extends from Arguedas, as we have seen, to Ricardo Piglia. For Piglia, see Bosteels, ‘In the Shadow of Mao: Ricardo Piglia’s “Homenaje a Roberto Arlt”’, Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies, 12/2 (2003), 229–59. The idea of ‘artistic materials’ is developed by Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984) in his analysis of the historical avant-gardes. Paradoxically, here this also means that such experiences of Marxism, apart from providing theoretical means of subjective emancipation are themselves, reflexively, objectified (precisely in order to be re-articulated creatively by the author as ‘artistic material’).

22 See Álvaro Ruiz Abreu’s biography of Revueltas, José Revueltas: Los muros de la utopía (Mexico City: Cal y Arena, 1992).

23 ‘Nuestro hombre ha escrito una carta, ha “trabajado” en ella pero ignora que todo ese vasto conjunto de actividades (escribir, rotular el sobre, comprar las estampillas y adherirlas …) está inserto dentro de una masa común, general, total, constante, activa, pasada, presente, histórica en la acepción más plástica de la palabra, de trabajo humano, esa materia invisible donde se trazan y han trazado, de un punto a otro, las líneas de comunicación entre los hombres, desde que alguno de ellos se descubrió en ‘los otros’ y acertó a inventar y emitir las primeras ‘señales de identidad’, un primer grito, un primer humo, una primera carta’ (28).

24 See Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York and London: Norton, 1981).

25 Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, trans. Hugh Tomlinson (London: Athlone Press, 1992), p. 17.

8: Porno-Revolution: El fiord and the Eva-Peronist State

1 Osvaldo Lamborghini, ‘El fiord’, Novelas y cuentos (Barcelona: Ediciones del Serbal, 1988). All page references to this work will be made in the text in parentheses. On ‘snuff literature’, see Alan Pauls, ‘Languages at War’, Travesía: Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies, 2/1 (1993), 115–28. See also the first line of David Viñas’s Literatura argentina y realidad política: de Sarmiento a Cortázar (Buenos Aires: Ediciones Siglo Veinte, 1974), p. 13: ‘La literatura argentina emerge alrededor de una metáfora mayor: la violación.’

2 Silvia Sigal, Intelectuales y poder en la década del sesenta (Buenos Aires: Puntosur, 1991), p. 59.

3 See Ernesto Laclau, ‘Towards a Theory of Populism’, Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory (London: Verso, 1979), pp. 143–98.

4 See Oscar Terán, Nuestros años sesenta (Buenos Aires: Puntosur, 1991).

5 León Rozitchner, Perón: entre la sangre y el tiempo (Buenos Aires: Centro Editor de América Latina, 1988), p. 313.

6 For the consequences of Laclau’s lack of attention to the state, see Jon Beasley-Murray, Posthegemony: Political Theory and Latin America (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2010). See also, Emilio de Ipola, Investigaciones políticas (Buenos Aires: Ediciones Nueva Visión, 1989), pp. 21–64.

7 See Alain Badiou, Manifesto for Philosophy, trans. Norman Madarasz (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1999), pp. 79–88. The Eva-Peronist ‘event’ arguably transformed Argentine political discourses and practices in ways that still remain almost unnameable.

8 Walter Benjamin, ‘A Small History of Photography’, One-Way Street and Other Writings, trans. E. Jephcott and K. Shorter (London: New Left Books, 1979), p. 243.

9 See Paola Cortés Rocca and Martín Kohan, Imágenes de vida, relatos de muerte. Eva Perón: cuerpo y política (Rosario: Beatriz Viterba Editora, 1998), pp. 11–68.

10 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, Illuminations, trans. Harry Zohn (London: Fontana/Collins, 1979)’, p. 244.

11 In the words of Oscar Terán (Nuestros años), we might say that Eva Perón was a ‘fuente de producción simbólica’ for Peronism.

12 See Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (London: Athlone Press, 1988), p. 356: ‘feelings become uprooted from the interiority of a “subject,” to be projected violently outward into a milieu of pure exteriority that lends them an incredible velocity, a catapulting force: love or hate, they are no longer feelings but affects’. But such affect was mediated by history and cultural form. Evita, like countless others of those that watched her, left the countryside for the capital city, passing through the networks of an emerging mass media: touring musicians (Agustín Magalde), popular theatre, radio, film and their associated feature magazines in which she could be seen in a variety of fairly innocent poses. What this potted biography suggests is that Peronism (as both regime and national-popular movement) was, at least in part, constituted through cultural form; the experience and formats of mass communication, display and representation beginning to organize Peronist political performance.

13 With the prohibition of Peronism, these writers were thus both obeying as well as breaking the law. On the ‘sounds’ of Walsh’s ‘Esa mujer’, see my ‘Rodolfo Walsh y Eva Perón: “Esa mujer”’, Nuevo Texto Crítico, 6/12–13 (1993–4), 105–19.

14 See Etienne Balibar, ‘The Nation Form: History and Ideology’, in Etienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein, Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous Identities (London: Verso, 1991).

15 Josefina Ludmer, El género gauchesco: un tratado sobre la patria (Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 1988). This key text of Argentine criticism has been fundamental to my reading of El fiord.

16 Pauls, ‘Languages at War’, 122–6.

17 For an account of the carnivalesque character of the mythical 17 October 1945 demonstration which ‘La fiesta del monstruo’ evokes, see Daniel James, ‘October 17th and 18th, 1945: Mass Protest, Peronism and the Argentine Working Class’, Journal of Social History, 21 (1988), 441–61. For a contextual and semiotic analysis of ‘La fiesta del monstruo’, see Andrés Avellaneda, El habla de la ideología (Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 1983), pp. 57–92.

18 See Daniel James, ‘Poetry, Factory Labour and Female Sexuality in Peronist Argentina’, Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies, 6/2 (1997), 131–52; and my ‘Political Puig: Eva Perón and the Populist Negotiation of Modernity’, New Formations, 28 (1996), 121–31.

19 Jorge Luis Borges, ‘Simulacro’, El hacedor (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1960).

20 Juan José Sebreli, Eva Perón ¿aventurera o militante? (Buenos Aires: Editorial La Pleyade, 1971); Rodolfo Walsh, ‘Esa mujer’, Los oficios terrestres (Buenos Aires: Ediciones de la Flor, 1986), p. 18.

21 If in Sebreli’s view Peronism was the most fascism possible in Argentina at the time, and Lamborghini decorates his story with Nazi paraphernalia, it is not clear to me, however, that ‘politics … rendered aesthetic’ is only a characteristic of fascist regimes. See Juan José Sebreli, Los deseos imaginarios del peronismo (Buenos Aires: Editorial Legasa, 1983), p. 24.

22 Peter Brooks, ‘Melodrama, Body, Revolution’, in Jacky Bratton, Jim Cook, Christine Gledhill (eds), Melodrama: Stage, Picture, Screen (London: British Film Institute, 1994), pp. 11–24; Tom Gunning, ‘The Horror of Opacity: The Melodrama of Sensations in the Plays of André de Lorde’, in Jacky Bratton, Jim Cook, Christine Gledhill (eds), Melodrama: Stage, Picture, Screen (London: British Film Institute, 1994), pp. 50–61.

23 Eva Perón, La razón de mi vida (Buenos Aires: Relevo, 1973), pp. 52–3.

24 Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Se sufre, pero se aprende (el melodrama y las reglas de la falta de límites)’, in Carlos Monsiváis and Carlos Bonfil, A través del espejo: el cine mexicano y su público (Mexico City: Ediciones El Milagro/Instituto Mexicano de Cinematografía, 1994), pp. 99–224.

25 Manuel Puig, Pubis angelical (Barcelona: Seix Barral, 1979), p. 11.

26 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. Ben Fowkes (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1976), vol. 1, p. 916.

27 See Ernesto Laclau, ‘Why do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?’, Emancipation(s) (London: Verso, 1996), p. 44: ‘To hegemonize something is exactly to carry out this filling function.’

28 See Daniel James, Resistance and Integration: Peronism and the Argentine Working Class, 1946–1976 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 161–211. According to James, Vandor ‘evoked extreme reactions within Peronism, ranging from hagiography at one pole to demonology at the other’ (194).

29 See Donna J. Guy, Sex and Danger in Buenos Aires: Prostitution, Family, and Nation in Argentina (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1991); Hugo Vezetti, ‘Marie Langer: de la maternidad y de los mitos sobre Eva Perón’, paper presented at Latin American Studies Association conference, Washington, 29–30 September 1995, 12. See also his ‘Isabel I, Lady Macbeth, Eva Perón’, Punto de Vista, 52 (1995), 44–8.

30 Vezetti, ‘Marie Langer’, 15.

31 Sigmund Freud, ‘Totem and Taboo’, The Origins of Religion (London: Penguin Books, 1990), pp. 203–5.

32 See S. Sigal and E. Verón, Perón o muerte (Buenos Aires: Hyspamérica Ediciones, 1988).

9: Critical Closeness: The Chronicle-Essays of Carlos Monsiváis

1 See Sara Sefchovich, México: país de ideas, país de novelas (Mexico City: Grijalbo, 1987), p. 203: ‘Con sagacidad e ingenio, con ironía y con lucidez, Monsiváis escucha cantar a Juan Gabriel, apoya causas populares, se alía a marginados y minorías, escribe todo el tiempo y se burla de todo. “Abre puertas, señala, crea conciencia”, ha dicho Elena Poniatowska de este “cronista de nuestros deleites y nuestros infortunios, de este traductor y periodista, cuestionador, cartógrafo y definidor de la cultura mexicana’. Christopher Domínguez Michael, a very different kind of critic, agrees with Sefchovich on this point: ‘Escritor indispensable para comprender los últimos veinticinco años de la cultura mexicana, desenterrador e inventor de mitologías, incógnito famoso al que puede verse del brazo de María Félix lo mismo que en las asambleas de la izquierda universitaria, es un estupendo narrador’. See Christopher Domínguez Michael, ‘Introducción’ to Book Four of his Antología de la narrativa mexicana del siglo XX (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1991), vol. 2, p. 68.

2 Carlos Monsiváis, El género epistolar: un homenaje a manera de carta abierta (Mexico City: Miguel Ángel Porrúa, 1991), p. 28.

3 See Antonio Gramsci on Benedetto Croce for a possible approximation to the significance of Paz in Mexico: ‘a kind of lay pope and an extremely efficient instrument of hegemony – even if at times he may find himself in disagreement with one government or other’, Selections from Prison Notebooks, trans. Quentin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1971), p. 56. Monsiváis has himself been associated with two cultural magazines of considerable power and weight: La cultura en México, cultural supplement of the weekly Siempre, during the 1970s, and Nexos, during the 1980s. These are now ‘semi-official’ organs, and Monsiváis has little to do with either. See the novelist José Agustín’s Tragicomedia Mexicana 2 (Mexico City: Editorial Planeta, 1992), pp. 210–15. For the changing relationship between Monsiváis and Paz from the 1960s on, see María Eugenia Mudrovic’s excellent, ‘Carlos Monsiváis, un intelectual post-68’, paper presented at the XXX Congress of the Instituto Internacional de Literatura Iberoamericana, University of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 12–16 June 1994. Since the mid-1970s it has been possible to read Monsiváis as a kind of ‘counter-Paz’, that is, insofar as the latter, from his own position of power, has articulated positions associated today, both politically and culturally, with neoliberalism (which Monsiváis refers to as ‘savage capitalism’).

4 A recent satirical attack on the politics of intellectual life in Mexico – which even includes a character known as the ‘narcopoeta’ – can be found in Enrique Serna’s very funny thriller El miedo a los animales (Mexico City: Editorial Joaquín Mortiz, 1995). Monsiváis is one of the many names dropped by its pathetic and unlucky narrator – a journalist-turned-corrupt policeman who wants to make good! See p. 180: ‘México era un país sin memoria, ya lo había dicho Monsiváis.’ I would like to thank Guillermo Zermeño for bringing this novel to my attention.

5 Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Los milenarismos’, in Josefina Ludmer (ed.), Las culturas de fin de siglo en América Latina (Rosario: Beatriz Viterbo Editora, 1994), pp. 164–83.

6 Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Fábula del país de Nopasanada (Carta dirigida al Subcomandante Marcos, en donde se encuentre, para notificarle acuerdos, discrepancias y modestas reflexiones)’, La Jornada Semanal, 14 January 1996. Monsiváis discusses with the Zapatistas, shares ideas, disagrees and agrees. Here he notes, for example, the power of the state on intellectuals, ‘transforming’ once critical voices over to its side. And of the many beneficial effects of the neo-Zapatista uprising, he believes the most important has been the emergence of independent Indian movements that are national in scope: ‘Those who discuss Indian questions today are mainly the Tojobales, Tzotziles, Tzeltales, Nahuas, Mixtecos, Zapotecos, and so on, to include all the 56 ethnic groups.’ See also, Subcomandante insurgente Marcos, ‘De árboles, transgresores y odontología’, La Jornada Semanal, 14 January 1996.

7 Perhaps the most famous letter-essay of this kind, written on the eve of Latin American independence, is Simón Bolívar’s ‘Carta de Jamaica’ (1815), originally written in exile in Kingston, Jamaica, to Henry Cullen, ‘a gentleman of this island’. In John Lynch’s words, it is ‘a mordant attack on the Spanish colonial system, a criticism of the revolution’s failure, and an expression of hope in the future’, The Spanish-American Revolutions 1808–1826 (New York: Norton, 1986), p. 210. For the ‘letter’, see Simón Bolívar, Escritos políticos (Madrid: Alianza, 1981).

8 For the chronicle as a form of narrative, see Hayden White, ‘The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality’, The Content of the Form (Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins University Press, 1987), pp. 1–25. For the essay, see Theodore W. Adorno, ‘The Essay as Form’, Notes to Literature, trans. Sherry Weber Nicholsen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), vol. 1, pp. 3–23. Despite his comments on Monsiváis’s abilities as a narrator, Domínguez Michael nevertheless states that the ‘Introducción’ to his Antología de la narrativa mexicana del siglo XX ‘no es el lugar para hablar de Carlos Monsiváis como hombre público, cronista de la vida ciudadana y patricio cívico de los descamisados’ (68). The point is, of course, that he is only a public figure insofar as he is a narrator, and vice versa.

9 Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Dancing: el hoyo fonqui’, Escenas de pudor y liviandad (Mexico City: Grijalbo, 1981), pp. 233–43.

10 Carlos Monsiváis, ‘La hora de la tradición’, Los rituales del caos (Mexico City: Grijalbo, 1995), pp. 39–52.

11 Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Alto contraste. (A manera de foto fija)’, Amor perdido (Mexico City: Era, 1977), pp. 17–57; Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Fuegos de la nota roja’, Nexos, 176 (1992); Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Bolero: A History’, Mexican Postcards, trans. John Kraniauskas (London: Verso, 1997), p. 167.

12 Karl Marx, ‘A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. Introduction’, Early Writings (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977), p. 244; Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Sí, tampoco los muertos retoñan’, in Juan Rulfo, Toda la obra, critical edn by Claude Fell (Nanterre: Unesco/Archivos, 1999), pp. 833–42.

13 Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Tin Tan’, Intermedios, 4, (1992); Carlos Monsiváis, Escenas de pudor, pp. 194-–8.

14 See Jorge Portilla, Fenomenología del relajo (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1992), p. 19. Although popular, ‘relajo’ is not quite ‘carnivalesque’ in the more festive Bakhtinian sense of the word. What is attractive about Portilla’s book, and what perhaps appeals to Monsiváis about it – for this is a conjecture – is its open affirmation that the streets are the proper place for philosophy.

15 Roger Bartra, La jaula de la melancolía: identitdad y metamorfosis del mexicano (Mexico City: Grijalbo, 1987), pp. 17 and 194–8.

16 See Stephen Heath and Gillian Skirrow, ‘Interview with Raymond Williams’, in Christopher Prenderfast (ed.), Cultural Materialism: On Raymond Williams (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), p. 360.

17 The quotation, and the idea of ‘critical closeness’, are taken from Peter Sloterdijk, Critique of Cynical Reason, trans. Michael Eldred (London: Verso, 1988), p. xxxiii, who, in turn, has taken it from Walter Benjamin. For the events of 1968, see Carlos Monsiváis, Días de guardar (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, 1970); and for the Mexican earthquake, see Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Los días del temblor’, Entrada libre: crónicas de la sociedad que se organiza (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, 1987), pp. 17–122.

18 White, ‘The Value of Narrativity’; see Walter Benjamin, One-Way Street and Other Writings, trans. E. Jephcott and K. Shorter (London: New Left Books, 1979), p. 89. Monsiváis is a well-known cinephile. During the 1960s he hosted a weekly radio programme on cinema for Radio Universidad. See, in particular, ‘Dolores del Río: The Face As Institution’, in Monsiváis, Mexican Postcards.

19 White, ‘The Value of Narrativity’, p. 5. Monsiváis has, of course, written a history of the chronicle in Mexico. See ‘Y yo preguntaba y anotaba, y el caudillo no se dio por enterado’, his introduction to Carlos Monsiváis (ed.), A ustedes les consta: Antología de la crónica en México (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, 1980), pp. 17–76.

20 Octavio Paz, ‘Aclaraciones y reiteraciones’, Proceso, 61, 2 January 1978, quoted in María Eugenia Mudrovic, ‘Carlos Monsiváis’.

21 ‘While the essay coordinates concepts with one another by means of their function in the parallelogram of forces in its objects, it shrinks from any overarching concept to which they could all be subordinated. What such concepts give the illusion of achieving, their method knows to be impossible and yet tries to accomplish’, Adorno, ‘The Essay’, p. 16. An excellent comparison of the standpoints adopted by Monsiváis and Paz is to be found in their respective texts on the events of 1968 in Mexico. See Octavio Paz, ‘Critique of the Pyramid’, The Labyrinth of Solitude (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990). The big ‘idea’ of this essay is to pathologize Mexican politics and history by suggesting that the Tlatelolco massacre was something like the modern return of Aztec sacrifice. In this sense, it is a fitting concluding addendum to his highly influential – and culturally conservative – The Labyrinth of Solitude.

22 Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Para un cuadro de costumbres. De cultura y vida cotidana en los ochentas’, Cuadernos Políticos, 57 (1989), 84.

23 See Monsiváis, Escenas de pudor.

24 For the chronicles of Salvador Novo, see his La vida en México en el período presidencial de Lázaro Cárdenas (Mexico City: CONACULTA and INAH, 1994). This is the first of three volumes of Novo’s weekly chronicles published in the weekly Hoy. The other two volumes cover the governments of Manuel Ávila Camacho and Miguel Alemán.

25 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), p. 132.

26 Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Se sufre, pero se aprende (el melodrama y las reglas de la falta de límites)’, in Carlos Monsiváis and Carlos Bonfil, A través del espejo: el cine mexicano y su público (Mexico City: Ediciones El Milagro/Instituto Mexicano de Cinematografía, 1994), p. 100. See also María Eugenia Mudrovcic, ‘Entre el Camp y el Kitsch: Carlos Monsiváis ante la sociedad de masas’, paper presented at the XIX congress of the Latin American Studies Association, Washington DC, 28–30 September 1995.

10: Noir Into History: James Ellroy’s Blood’s A Rover

1 James Ellroy, American Tabloid (London: Arrow Books, 1995); The Cold Six Thousand (London: Arrow Books, 2002), Blood’s A Rover (London: Windmill Books, 2010). All quotations from these novels will be included in the text in parentheses.

2 The particular conjunction of literary experimentation and cultural-industrial form around noir novels might also suggest that what Adorno referred to as the ‘torn-halves’ of ‘autonomy’ and ‘dependence’ in art in a non-reconciled world are here symbolically reconciled. After all, according to Lukács, this is one of the functions of the novel form. See Theodor Adorno, ‘Letters to Walter Benjamin’ in Ernst Bloch, et al., Aesthetics and Politics (London: Verso, 1980), p. 123, and Georg Lukács, The Theory of the Novel, trans. Anna Bostock (London: Merlin Press, 1978). Fredric Jameson has suggested that detective fiction is the form taken by realism in a highly mediated and mediatized postmodern world. See ‘Totality as Conspiracy’, The Geopolitical Aesthetic: Cinema and the Space of the World System (Bloomington, Indianapolis and London: Indiana University Press and British Film Institute, 1992), pp. 7–84.

3 For example, a shared concern with the function and significance of the ‘archive’.

4 Lukács might say that this is where The Wire falls out of realist narration into naturalist description. See his ‘Narrate or Describe’, Writer and Critic, trans. A. Kahn (London: Merlin Press, 1970), pp. 110–48.

5 For Hegel, ‘it is the State which first presents subject-matter that is not only adapted to the prose of History, but involves the production of such history in the very progress of its own being … and this produces a record as well as interest concerned with intelligent, definite … lasting transactions and occurrences’, The Philosophy of History (New York: Dover, 1956), p. 61.

6 See Manning Marable, Beyond Black & White: Transforming African-American Politics (London and New York: Verso Books, 2009), p. 185: ‘power, privilege and the ownership of productive resources and property have always been unequally allocated in a social hierarchy stratified by class, gender and race. Those who benefit directly from these institutional arrangements have historically been defined as “white,” overwhelmingly upper class and male … “Whiteness” becomes the very “center” of the dominant criteria for national prestige, decision-making, authority and intellectual leadership.’

7 Theodor W. Adorno, Hegel: Three Studies, trans. Shierry Weber Nicholsen (Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 1993), p. 87.

8 Georg Lukács, The Historical Novel (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1981). ‘Necessary anachronism’, a Hegelian term, requires that ‘the writer … allow those tendencies which were alive and active in the past and which in historical reality have led up to the present (but whose later significance contemporaries naturally could not see) to emerge with that emphasis which they possess in objective, historical terms for the product of this past, namely, the present’ (68).

9 For the notion of ‘spatio-temporal fix’, see David Harvey, The New Imperialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).

10 Loïc Wacquant, ‘From Slavery to Mass Incarceration: Rethinking the “Race Question” in the US’, New Left Review, 13 (2002), 41–59; Louis Althusser, Machiavelli and Us, trans. Gregory Elliot (London: Verso, 1999), p. 105.

11 For ‘wounded attachments’, see Wendy Brown, States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), pp. 52–76.

12 See Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, trans. E. Prenowitz (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1996). Archive fever is an effect of a ‘destruction’ (or death) drive – which works silently to silence – contradicting or resisting a ‘conservation’ (or archive) drive. There is an outline of a Freudian theory of history in this contradiction, located at the heart of the work of memory by Derrida.

13 See Tzvetan Todorov, ‘The Typology of Detective Fiction’, The Poetics of Prose (1971), trans. R. Howard (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1977); and Jameson’s reflections in The Geopolitical Aesthetic.

14 In this regard, it is clear that Ellroy has used his own biography – in his youth also a peeping tom, a sniffer and US Nazi Party member – as material for the invention of Crutch. For the figure of the detective as a representation of the intellectual, see Jameson, The Geopolitical Aesthetic, p. 38.

15 In The Cold Six Thousand, Tedrow was a pointer for one of the possible shooters. Looking through his binoculars ‘Wayne saw the impact. Wayne saw the neck spray. Wayne saw King drop’ (638).

16 Marcelo says: ‘We want some pliable, anti-communist el jefe type who’ll do what we want’ (21). They find him in Joaquin Belaguer, president of the Dominican Republic between 1966 and 1978 (and again between 1986 and 1996). For the history of the country, see Frank Moya Pons, The Dominican Republic: A National History (Princeton: Markus Weiner Publishers, 1998). Moya Pons notes that the ‘Revolutionary Movement 14 de Junio took to the mountains’ in September 1963. Most, however, were massacred. Reyes/Farr (as well as Joan Klein, it transpires) obviously survived.

17 ‘Drac wanted to own Clark County, Nevada. The Boys wanted to sell him their share at usurious rates. Feed the cash funnel. Scour the Teamster Pension Fund books for loan defaulters. Usurp their businesses. Grab them, sell them and feed the cash funnel. Castro kicked the Boys out of Cuba. Find a new Latin hot spot, entrench and rebuild’ (82).

18 Ellroy has evidently done his historical homework in this regard: in the Dominican Republic, Tedrow’s anti-communist crew (including Crutch) is assisted by a death-squad called ‘La Banda’. According to Moya Pons: ‘Belaguer authorized the organization of a paramilitary group called La Banda made up of deserters from the leftist parties and professional assassins paid out of the military’s intelligence budget’, The Dominican Republic, p. 392.

19 ‘Crutch flipped pages. This voodoo shit was a gas. Spooks were capering and bopping around in chicken-feather hats. Woooo, then there’s this … Geometric patterns. Crosshatched. Like the tattoo on the dead woman in Horror House’ (203). Crutch believes that Klein and Reyes may have had the ‘tattoo woman’ killed for betraying their revolutionary group. In fact she is murdered on the set of a porn movie by a dealer in Haitian exotica who learned his peeper-trade following Crutch, the ‘peeper-king’.

20 The colour of the emeralds, green, takes on symbolic value throughout the novel: Holly is shot by Bennett in a lime-green bar – ‘Green walls tumbled’ (575), and Celia Reyes is found by Crutch in Haiti living in a lime-green house (611).

21 The novel expresses two views with regard to voodoo. One is that ‘[v] oodoo was barbarous capitalism cloaked in magic’ (590); the other is that it had revolutionary potential, and so it is deployed by Tedrow and Reginald.

22 Fredric Jameson, ‘“A Monument to Radical Instants”’, The Modernist Papers (London and New York: Verso Books, 2007), pp. 380–419.

23 See Robert O. Self, ‘The Black Panther Party and the Long Civil Rights Era’, in Jama Lazerow and Yohura Williams (eds), In Search of the Black Panther Party: New Perspectives on a Revolutionary Movement (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2006), pp. 15–55: ‘The Panther’s alleged and proven connections to illegal activities called forth a swift and terrible repression. The Oakland police department, long a bastion of racial paternalism and virulent racism, responded to the Panthers with nothing short of guerrilla warfare – no less than three black men were killed by Oakland police in spring 1968 alone. For his part, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover called the Party “the greatest threat to the internal security of the country”, and he supervised an extensive programme of counterorganizing that included surveillance and eavesdropping, infiltration, harassment, false testimony’ (45). For an account of the experience of an FBI agent involved in this process, see, in the same volume, Roz Payne, ‘WACing Off: Gossip, Sex, Race, and Politics in the World of FBI Special Case Agent William A. Cohendet’, pp. 158–80. This is the kind of archival material that Ellroy has put to use in his trilogy.

24 See Homi K. Bhabha, ‘The Other Question: Stereotype, Discrimination and the Discourse of Colonialism’, The Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1994), pp. 66–84.
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11: Cronos and the Political Economy of Vampirism: Notes on a Historical Constellation

1 Ben Clarke and Clifton Ross (eds), Voice of Fire: Communiqués and Interviews from the Zapatista National Liberation Army (Berkeley: New Earth Publications, 1994), p. 78.
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21 Such entry into the sphere of the local ruling class is also mediated by lawyers, particularly Maurice ‘Maury’ Levy, who acts for and counsels the crime bosses (Avon and then Marlo), and who remains an important screen presence throughout the series.

22 Although Omar’s death is banal: he is shot dead by a small child with a gun robbing a shop, almost by accident – the myth of his invulnerability shattered (at least for the viewers). Omar is a transgressive character in a variety of ways – most annoyingly for the gangsters he robs, in terms of his sexuality (a key theme for many of the back stories in The Wire). As is well known, in Capital Marx attributes the myth of ‘originary’ (a ‘so-called primitive’) accumulation of capital to Adam Smith.
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24 Much to the annoyance of Bunk and Kima, McNulty and Lester transform dead bodies they find into the victims of a serial killer so as to sideline funds happily given them to investigate (it generates newspaper sales as well as city office popularity) in order to pursue their, by now, ‘private’ investigation of Stanfield.

25 For Marx’s humorous views on the social, political and artistic productivity of crime (a producer of law, lawyers, police, as well as the fictions and critics associated with them), see Karl Marx, Theories of Surplus Value as quoted in Ernest Mandel, Delightful Murder: A Social History of the Crime Story (London and Sydney: Pluto Press, 1984), pp. 10–11.
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14: To Govern is to Re-Populate: On Neoliberal ‘Primitive’ Accumulation (A Reading of Rodolfo Walsh’s ‘Carta abierta de un escritor a la Junta Militar’)
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