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WHY THE NERVOUS SYSTEM?

I know of investigators experienced in this art of diversion which is a return of
ethical pleasure and of invention within the scientific institution. Redizing no
profit (profit is work done for the factory), and often a a loss, they take something
of the order of knowledge in order to inscribe "artistic achievements' on it and
to carve on it the graffiti of their debts of honor. To ded with everyday tactics
in this way would be to practice an "ordinary" art, to find oneself in the common
situation and to make a kind of appropriation of writing itsdlf.

—Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life

| am working on the Nervous System, and it's turning out to be hard
labor indeed. Sometimes | suspect it's working even harder on me than |
amonit. This puts Hermeneutics and Reflexivity in anew light, since they're
now exposed as a property of the NS itsalf and not of the individual subject—
that curious entity from which many of us have grown to latterly distance
ourselves. Thank God it's only a fiction. Nervous System. That's dl it said,
scrawled across a shed | passed on the ferry, gliding over the green waters
of Sydney Harbor, whenever | went into the city, reading about the terror
of the early 20th-century rubber boom in the lower Putumayo River in
southwest Colombia. It was the early 1980s. The signs in the street were of
unemployment, purple hair, and postmod anarchy. Apocayptic omens. An
underground doing time. And over there and far away, Colombia was in a
state of Sege. Torture by the State was commonplace. Paramilitary squads
were on the make. Whenever | got up from my desk to cross the sunlit bay
away from my other world over there and back then in those Putumayan
forests, the Nervous Sysem stared a me in the fullness of its scrawled,
enigmatic, might. A portent? A voice from nowhere tugging at my distracted
attention. For | could not believe let done begin to explain the terrible
material | was reading about over there and back then, and much less could
| put words to it. Wrenched this way, then that, | believed it dl, | believed
nothing. On yes | admit to fdling foul of the whirlygigging of the Nervous
Sysem, first nervous, then a system; first system, then nervous—nerve




svous System

center and hierarchy of control, escdating to the topmost echelon, the very
nerve-center, we might say, as high as the soul is deep, of the individua .
The massive forebrain, protuberant and hanging over the landscape, like the
mushroom-shaped cloud of civilized consciousness; then the mid-brain and
stem with their more "primitive" (according to medica science) olfactory,
memory, and autonomic nervous System functions, intrindcaly central,
older, and sdf-locating, and then, dribbling down somewhat like a kid's
sandcastle, the spina column with its branches, synapses, and ganglia. It's a
complex picture. The tissue is irreplaceable. Its cdls are unregenerative.
Even while it ingpires confidence in the physicd centerfold of our worldly
existence—at least that such a centerfold truly exists—and as such bespeaks
control, hierarchy, andintelligence—it isalso { and thisisthe damnedest thing)
somewhat unsettling to be centered on something so fragile, so determinedly
other, so nervous. And whenever | try to resolve this nervousness through
a little ritual or a little science | redlize this can make the NS even more
nervous. Might not the whole point of the NS be it's dways being a jump
ahead, tempting us through its very nervousness towards the tranquil pastures
of itsfictive harmony, the glories of its system, thereby dl the more securely
energizing its nervousness?

"No passion so effectudly robs the mind of dl its powers of acting and
reasoning as fear," wrote Burke in 1757 in his essay on the sublime. "To
make any thing terrible," he noted, "obscurity seems in general to be neces-
sary." And as if this were not enough, he followed with the disarming
observation that in "reality agreat clearness helps but little towards affecting
the passions, as it is in some sort an enemy to dl enthusiasms whatsoever."*
But one thing was clear. What mattered for terror was how it was passed
from mouth to mouth across a nation, from page to page, from image to
body. There was truth enough. And here was | implicating mysdf into that
venJ/ chain. Thenit SNungOi nto view onceagain, NervouE Sg,/stem, now connect-

ing, Yed A System, dl right, switchboard of the commanding heights, delicate
in the power of its centrality. But there was no System. Just a Nervous
System, far more dangerous, illusions of order congealed by fear—an updated
verson of what the poet Brecht had written in the 1930s, obsessed with
ordered disorder, the exception and the rule. "Hard to e3<plain, evenifitis
the custom, Hard to understand, even if it is the rule":

Why the Nervous System?

Fear rules not only those who are ruled, but
The rulers too’

Hence the sardonic wisdom of the Nervous System's scrawling incom-
pleteness, its constant need for afix. Which is what, if only there were time,
gives me pause. How does one side-step the NSs sde stepping? How does
one intervene in the power of what Burke designated as its judicious
obscurity wherein, without warning, the referent bursts through into the
representation itsdf?

The fallowing NS impulses are attempts a just such intervening; essays
written for different audiences at different times from the late 1970s through

to 1990. They span two books, the first written in the mid-1970s concerning
the devil as a weay of figuring the world historical encounter between what
Marcel Mauss called the gift and what Karl Marx caled commodity fetishism,
the second written in the mid-1980s concerning terror and shamanism in
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the response to that world historical encounter.” Looking over these essays,
| am struck by their distaste for the straight line, testimony to the unsteadiness
characteristic of the Nervous System, which was surely ingrained in my
character-armor from atender age yet came only and fitfully to my awareness
through grinding on Marx's strange concept of commodity fetishism, as
filtered through the folklore of work and exchange in Colombian plantation
towns and, later on, through a specific form of shamanic headling and terror,
epecidly state and paramilitary terror.

In alangauge | find as tempting as it is undoubtedly precious, what | was
sensitized to, in those early days in Western Colombia from 1969 onward
amid the dirt-poor agribusiness dums and declining peasant plots, was a

certain poetics of the commodity; asin one of the never-to-be completed sections

of that name that Walter Benjamin proposed for his Passagenwerk study of
the commodity in the socid life of nineteenth-century Paris; as in so much
of the work of the avant-garde, so many unsettling renditions of the form
and alure of the object fatefully soaked in the spell of commodity-efflores-
cence, from the polyocularity of Cubist collage to Warhol's endless seridiza
tions, so much reified, commodity, soup. But what montage, what craziness
is this? From Benjamin's Paris to the plantation town of Puerto Tejada on
the garbage-infested banks of the Pdo River in tropical Colombial But then,
after dl, the plantation land invaded by malnourished squatters there in the
1980s wanting house sites adjacent to the town, was subsequently named
by them—"The Heights of Paris."

It was to the curious doubleness in Marx's figure of the commaodity that |
was drawn, that quirky flickering unity formed by thingification and spec-
trality, which Georg Lukacs referred to as the phantom obj ectivity of capitdist
culture, the sort of consciousness Marx highlighted in his notion that, thanks
to the market and the revolution abstracting labor into homogeneous |abor-
power, things acquired the properties of persons, and persons became thing-
like; hence the andogy he made with that curious notion drawn from Portu-
guese davers and Auguste Comte of the African fetish as part of his way of
dealing with the riddle of value.* The andogy at one points reads as follows:

In order, therefore, to find an andogy, we must have recourse to the mist-
enveloped regions of the rdigious world. In that world the productions
of the human brain gppear as independent baings endowed with life, and
entering into relation both with one ancther and the human race. So it

Why the Nervous System?

is in the world of commodities with the products of men's hands. This |
cdl the Fetishiam which ataches itdf to the products of labour, so soon
as they are produced as commodities, and which is therefore insspardble
from the production of commodities®

The matter of factness of production becomes anything but matter-of-
fact, and facticity itsdf is rendered marvelous, mist-enveloped regions of
frozen movement, projections at a standdtill, in which things that come from
the hands of man change place with persons, the inside changes place with
the outside as commodities erase the socid nexus imploded within and
become sdf-activating spirit, even Godlike, "things-in-themselves." Faced
with this restless metamorphosing, how could one not despair at the mechan-
icians attempting to feed the NSs desperate need for afix by straightening
out Marx's insight into the epistemic flip-flop back-tracking over the capital-
is moonscape of subject and object? Quite apart from the Herculean labors
of stout-hearted Ieft positivists hammering away, how could one not despair,
for instance, of Georg Lukacs Weberian-inspired iron cage-form of straight-
ening thisout; Lukacs emphasis on what he caled reijication, atype of death,
the thingifying quality of commodity-inspired culture manifested in such
disparate forms as bureaucratic planning and Warhol's dl, al-alike, endless
soup cans extending over the face of an ever more rationalized capitalist
universe—what hits you as you wriggle out of the congestion of the city to
leap westwards in the state-registered steel beast across the George Washing-
ton bridge onto Highway 101 starting with Exit 3 and numbered in order
al the way to the Padific coast where the pounding waves stop it short. A
Cold War fest.

But what seems truer to this picture of a one-dimensiona gridlocked
Amerika as death-mask, and certainly more provocative, is the flip-flop from
spirit to thing and back again—the decided undecidabiiity that could so
clearly, so migtily, be seen in Marx's statement regarding the fetish quality
of commaodities (let done in the decided undecidabiiity of the straighter than
straight city streets from which the steel beast sprang, and in the globule-
laden insdes of those Campbell soup cans). The death-mask was only one
side; the ascendant spirit it masked, the other. And where the action was,
where the NS was put into high gear, was in between, zig-zagging back and
forth in the death-space where phantom and object stared each other down.

Working out the gamut of possible reactions to this mobility of the NS
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meant, eventualy, breaking free of the rosary-bead clams of cause-and-
effect thinking in historical and socid andyss, developing an entirely other
mode not just of "thinking" but of working, applied thought, embodied
thought, if you like, which in my line of busness eventualy boils down to
putting marks on paper, writing, and the occasona use of visud images like
the photograph. The focus of worry shifted from the object of scrutiny to
the mode of its presentation, for it is there, in the medium of presentation,
that socid theory and cultural practice rub one againgt and inform the other
such that there is the chance, smdl as it might wel be, of what | will cal
"redeeming" the object—qgiving it another lease of life breaking through the
shell of its conceptualizations so as to change life itsdf. There was no Theory
outside of its being brought thus to life. Sodd andysis was no longer an
andysis of the object of scrutiny, but of the mediation of that object in one
context with its destination in quite another—for instance, Putumayan
heders over there and back then, with you engaged with these stained-glass
words here and now. Thus dl socid andyss is reveded as montage.

This became clearer to me as | tried to work my way free of various
notions of "contradiction” and had to confront the power play at work on
the musculature of a middle-aged woman patient in the ward of a university
teaching hospita in the midwest of the USA in the late 1970s, a power-play
in which anthropology's once long-standing preoccupation with magic,
science, and religion was reborn in the encounter with modern medical

reiftcation and fetishization of the woman's body as socid sgn. Not for
nothing was the title of that rumination, "Reification and the Consciousness
of the Patient" (1980), a reference to the celebrated 1922 contribution to
Marxist epistemology by Georg Lukacs, "Reification and the Consciousness
of the Proletariat,” the essay which Walter Benjamin credited as having a
decisve influence on the Marxist direction his own work on dlegory and
modernism was taking at that time as he worked on "One Way Street"
between 1924 and 1929.

It was from Benjamin's work that | was encouraged to think about the
possibilities for NS writing as incantatory spells of mimetic-realism in which,
by means of judicious "quoting” of the real, one is smultaneoudy intimate
and shocked by it—wherein (to raise Marx's fetish-ghost yet again) the spirit
of the matter meets the matter of spirit such that in the moving depiction
of this moving reality to wound and heal, of what | now see as the NS, the

Why the Nervous System?

rites of style are everything—words pressing into and impressed by the
sensuousness of their referents, the power of arbitrariness of socid conven-
tions battling it out with the physicd wallop of their effects, theory a never-
to-be-sold-out implicitness in matter, sometimes conveniently storied. To
categorize this as the project of doing or making theory, but implicitly in
the synthetic density of its matter of factuality, is merely to grasp the first
stirrings of a critical break from High Theory, while preserving its haughty
suspicion of the obvious. Storied implicitness as a way of making theory
make itsdf was something 1 severd times aimed at, with variable success—
asin"An Austraian Hero" (1987), "Terror As Usua" (1989), Violence and
Resistance in the Americas' (1990), and "Tactility and Distraction” (1990).
What needed to be brought out was the curious activity wherein mine
became but the latest, contiguous, link in a chain of narratives sensuoudy
feeding back into the redlity thus (dis)enchained.

I remember well the repeated shock of returning from the Putumayo to
the university in the late 1970s, after the fragmented joke-riddled incom-
pleteness of ways of talk, of active interpretation, so practical, so fabulous,
in the dl-night curing sessons thereT, coming back to face the demands for
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academic talk and writing—the demands for an explanation, the demands
for coherence, the denid of rhetoric, the denid of performance, when what
was crying out for a coherent explanation was the demand for such and the
denia of such. What | was being invited to do in those hallucinatory curing
sessions of magica practicality on the frontier where Indians cured colonists
was to rethink the mode of work in which | wes involved as work better
approached from the tension involved in the disconcerting experiments in
representation tried out by European and (as | later learnt to appreciate,
ealy Soviet) Modemism——eg. Joyce, Cubism, Woolf, Myerhold, Zurich,
Dada, Berlin Dada, Constructivism, Brecht, Eisenstein, and Benjamin moving
from dlegory to the shock of montage and the liberating (messianic) mimetic
snapshot of the "didectial image."

For in those curing nights what | had to reckon with was the power of
the mental image to ater the course of misfortune. Now surely | want to
historicize this imagery with its play of angds and sacred gold, its wildness
and montage, its possible locations in a giant and, strange to say, curing,
narrative of colonial conquest, Christian redemption, and Statecraft—the
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point of this narrative being the way the Indian, the (phantom) object of
scrutiny, is recruited as a hedling object. But just as surely, and precisely on
account of this content, | need to highlight its physiognomic power, its power
to disturb the (collective) bodv. "Seeing this, you cure?' | remember a man
asking the hedler about his vison of angdls and birds, shamans and soldiers,
priests and books spewing gold, the soldiers dancing and singing like shamans
themsdves. "Yes, friend. Seeing that you cure," replied the heder, and a
one point the man tried to get up out of his hammock, so red was this
imagery, and join with the soldiers dancing and singing. And so it was
explained to me that the hedler passes on an image, the "painting” as it is
caled there, to the sick person who, seeing it, gets better-all this accompa-
nied by waves of nausea gathering fires of sensory storm, vomit, and the
cleansing pandemonium of purging. The man was climbing out of his
hammock into his image, just as that queer thief, Jean Genet, summed up
the fix of the Nation-State, the erotic fetish-power of borders. "The crossing
of borders and the excitement it arouses in me," he wrote, "were to enable
me to apprehend directly the essence of the nation | was entering. | would
penetrate less into a country than to the interior of an image."’

And so0 | got to thinking—passed on to me, and from me to you, how
does this apply to my practice as a mediationist—and yours, as a reader—
given the possihilities and even necessities for reconceptualizing the power
of imageric and magicd thinking in modernity? This was where Benjamin's
arguments concerning the importance of mimesis and the power of image
as bodily matter awakening memory, awakening collective dream-time in
our era of mechanica reproduction, pressed upon me as both method and
aprogram of practical inquiry—as | hope is obvious in some of the following
essays, bearing in mind the unreliability of a left-handed method dependent
on chance in didodging habits deeply ingrained amid the corporality of the
Nervous System's being. For precisaly what cdls the method into play, what
gives it its chance no less than its necessity, are the fleeting instants of
possihility which flesh up in what Benjamin designated as "moments of
danger"—which make it virtually impossible to succeed.

What was at stake, then, was not fok medicine in the trividized sense
with which a medica anthropology has now buried this object of scrutiny.
What was a stake was the art of heding images lying a the cornerstone of
power and representation, the space between art and life involved in the

hedling of misfortune. And nothing could be more off the mark in this regard
than the application of a dominating Western dramatic tradition in socia
andlysis, making sense by means of an adventure of the intellect struggling
from darkness to light, from disorder to order, giving the Nervous System
its daily fix.

If it was Putumayo heding that got me into this way of thinking about
the magic of Knlightenment, the way its light weighed so heavily on the
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darkness of primitive tragedy, as represented, it was Benjamin's observation
in his commentary on Brecht about an underground Western dramatic
tradition resurfacing in Brecht's tragedies that provided me with an alterna
tive stage. It came like a flash, | remember, in 1984, when 1 was battling
with how to write Putumayo curing nights without pushing them into the
Enlightenment soap opera, my wanting instead to preserve their hallucinatory
montaged flowing and stopping and starting once again, the power of the
mental image to hold a history of nations, of wildness as curative, of
the continuous joking undermining of everything, testimony to Benjamin's
highlighting Brecht's figure of water wearing awvay the granite. Here shock
and montage came center-stage with impressive curing power—tumbling
certainties into the imageric politics of redlity-and-illusion, the curer's me-
dium as much as terror's, too.

As | read the early 20th-century reports on terror in the rubber boom
aong the lower reaches of the Putumayo River, and smultaneoudy heard
people around me in the early 1980s discussing the disfigured corpses found
adong the roads leading into Puerto Teada in the canefidds of western
Colombia, far from the Putumayo, | came to fed that terror dissolved
certainty every bit as much as it preyed on one's heartfelt desire to find its
secret order. Yet the more one looked for the order, the more one was
caught in its sticky web of evasons, bluffs and hdls of mirrors. And the
more one tried to bluff back, fighting indeterminacy with indeterminacy,
there waiting in the wings was Order with a giant rabbit-killer. Here,

©
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interpretation was no esoteric practice of the literary critic but a matter of
survival.

Starkly relevant here was Benjamin's notion of history as state of siege.
And of course it is the State which declares the state of siege and therewith
ensures Leviathan's specia effects, the fetish-power of the State-idea where
the arbitrariness of power butts the legitimation of authority, where reason
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and violence do their little duet. "The tradition of the oppressed,” he wrote
at the end of the 1930s, "teaches us that the 'state of emergency* in which
we live is not the exception but the rule." This was not only an attempt to
designate a reality—one so common in Colombia and other Latin American
countries and now, in 1991 so vivid in parts of the USA too. It was dso
designed to provoke a radicdly different way of seeing and reacting to
history, because in a state of Sege order is frozen, yet disorder boils beneath
the surface. Like a giant spring dowly compressed and ready to burst at any
moment, immense tension lies in strange repose. Time stands till, like the
ticking of a time-bomb, and if we are to take the full measure of Benjamin's
point, that the state of Sege is not the exception but the rule, then we are
required to rethink our notions of order, of center and base, and of certainty
too—all of which now appear as state of Seged dream-images, hopeesdy
hopeful illusions of the intellect searching for peace in a world whose tensed
mobility alows of no rest in the nervousness of the Nervous System's system.
For our very forms and means of representation are under sege. How could
it be otherwise?

To take socid determination serioudy means that one has to see onesdlf
and one's shared modes of understanding and communication included in
that determining. To clam otherwise, to claim the rhetoric of systematicity's
determinisms and yet except onedf, is an authoritarian deceit, a magica
wonder. Those of us who have had to abandon that sort of magic are left

with a different wondering; namely how to write the Nervous System that
passes through us and makes us what we are—the problem being, as | see
it, that everytime you give it a fix, it hallucinates, or worse, counters your
system with its nervousness, your nervousness with its system. As far as I'm
concerned, and | admit to going dow with these NS matters, this puts
writing on a completely different plane than hitherto conceived. It cdls
for an understanding of the representation as contiguous with that being
represented and not as suspended above and distant from the represented—
what Adorno referred to as Hegd's programmatic idea—that knowing is
giving ,oneself over to a phenomenon rather than thinking about it from
above. And it cdls for a mode of writing no less systematically nervous than
the NS itself—of which, of course, it cannot but be the latest extension, the
penultimate version, the one permanently before the last.

2

TERROR AS USUAL:

WALTER BENJAMIN'S THEORY
OF HISTORY AS STATE

OF SIEGE

Terror as the Other

A question of distance—that's what I'd like to say about talking terror,
amatter of finding the right distance, holding it at arm's length so it doesn't
turn on you (after dl it's just a matter of words), and yet not putting it so
far away in a clinical redlity that we end up having substituted one form of
terror for another. But having said this | can see myseif aready lost, lost out
to terror you might say, embarked on some futile exercise in Liberd
Aesthetics struggling to establish a golden mean and utterly unable to absorb
the fact that terror's tak dways taks back—super-octaned didogism in
radicad overdrive, its tak presupposing if not anticipating my response,
undermining meaning while dependent on it, stringing out the nervous
system one way toward hysteria, the other way toward numbing and apparent
acceptance, both ways flip-9des of terror, the political Art of the Arbitrary,
as usual.

Of course, that's elsewhere, dways elsewhere, you'll want to say, not the
rule but the exception, existing in An-Other Place like Northern Ireland,
Beirut, Ethiopia, Kingston, Port au Prince, Peru, Mozambique, Afghanistan,
Santiago, the Bronx, the West Bank, South Africa, Sen Sdvador, Colombia,
to name but some of the more publicized from the staggering number of
spots troubling the course of the world's order. But perhaps such an
elsawhere should make us suspicious about the deeply rooted sense of order
here, as if their dark wildness exists so as to silhouette our light, the bottom
line being, of course, the tight and necessary fit between order, law, justice,
sense, economy, and history—all of which them e sewhere manifestly ain't

n
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got much of. Pushed by this suspicion | am first reminded of another sort
of History of another sort of Other Within, a history of smdl-fry rather
than of the Wealth of Nations, as for example in aletter in the Village Voice
in 1984 from an ex-socid worker in the state of Colorado, in the USA,
commenting on an article on Jeanne Anne Wright who killed her own
children. The socid worker notes that it was axiomatic that the "deeper you
dig, the dirtier it gets; the web of connections, the tangled family histories
of failure, abuse, and neglect spread out in awesomely unmanageable propor-
tions." When the socid worker asked a young mother about the burn marks
on her nine-year old daughter, she replied in a passive futile voice that her
husband used a cattle prod on the girl when she was bad. Then she smiled,
"as if it was the oddest thing," saying "It hurts too. | know 'cos he uses it
on me sometimes.” They lived "anonymous and transitory” in a refurbished
chicken coop on a cana-lined road. One afternoon this socid worker was
taking the lagt of another woman's four children from her home when the
woman legpt up and pulled down her pants to show him where her ex-
husband had stabbed her in the buttocks. "Just as suddenly,” he writes, the
woman "redized what she had done and began to cry and to laugh, somehow
at the same time, and somehow to mean both.” And he concludes by saying
"1 am left with the impression of lives as massive, dense, and impenetrable
as those nodes of collapsed matter out of which nothing escapes and whose
only measure is what they absorb and conced."

But what about the histories of the Big Fry, the Histories of Success? Are
they so removed from this violent world whose only measure is what it
absorbs and concedls? In talking terror's talk are we oursalves not tempted
to absorb and conced the violence in our own immediate life-worlds, in our
universities, workplaces, streets, shopping malls, and even families, where,
like business, it'sterror as usud? In particular, as we zig-zag between wanting
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to conced and wanting to reveal, might we not suddenly become conscious
of our own conventions of coordinating power and sense-making and realize,
as Walter Benjamin put it in his last writings written on the eve of World
War I, that:

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the "state of emergency”
in which we live is not the exception but the rule. We must attain to a
conception of history that is in keeping with this insight. Then we shal
clearly recognize that it is our task to bring about ared state of emergency,

Walter Benjamin's Theory of History

and this will improve our position in the struggle againg Fascism. One
reason why Fascism has a chance is that in the name of progress its
opponents treat it as a historica norm. The current amazement that the
things we are experiencing are "still" possible in the twentieth century is
nor philosophica. This amazement is not the beginning of knowledge—
unless it is the knowledge that the view of history which gives rise to it
is untenable ("Theses on the Philosophy of History").

In other words what does it take to understand our redlity as a chronic state
of emergency, as a Nervous Sysem? Note the concept; please take care to
note the issue before us. Not a knee-jerk application of postmodern anti-
totalitarianism bent on disrupting an assumed complicity between terror and
narrative order, but an opportunistic postionless position which recognizes
that the terror in such disruption is no less than that of the order it is bent
on eiminating.

Terror iswhat keeps these extremes in apposition, just as that apposition
maintains the irregular rhythm of numbing and shock that constitutes the
apparent normality of the abnormal created by the state of emergency.
Between the order of that state and the arbitrariness of its emergency, what
then of the center—and what of its talk?

Talking Terror 1

| had been invited by one of our more august ingtitutions of the higher
learning to talk on the terror associated with the Peruvian Amazon Company
in the early twentieth-century rubber boom in the Putumayo area of Colom-
bia Before the tak | lunched with my host, a scholar, older than mysdf.
With remarkable verve and flair for detail he compared different historical
epochs for their amount of terror, concluding, over dessert, that our century
was the worst. There was something weighty, even sinister, about this. We
were drawing a balance sheet not just on history but on its harvest of terror,
our intellect bending under the weight of fearful facts, and our epoch had
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come in firs. We fdt strangely privileged, in so far as we could equate our
epoch with ourselves, which is, | suppose, what historical judgement turns
upon. And in drawing our grim conclusion, were we not deliberately making
ourselves afraid, in ever so dy a way enjoying our fear? But | mysdf find |
am now alittle frightened even suggesting this possibility. It seems plausible,
yet over-sophisticated, mocking both fear and intelligence.

13
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Tennis balls thwacked. The shadows thrown by the Gothic spires length-
ened as the afternoon drew on. One could not but fed a little uneasy about
the confidence with which terror was being mastered over linen napkins, a
confidence shielding the unspoken fear the university community had of the
ghetto it had disappeared severa years back—"disappeared,” a strange new
word-usage in English as well as in Spanish, as in El Sdvador or Colombia
when someone just vanishes off the face of the map due to para-military
death squads. The university in the USA is of course remote from that sort
of thing. Death squads, | mean. But it is well known that some twenty-five
years back this particular university, for instance, had applied relentless
financial pressure on the surrounding ghetto-dwellers and that during that

time there were many strange fires burning buildings down and black people
Jo too F S

out. There was hate. There was violence. Nobody forgot the dead white
professor found strung up on the school fence. The university came to own
the third largest police force in the state. Together with the city administra-
tion it changed the traffic pattern, impeding entry to the area by means of
a labyrinth of one-way streets. An invisble hand manipulated what it could
of public culture and public space. It became unlawful to post certain sorts
of flyers on university notice boards, thus preventing certain sorts of people
from having any good reason for being in the vicinity. Thus, in time, while
preserving the semblance of democratic openness, the university came to
reconstruct the ghetto into a middle class, largdy white, fortress within an
invisible cordon sanitaire. Terror as usual, the middle class way, judtified by
the gpped to the higher education, to the preservation of Civilization itsdf,
played out right there in the fear-ridden blocks of lofty spires, the fiery
figures of the burning buildings, and the cdm spotlights of policemen with
their watchful dogs. We remember Walter Benjamin: "no document of
civilization which is not a the same time a document of barbarism."

My thoughts drifted to a late nineteenth-century story written by Joseph
Conrad's close friend, the larger than life eccentric Robert Bontine Cunning-
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hame Graham. In this story, "A Hegira," Cunninghame Graham relates how
on atrip to Mexico City in 1880 he visted eight Apache Indians imprisoned
in a cage and on public view in the castle of Chapultepec. As he I€ft the city
to return to his ranch in Texas, he heard they had escaped, and dl the long
way north he witnessed elation and pandemonium as in town after town
drunken men galoped df, gun in hand, to track down and kill, one by one,

these foot-weary Indians—half-human, haf-beast, decidedly and mysteri-
oudy Other—slowly moving north through the terrain of Mexico, constitut-
ing it as a nation and as a people in the terror of the savagery imputed to
the Apache. Yet when I'd finished telling the tale my host looked at me.
"Do you know how many people the Apaches killed and how many head
of cattle they stole between 185S and 1885?7' he asked. It was as much a
chalenge as a question, the sort of question you asked looking down the
sghts of agun where redity equals atarget. The implication was clear; there
was "good reason” to fear and kill those Apaches. "But there were only eight
of them, in the whole of Mexico, done and on foot," | replied. "And a dog
they'd picked up."

But later on, to my surprise, when the seminar got under way, my host,
once o fiery and eloquent on the topic of terror, so in command of his vast
history-machine, fdl slent as the grave, dumped into the furthest recess of
his padded chair. A young tenured professor chaired the occasion in a don't-
mess-with-me manner, refusing to dlow me to begin with the summary I'd
prepared. "That won't be necessary!" he repeated archly, asking nealv dl
the questions which, like the host's reaction to the Apache story, Weré not
only aimed at making sense of terror as somebody's profit, but in doing so
furthered the terror he purported to be explaining. The sad grevness of the
late afternoon spread through the room. Pde and forbiddingl); silent, the
graduate students sat as sentinds of truth for oncoming generations. Why
were they so frightened? What did they fed? Maybe they fdt nothing?

Reluctantly | met my host for a cup of coffee two days later a the
university. He was insistent and invoked dl sorts of nogtalgia to smooth over
unstated tensions. But what a climax! Where was the gented comfort of his

to

imagined past of heroic intellectuals in the sub-basement of what was said
to be a perfect copy of an Oxford college where we now sat holding
undrinkable coffee from a dot machine while four or five gangling young

o to to J [¢]

men from the ghetto horsed around menacing one ancther, and the clientele,
teasing of course, as they played unbearably loud music from the jukebox?
The host leaned forward againgt the noise. The arteries pulsed in his stout
neck. "Have you read Bordovitch's work on the Stdin trials, published in
Paris in the fifties?' he shouted.

"No," | had to confess.

He leaned forward again. "Do you know why the prisoners admitted to
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crimes they hadn't committed?' he demanded with a sharp edge to his voice.
"Because they were deprived of seep—for weeks at a time," he thundered.
"In white cells with the light on dl the time!"

He sat back, glowing like a white light himsdf, grimly satisfied, even a
little exultant and happy now that he had pushed terror's dark murk
wdl away from those politicaly staged performances where confuson and
confesson worked to each other's benefit. He insisted on driving me the
five blocks to where | was staying. "Here your car is your tank," he sad.

Talking Terror 2

In the Republic of Colombia in South America, an offidd State of
Emergency has been in force, now on, now off, now on again, for as long
as most people can remember. The timing and rhythm of the application
and enforcement of this measure gives us some idea of the operation of
states of what Bertolt Brecht surveying Germany in the thirties called
"ordered disorder," and since decades Colombia has been defined as being
in a state of chaos such that predictions of imminent revolution, a blood
bath, or a military dictatorship have been made on an amost daly bass.
Today, in a total population of some 27 million, being the third largest in
Latin America, with widespread assassinations striking, so it is sad, some
thirty people a day, with 500 members of the only viable opposition party,
the Union Patriotica, gunned down in the streets over the past two years,
with an estimated 11,000 assassinations carried out by the more than 149
death squads recently named in the national Congress over roughly the same
time period, and with over 1,000 named people disappeared (surely but a
amdl fraction of the actua number)—there can be no doubt that a situation
exists which is no less violent than it is sinister, and that its sinister quality
depends on the strategic use of uncertainty and mystery around which stalks
terror's talk and to which it dways returns.

But is this situation widdy understood, within or outside the country, as
a State of Emergency in Benjamin's sense? Isit, in other words, seen as the
exception or the rule, and what political and indeed bodily consequences
might there bein constantly harping on the idedl of Order asin the prominent
discourse of the State, the Armed Forces and the media with their incessant
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and dmogt ritualistic reference to the "state of public order," particularly
when it seems pretty obvious that these very forces, especialy the Armed
Forces in an age as defined by Pentagon theorists as one of "low intensity
warfare,” have as much to gain from disorder as from order—and probably
agood ded more? Indeed, in the case of the Armed Forces, disorder is surely
intrinsic to its modus operandi wherein the arbitrariness of power is practiced
as an exquisitdy fine art of socid control. Furthermore, what does it mean
to define such a Situation as exists in Colombia as chaotic, given that the
chaos is everyday, not a deviation from the norm, and in a drategicaly
important political sense is a disordered order no less than it is an ordered
disorder? What does it mean, and what does it take to envisage a society as
breaking down to the point of dying—asthe headlinesin the January 24, 1988,
edition of El Diario of New York puts it for Colombia—when there is every
reason to suggest that this state of emergency is most decidedly not the
bo o J

exception but the rule for this particular nation-state (if not for many others
as wdl)? In the postmodern world, as the state, the market, and the
transnational corporations enter into a new configuration of arbitrariness
and planning, might not the very concept of the socid, itsdf a relatively
modern ideg, be outdated in so far as it rests on assumptions of stability and
structure? In which case what is dl the talk about order about?

Looking at the socid world in the tensed yet highly mobile way Benjamin
encouraged us to do with his dictum about the constancy of the state of
emergency, | think we can start to understand the flow of power connecting
terror's talk with the use of disorder through assassination and disappearing
people. This understanding requires knowing how to stand in an atmosphere
whipping back and forth between clarity and opacity, seeing both ways at
once. Thisiswhat | cdl the optics of The Nervous System, and while much
of this is conveyed, in a typicaly oblique manner, in the notion of the
normdity of the abnormal, and particulary in the normality of the state of
emergency, what needs pondering—and this is our advantage, today, in this
venue, with our terror-talk which automatically imposes a framing and a
distancing-effect—is the violent and unexpected ruptures in consciousness
that such a situation carries. This is not so much a psychologicd as a socid
and cultural configuration and it goes to the heart of what is politicaly
crucid in the notion of terror as usual.
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| am referring to a state of doubleness of socid being in which one moves
in bursts between somehow accepting the situation as normal, only to be
thrown into a panic or shocked into disorientation by an event, a rumor, a
sight, something said, or not said—something that even while it requires the
normal in order to make its impact, destroys it. You find this with the terrible
poverty inaThird World society and now in the centersof U.S. citiestoo, such
as Manhattan; people like you and me close their eyes to it, in a manner of
speaking, but suddenly an unanticipated event occurs, perhaps a dramatic or
poignant or ugly one, and the normality of the abnorma is shown for what it
is. Then it passes away, terror as usua, in a staggering of position that lends
itsdlf to survival as well as despair and macabre humor. It is this doubleness of
socid being and its shock-changing that the Marxist playwright Bertolt Brecht
used, but in reverse, o as to problematize the cast of normalcy sustaining the
redity-effect of the public sphere. Seismology, asuperior form of semiology, is
what the critic Roland Barthes caled this technique of Brecht's.

Terror's talk in such circumstances fluctuates between the firmly sensed
and usudly quite dogmatic certainties that there indeed exists a reason and
a center, on the one hand, and the uncertainties of a diffuse, decentered
randomness on the other. Take for ingtance the editoriad of one of the
country's main daily newspapers, El Espectador, 26th of February, 1986,
entitled El Desorden Publico. First thereisabreathlesslisting of the"successive
acts of terror" that have "shaken the country” in the past week . . . the
mounting attacks on journalists, one being killed in Florencia, another in
Cdi, the confrontation of police with Indians in the remote desert peninsula
of the Gugira where eight people were killed, the assassination of ten
peasants in the municipality of La Paz in Santander, the blowing-up of ail
pipe lines now amounting to 65 million pesos, the assassination of a young
Unién Patridtica activist in Cauca, the attacking of a police post between
Pereira and Armenia by a guerrilla unit of the HPL, which killed one
policeman and wounded four others, massive peasant demonstrations in the
frontier Department of Arauca, the escaation of drug trafficking and, on
top of dl this, according to the editorial, the double-game of the guerrilla,
taking peace but making war.

"This, in broad strokes," continues the editorial, "is the internal situation
of the country, convulsed and explosive" such that it seems as if
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there might be an intimate connection between the diverse factors that

(o]
congpire againg the maintenance of peace and public security. But d-
though that may not exig, there are s0 many repeated outbursts from
different battlefidds that, wanting to or not, the forces that operate againg
public peace converge with equd and destructive impetus to the common
task of destruction in which they find themsaves engaged.

Terrible talk, indeed.

Forces become disembodied from socid context as we enter a world in
which things become animated, paraléing the impossibly contradictory need
to both establish and disestablish a center, a motive force, or a reason
explaining everything. Strangdy this Nervous System acquires an animistic,
even anthropomorphic, quality—factors conspiring, forces converging,
forces finding themselves engaged in common destruction—and just as
strangely, in the entire litany of terrifying forces recorded in the editorial,
there is this terrifying absence of any mention of the Armed Forces of the
State itsdf. Could these latter be the truly invisble dread that centers the
Nervousness of the Nervous System whose samiosis involves not so much
the obvious meaning but what Roland Barthes called the obtuse meaning of
signs?

In the many written works by the foremost spokesman and guru of the
Armed Forces, Generd Fernando Landazabd Reyes, terror's talk assumes
the situation prevailing in Colombia is decidedly part of an order, a globa
order of cosmic confrontation between democracy and communism in which
poor Third World countries are the first to be fractured and where the front
line of combat is drawn. In his rendering of redlity, in books such as The
Price.of Peace and Social Conflict, one senses quite acutely the comingling
and fluctuation between the Postivis Syle of the hard fact, the Abstract

Empiricism (as Sartre would put it) of the diagrams depicting patterns of
circular causation between poverty, morality, injustice, violence, and so
forth, together with the spellbinding wonder of the metaphysics of patrio-
tism, death, order, and hierarchy. As | see it these latter are the very things
that create and control a sense of fixing together with a sense of dippage,
especidly obvious and important in the case of death, so finite a connection
with the infinite, and even more obvious in the case of the new tactic of
disappearing which, as Julio Cortazar pointed out inthe early eighties, thinking
not only of the 30,000 disappeared in Argentina, crestes a new circle to
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Dante's hell in that it combines the terrible fact of loss with the ever-present
hope that the disappeared will tomorrow, the next day . . . re-emerge. Hence
mothers are reported as saying that they wept tears of joy to find the dead
body of their daughter or son, because a least then they were sure. But that
is the exception. For most it's a dream world, which decidedly puts "magical
realism” in a new light, as when they rush to a Ste where, in a dream, a
friend has seen the disappeared. As Fabiola Lainde, who last saw her son,
a member of the Marxist-Leniniss Communist Party, being put onto a truck
by the Colombian Army, on the 3rd of October, 1984, puts it: "If the days
are difficult, the nights are torture, especialy when | dream of [the Spanish

is con, thus meaning dreaming ivirfil Luis Fernando."
) to )

Because more than dreams they are red in that | see him return home
with the smile that he aways has, together with his tranquility and ease,
and when | ask him where he's been and he's about to answer, that's
when 1 aways wake up, in that part of the dream. It's so redl that at the
very moment of awakening | have no idea what's happening or where |
am, and to return to redity is sad and cruel after having had him in front
of me. At other times | spend the night running through bush and ravines,
searching amongst piles of cadavers, witnessing battles and Dantesque
scenes. It makes you crazy. And this happens to the whole familv, as well
as to his friends. Even the neighbors have told me many times that they
dream of him. ’

And our dreaming? For are we not neighbors too?

As for hard facts, General Landazabd is adamant, a least until September
of 1986, that evidence indicating that the Armed Forces is behind many if
not most of the assassinations and disappearances in Colombia is fase
Questioned in La Semana by Antonio Cabalero (whose name now appears
on the Medellin Death List) regarding his statement that the only paramilitary
groups in the country were the guerrillas, the genera replied that while it
was beginning to appear to him that there might perhaps be some sort of
organization, even a nationally organized one, whose function was to assassi-
nate members of the Union Petriotica (by far the most popular left-wing
party in Colombia), he redlly had no idea about this. Moreover, he went on,
it wes infamous to connect the Armed Forces with the assasins now
supposedly so abundant in Colombia in the wake of the cocaine trade.

That would be to enter into the most tremendous contradiction with the
professiond mordity and honor of the Armed Forces It is sdd that there
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is a "dirty war" going on, but the Armed Forces do not participate in
that. They combat subversion with dl the means of the Constitution and
the Law, but not by paying assassins on motorbikes or placing bombs.
That would be infamous, and we cannot tolerate such infamy to be
mouthed:

In Gabriel GarciaMarguez' novel Chronicle of a Death Foretold, Santiago
Nassar waks the hot Colombian town during the night's revelry unaware
that he is being pursued by two men armed with knives passionaey
committed to killing him. A question of honor. It's a andl enough town for
its inhabitants to sense something strange. They see the armed men searching
from place to place, yet they can't believe that they will really kill—or rather
they believe and disbelieve a one and the same time, but proof comes sure
enough with Santaigo Nasar's bloodv disembowelment—all of which | take
to be paradigmatic of what Generd Landazebd refers to as the "dirty war"
which he says "is sad to be going on." Of course the point of such a war,
of the phrasing of such a war, which is adso cdled by some national
commentators a war of silencing, is that as the General sys it is "said to
be" going on which means, in politica and operational terrr{s, that it is and
it isn't—in just the same way as the abnormal is normal and disorder is
orderly and the whole meaning of the relatively modern term "society,” let
aone the meaning of the socia bond, suddenly becomes deeply problematic.
After dl what does it mean to have a society at (undeclared) war with itsaf?
"In Colombia" my twenty-year-old friend from one of the poor sugarcane
towns of the Cauca Vdley, Edgar, constantly assured me with smug findity,
"You can't trust anyone."

We were in a bus in 1981 heading into the frontier province of the
Putumayo, reading a Chronicle of a Death Foretold, and | commented how
strange an air of redity the tale conveyed, everybody sensing yet not believing
what was about to happen. "Ah projesor," he replied, "but there's dways one
who knows."

In the murk, an eye watching, an eye knowing. Here you can't trust
anvone. There's dways one who knows. Paranoia as socid theory. Paranoia
as socid practice. Note the criticaly important feature of the war of silencing
is its geographical, epistemological, and military-strategic decenteredness—
yet we cannot but fed that it is organized from some center no matter how
much the general denies his knowing. The leaders of the Union Petriotica
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sy this (undeclared) war (which is sad to be going on) is the outcome of
the Pentagon's plan for Latin America, the infamous "doctrine of national
security” which we can read about in the general's books where it is
presented in a favorable, even redemptive, light.

Sde by sde with this doctrine, and the symmetrical paranoid circles of
conspiracy traced around it, there is this new type of warfare that has come
to be cdled "low intengity conflict" whose leading characteristic is to blur
accustomed redlities and boundaries and keep them blurred. That is another
eye to contend with, grotesquely post-modern in its constitutive contingency.

Talking Terror 3

And now we start to fed this eye watching in other places as wall.
Hearing, too. The tira is what the students in the university of Bogota called
it, meaning spy, and it was, they intimated, right there in the classroom.
Curioudly this particular word for spy—the tira—also means throwing, and
its opposite—pulling. And as if that isn't strange enough, tira is dso used
to mean fucking. All this makes for a curious network of associations,
granting us some rare insght into the erotics not only of spying but of the
terror-machine of the State as well, with its obscure medley of oppositions,
seduction, and violence.

Sappo, frog, is the term used for the informer in the sugarcane towns in
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western Colombia, reminding me of the frog's role in sorcery and of its dimy
habitat between earth, sky, and water, where it croaks songs of love and
war yet, both like and unlike the informer, is suddenly muted when people
pass by. When you wdk through the cane fields a night—as only the
peasants, cane-workers, and the occasona conspirator, revolutionary orga
nizer, and anthropologist ever would—you become the auditory equivalent
of a sengitive photographic plate, registering under the black canopy of the
immense skies the deafening silence of suddenly dtilled sound. And the frog?
| guessit's dl ears too.

But who knows from whence come these terms for spies and whence
they go? Their awkwardly constellated meanings register a compound of
dime and ominous quiet, no less obscure, and no less pointed, than the
Death Squads themselves. In these suddenly muted fields of power the

Walter Benjamin's Theory of History

neatness of the symbol itsdlf gives way to the rapidly pulsng underbelly, the
pushing and pulling, of Nervous Systematicity.

~ And for the poor young men of Colombia, which is to sy for the mgjority
of young men, thereisthe eye of thelibretto mihtar or miltiary pass, possession
of which means that one has performed the eighteen or twenty-four months
military service demanded by the state. If you don't have it, the authorities
can pick you up as they please, and most employers will refuse to hire a
man without one. At the dance-halls in Bogota where the young unemployed
and working dass congregate on Saturday nights, it was not uncommon in
1986 for the E)olice to dragO] off those without thelibretto, often hous ng them

down in the courtyard of the police station and leaving them there locked
in the freezing night, especidly if they couldn't come up with a satisfactory
bribe. Every time a bus is stopped by the palice or the army, the men are
made to present their papers, tvery time areten or barrier is erected around
what the forces of public order deem disorder, those who wish to pass have
to present their papers, and to be without them may one day cost your life.
This eye is merciless for the poor young men of the Republic who thereby
become not only victim but victimizer, ensuring terror's normalcy.

Take the case of Jairo with whom | was speaking in one of the sugarcane
plantation towns to which | have been returning every year since 1969 in

the Cauca Vdley in Western Colombia. Severd months back he had finished
his compulsory military service and now had hislibretto mihtar. We started
talking about the army and the guerrillas, about him being on patrol in the
cordillera central. Did he ever get achanceto talk with the enemy? No! There

was a young guy he once knew who lived down the street, though. And he
waved his hand carelesdy. "Why are they fighting?' | asked. He struggled
for words. "It's to do with the government,” he sad eventudly. "The

guerrilla are against unemployment."”
"Wedl. What about that?'
"It's bed because they are communists. They're againg democracy.”

He told me the same thing a few months later when, having searched for
seven months he landed a construction job in Cai—a job that paid four

dollars a day except that transport and lunch took close to hdf of that and
the job would last only seven weeks so that the employer could avoid the
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socid security costs that apply after eight weeks employment. That's the
democracy he was defending. And it took him seven months to find that
job—with hislibretto militar. 1've known him since he was atiny boy and his
mother is an even older friend of mine. He's exceptionaly sweet and gentle.
The other day he was washing my two and haf year old boy's hair, dl giggles
and froth.

"Do you get a chance to tak with the guerrilla?' | agked.
"When we capture them."

"Do they tak?'

"We make them sng."

"Do many sing?

"Most."

"What about those who don't?"

"Wekill them. The comandante orders usto. Wetietheir hands behind
their backs and duff a wet towd over the mouth so that when they
bresthe they fed as if they're drowning. Mogt Sng. Or dse we put stakes
up their fingerails Those who lie, we kill, like when they tell us where
the enamy is but they're not there. A lot depends on the comandante.”

"And when the guerilla catches one of our officers” he added, "he's cut into
pieces." All this transpired in the most matter-of-fact way, just like we'd
been earlier taking of the tomatoes he was transplanting.

We got to talking about the "cleaning” or limpieza of Cdi, that incredible
process in which beggars, prostitutes, homosexuals, transvestites, and dl
manner of street people supposedly involved in crime and petty cocaine
desling were being wiped out by pistol and machine gun fire from pick-ups
and motorbikes. That is what one heard every day. But obvioudy not just
those sort of people were affected. Everyone was scared. Anyone could be
atarget. Students in Cdi told me that merely with the sound of a motorbike
they would hide themsdlves, and few people went out at night. While there
is reason to distinguish this "cleaning” from the more conventionaly defined
political assassinations, there is dso something they have in common—apart
from the creation of terror through uncertain violence—and this has to do
with the horrific semantic functions of cleansing, creating firm boundaries
where only murk exists so that more murk can exist, purifying the public
sphere of the polluting powers which the dominant voices of society attribute
to the hampa or underworld whose sdient palitical feature lies in its being
srategically borderless—invisible yet infilitrating—but decidedly Other;
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prostitutes, homosexuals, communists, left-wing guerrilleros, beggars, and
what | guess we could cdl the dark threatening mass of the undeserving
poor—which, when you think about it, doesn't leave too many people in
the upperworld. In the fearsome logic of the politicd unconscious "the
cleansing” or limpieza brings to mind supermarket shelves of endless cans of
sogp powders and car wax that daly scrub and polish this malnourished
land. Now issuing forth a stream of cadavers, disfigured in bizarre ritualistic
forms often derived from U.S. television imagery and commodities such as
pesticides like Kan-Kill, this cleansing fervor is not without a certain geneal-
ogy and conscious manipulation.

Asregards the genedlogy, harken back to the representations of the hampa
or criminal underworld of Havana in early twentieth century works of the
celebrated Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz in which crime is reduced
to crimindlity and criminality is seen as the natura outcome of being black
and practicing Santerfa. The underworld is the phantasmagoric paranoid
construction of the ruling class, and with regard to the manipulation of this
fertile imagery in Cali—like Havana, capital of sugar, dums of blacks—
harken to Chris Birkbeck's study of the media and images of crime there in
the seventies before the death squads had emerged in the mid-eighties.
Comparing the newspaper accounts of crime with what he found by hanging
out with police and prisoners while he was living in the dums, he found
nothing to validate the ubiquitous assumption that an organized underworld
existed outside of the imagination created by the press (or, | would add,
created by the more important medium of the radio). Not only were the
accounts in the newspapers extraordinarily exaggerated but, to my way of
thinking, it was as if they were designed to create and reproduce a tropical
verson of the Hobbesian world, nasty, brutish, and short, in which (as my
friend Edgar was almost ready to remind me) "you can't trust any one"—
and thus create a city of the swamp shrouded in a nebulous atmosphere of
insecurity, truly in a state of emergency.

Together with this Hobbesian fear in which it is precisely the individudiza
tion and freaky unexpectedness of violence that is strategic, there is a no
less critically important countermove to clam an organized, structured,
essentidist core to the dread—as with the notion of an organized under-
world, a magicdly potent race apart, inhabiting both a metaphorical and an
actual geographical zone within the city. This of course is the ultimate
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postmodern dusiveness, claiming both centeredness and decentcredness in
a socid struggle combining meaning and sensdessness with torture and

bo ¢} o

death, and Birkbcck could note in the press as early as 1977 the urgent cal
for a clean-up, for the limpieza—harbinger of our time now when the
metaphor became blasting fact. "The city urgently needs aseptic treatment,”
sad the daily newspaper, El Occidente, echoing previous demands for "eradi-
cating fod of crimina activity," for "purification of the environment," and
for "cleaning the center." What we have to understand, then, it is not merely
some horrific process in which imagery and myth work out from a political
unconscious to be actualized, but rather a socio-historical situation in which
the image, of crime, for instance, is no less red than the redlity it magnifies
and distorts as terror's tak.

And now Jairo was taking, telling me about his having to resign, while
in the army, from a specid force he belonged to for three months in Palmira,
the town across the river Cauca from Cdi. As he put it, the mission of this
force was to cruise around in taxis and on motorbikes—powerful mo-
torbikes, he noted—so as to kill criminals, drug addicts, and sicarios or
professond killers. The soldiers in his unit received booklets with photos of
the people they had to kill, and they undertook target practice shooting at
human forms from motorbikes and phony taxis. They never wore uniforms
and their hair was grown longer than regulation. To kill they would get as
closer as possible, with a colt .45 or a 9-mm pistol. There were eighteen of
them, plus four sub-officids and one captain. They did most of their killing
a night but worked through the city during the day getting to know their
victims habits. There were about fifty people on that death list.

It was graightforward. And only three weeks before, to the day, the
general was quoted as vehemently denying any possible connection whatso-
ever between the amy and death squads.

Taking Terror 4

Above dl the Dirty War is a war of dlencing. There is no dffiddly
declared war. No prisoners. No torture. No disappearing. Just sllence con-
suming terror's talk for the main part, scaring people into saying nothing in
public that could be construed as critical of the Armed Forces. This is more
than the production of slence. It is silencing, which is quite different. For
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now the not said acquires significance and a specific confuson befogs the
spaces of the public sphere, which is where the action is.

It is this presence of the unsaid which makes the smplest of public-space
tak arresting in this age of terror—the naming by the Mothers of the
Disappeared in public spaces of the name of disappeared, together with their
photographs, in collective acts acquiring the form of ritua in which what is
important is not so much the facts, since they are in their way wel known,
but the shift in socid location in which those facts arc placed, filling the
public void with private memory.

The point about slencing and the fear behind silencing is not to erase
memory. Far from it. The point is to drive the memory deep within the
fastness of the individud so as to create more fear and uncertainty in which
dream and redlity commingle. Agan and again one hears this from the
mothers of the disappeared, like Fabiola Ladinde who dreams that her son,
last seen being taken on a truck by the Colombian army, has returned to
her. Just as he's about to answer her question, "Where have you been?' she
wakes up and he's not there. "It'ssoreal," she says, "that at the very moment
of awakening | have no idea what's happening or where | am, and to return
to redity is sad and cruel after having him in front of me."

"The true picture of the past flits by," as Benjamin expressed a cardina
principle of his philosophy of history, and "even the dead shdl not be sfe
from the enemy if he wins. And this enemy has not ceased to be victorious."
Other nights she races through bush and ravines hunting for her son in piles
of cadavers.

Silencing serves not only to preserve memory as nightmare within the
fastness of the individud, but to prevent the collective harnessing of the
magical power of (what Robert Hertz, in his clasic 1907 essy on the
collective representation of death) caled "the unquiet souls' of the space of
death—the restless souls that return again and again to haunt the living,
such as the souls of those who died violent deaths. This haunting contains
a quotient of magica force that can be channeled by the individua, as you
can witness in the Central Cemetery of Bogota every Monday, the day of
the animas, when masses of people, mainly poor, come to pray for the lost
souls of purgatory, specific or in generai, and by means of this achieve
magicd relief from the problems of unemployment, poverty, faled love, and
sorcery. Summing this up is the image ubiquitous to Colombian falk religion
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Anima Sola

(on sde outside the cemetery, for instance) of the Anima Sola, the Londy
Soul, a young woman, chained hands uplifted and about to be consumed by
fire. Behind her are massive stone walls and a barred door, apparently closed.

What the Mother's of the Disappeared do is to collectively harness this
magica power of the lost souls of purgatory and relocate memory in the
contested public sphere, away from the fear-numbing and crazy-making
fastness of the individua mind where paramilitary death squads and the
State machinery of concealment would fix it. In so courageoudy naming the
names and holding the photographic image of the dead and disappeared, the
mothers create the gpecific image necessary to reverse public and State
memory. As women, giving birth to life, they collectively hold the political
and ritua lifdine to death and memory as well.

The place of the name in terror's tak is the place occupied by literal
language, pre-lapsarian, the God-given world of names. But the name is
aso, as State-ordained identification, an essentid requisite of bureaucratic
procedure. This meeting of God and State in the Name, no less than the
strange laws of reciprocity pertaining to the folk doctrine of Purgatory and
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sin, is aso open to a certain appropriation in what | take to be a particularly
male sphere of interaction between private and public spheres. 1 am referring
to the history recounted (and thus collectivized) to a smdl public gathering
in Bogota by the Colombian Senator Ivan Marulanda of how he had entered
the Medelin offices of the F-2, one of the Colombian Army's many and
ever-changing semi-secret units, to inquire into the whereabouts of a disap-
peared man. v&n was sure they were holding him, and just as surely the
2 denied it. Forcing his way into the cdls, Ivan screamed out the man's
name again and again, for this would be the last possble chance, and, like
a miracle, the disappeared man's voice could be heard caling back. He was

" there. Meanwhile the police had diffused a notice to the press that the man's

body had been found dead on a garbage heap in Medeilin.

And in further connection with naming it should be pointed out that
Ivan Marulanda's name recently appeared on the Medeilin Dezath Ligt, dong
with the names of thirty-three others who have pitted their tak in public
paces againgt offidd talk. The world not only began with naming as with
the origina Adamic language, but may well end with it as well—perversely
essentidist life and death names splicing the arbitrariness of the sign to the
arbitrariness of the state's power.

But what about people like yoursdf caught up in such matters? What
sort of talk have you got? What about mysdf, for that matter?

Talking Terror 5

... and dl the werewolves who exist in the darkness of history and keep dive
that fear without which there can be no rule.

Horkheimer & Adomo, Dialectic of Enlightenment, " The Importance

of the Body."

It was at afriend's place in Bogotd in late 1986 that | first met Roberto. My
friend is a journalist and had told me she was worried about him. Amnesty
International had gotten him a ticket.out of the country, but he had not
used it, and it was said that he was being shunned by his own palitical group
as unstable. He was in his early thirties, an engineer, who in the very poor
neighborhoods in the south of the city had, with a left-wing politica group,
been organizing meetings on silencing—on the repression of human rights.
Together with another of the organizers he had been picked up from the
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meeting by the army at night, taken away, disappeared, and tortured—this
in a country whose army totaly denies its involvement in such activities.
Thus, where the offidd voice can so grikingly contradict redlity, and by
means of such contradiction create fear, does Magicd Redism move into its
martial form. By a miracle he had not been killed when they put him in a
bag, shot him through the head, and Ieft him for dead in a public park. Like
the disappeared that return dive in dreams, he had come back, if not to a
dream, in the strict sense of the term, then certainly to an unred life-state
in which, being living testimony of what the amy was doing, he was in
constant fear of being killed and was forced into hiding while the army
mounted a campaign saying he was nothing more than a "vulgar kidnapper.”
They had taken his papers, without which he couldn't acquire a passport,
and his lawyer was adamant that if he went to the DAS (the Security Police)
to renew his papers he would never leave their offices dive. After one brief
and accurate notice in the country's leading dailies, nothing more had
appeared in the media. And while he was desperately araid of being found,
it was the media that, in his opinion, could keep him dive. He had to keep
his name dive in the same public sphere that could kill him.

A week or so later | bumped into him in the street carrying the morning's
newspaper. He told me he was going to live in Europe, or Canada, in a week.
"Don't you know?' he asked. "'l was disappeared. The army tortured me for
two days then shot me but the bullet passed dong the back of my neck."
His children were with their mother in a piace where there were a lot of
people for protection. On hearing | was leaving for a trip west for a week
or more with my wife and three children he impressed upon me: "Always
make sure that if anything happens to you there will be publicity. Make sure
there are journalists who know where you are going. Don't associate with
anyone on the Left. Just be a tourist." To my confusion he added: "Don't
wear foreign clothes." He had afile on what he cdled "my case,” and | sad
| would like to help.

Around five o'clock one afternoon he caled without giving his name.
"Do you know who is taking?' was his way of saying who he was. He
wanted to meet at a busy supermarket and | went straight away. Approaching
the meeting | began to fed nervous and scanned the cars for police spies.
Everything started to look different, wrapped in the silent isolation of
unknowable or ambiguous significance. He was pacing the pavement and |
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tried to make it look to anyone watching as if it was a ddightful and
unexpected encounter. He not quite so much. | said | had to buy bread. We
entered the supermarket together with many women pushing one another
in a ragged queue at the bread counter. | invited him to our place but he
wanted to go to his so we waked there, in a roundabout way. There was
a public phone on the corner and he asked if | wanted to cdl Rachel, which
struck me as strange and | sad | didn't.

He lived in a basement apartment which, to get into you had to pass
through two doors, one dfter the other, each with two locks. He was clean
and neat in a light brown sports coat and open shirt. The corridor leading
to the apartment was dark and damp and he took a long time to open the
second door. | struggled to find a topic of conversation. We entered into a

vault-like space with a thick corrugated milky-green plastic roof over a tiny
dining place. The apartment had been the courtyard of a three-storied house.
Further inside there was a neatly made dark blue covered double bed with
a white clothes cupboard forming one wall. There were three pairs of shoes
neetly laid out. It was a friend's apartment and he sad he had to leave in

two days. More and more the place gave me the feding of a cage or of a

laboratory, with us both keepers and kept, experimenters and subjects of
someone's experiment.

He sat me down at the tiny table littered with newspaper cuttings and
magazines, a haf-empty bottle of Aguardiente Cnstal, and the remains of a
giant bottle of Coca-Cola. There was one upright chair. "What would you
like?' he asked. "Whatever you've got," | answered. He moved about
awkwardly, groping for something to do, | suppose, and put a cutting in
front of me. Vay tidily blue-inked on the margin it read El Espectador
12.1V.86. There were photos of two young men. The one on the left was
sad to have been killed. The second was sad to be Roberto, but he was
unrecognizable to me without his beard, his mouth bashed wide, and two
policemen watching him as he walked through a door. The article repeated
what my journalist friend had told me about him being disappeared, and
Roberto told me, in wonder, that the very park where the army disposed
of him dead insde the bag was where ten years ago he had crash-landed in
a plane in which dl the passengers died except for him and one other.

As | read, trying to concentrate, | became aware not of being anxious—
that would have been too direct, too honest a sdf-gppraisal of what was
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going on—but of trying to repress wave after wave of foaming fear and
thereby, somehow, merely through the awareness of the force of that
repression, feding in control instead of feaful. | remembered how only
eleven days before, arriving at the airport at night after a year away from
the country, we had been stopped abruptly out on the dark and isolated
highway by men saying they were police. They went through our bags as if
they were tearing them apart, saying they were looking for arms. Luckily
there was a friend in a car behind with the lights on making it, | suppose,
harder for them to screw us around and we were able, after showing them
our papers from the loca university, to resume our journey. "There are
stories going around,” afriend later told me, "of a certain general's bodyguard
dressing up as airport police at night and hitting people up." Other people
sad it was because of a rumor that an important member 'of the M 19
guerrilla had flown in that day. Nobody could explain it, of course, but
inexplicability is not the best thing to acknowledge in these situations of
terror as usua as one fumbles with contradictory advice and rumors. In my
notebook | had jotted down a short time later, having listened to many
friends talking about "the situation"—"It dl sounds so incredibly awful.
And after two days I'm getting used to it." Roberto fussad around, poured
a shot of aguardiente for me and fussed some more with copies of cuttings
concerning his case. He couldn't find his keys, and | redlized that you couldn't
get out without them. Then we found them and he left without a word, the
locks grating—all four of them—Ieaving me done in the white cage whose
door was reinforced on the inside by heavy gauge wire mesh, dso painted
white. | tried to read on, propelled by some dubious notion that this was
being helpful, that this was what he clearly wanted me to do; to witness and
to follow, in retrospect, the trgjectory and ultimate disappearance of his case
and hence his very being through the media trails of the public sphere while
dl the while there was a fluttering sensation which as soon as | was aware

of it went away. It recurred, stronger. | fdt | was being set up. | tried to
read more but my eyes only flicked over the pages. Not a sound. A few
minutes went by. | realized nobody knew where | was other than Roberto.
Why hadn't | caled Rachd? | looked up at the roof. It was only corrugated
plastic. Almost transparent. Surdly easy to break through? But then these
places were built to be burglar-proof, and looking more closdy it didn't
seem that easy. But this was absurd. He'd be back soon. | was a miserable
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coward. | tried to read more of the cuttings. My eye was caught by random
phrases, exacerbating the tension—as if dl that horrific stuff scattered across
the table in the fechle light of the Bogota gloom filtered through the plagtic
was about what was about to happen to me. | had premonitions of how |
would fed and to what desperate lengths | would go if | panicked. | didn't
fed or dlow mysdf to fed panicky at that stage. That was the most curious
thing. | saw mysdf from &ar, as it were, in another world, going crazy, not
knowing what was happening, what was being plotted, what would happen
next, unable to breathe. | looked again at the door with its tough wire.
Immovable. It was raining hard. Every now and then afew drops fdl through
onto my head and neck. | turned back to the crumpled cuttings from the
newspapers and the cheap Xerox copies of letters between ingtitutions and
government agencies and then, truly, waves of panic flooded over me
Lébsolutely unable to move waiting for the police to surge through the door.
Any moment. Dark suits. Machine guns waving. Machismo gaculated in the
underground opera of the State. The handcuffs—esposas, in Spanish, adso
means wives—grinding into your wrists. Later, recounting what had hap-
pened to friends who lived dl their life in Bogata, | was made to redize that
this fear was not without foundation since it is said to be not uncommon
for victims of police or army brutdlity to become informers.

Then the door opened and in came Roberto with a smdl bottle of
aguardiente. | was rdlieved but wanted to leave. The rain drummed down.
Even the elements were againg my leaving. He pulled up a stool by my side
and poured a drink into two tiny olive-green plagtic tumblers. "I'm not a
drunk, Migud," he said, and proceeded to tell me how he was tortured,
how bad it was when they changed the handcuffs for rope, how he fdt like
drowning with the wet towel quffed down his mouth, and what it was like

being in the bag and shot but not killed. He leant his head forward almost
onto my lagp and guided my finger through the hair to the soft bulging
wounds of irregularly dimpled flesh. "Like worshipers with Christ's wounds,"
murmured a friend days later to whom | was telling this.

"Surely the army knows you are here?' | asked. "No!" he replied, "I've
learnt the skills of the urban guerrilla," and reaching for a blue writing pad
he told me that he spent nearly dl his time in the apartment and that he
was writing about his case, trying, for instance, to win the attorney genera
over to his sde and not bdlieve in the campaign of defamation spread by the
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army. The attorney general had served as a judge in the smdl town in
Antiogquia where Roberto had been raised—malnourished from the start, he
noted, in a large peasant family, and unable to wak until he was twenty-
one months old after which, as a teenager, he had become a famous athlete.
All this was in the letter to the attorney general.

He asked what | thought about his case and showed me more correspon-
dence with Amnesty International. | mumbled about people | knew and
ways of getting his story publicized, but | fdt overwhelmed by the situation.
Then he sprung it on me. "Could | stay in your apartment when you leave?'
My heart sank. | so much wanted to help but to have him use the apartment
would be to endanger a whole bunch of other people, beginning with Rachel
and the three kids. J fdt the most terrible coward, especidly because my
cowardice took the form of not being able to tell him that | thought his
situation was too dangerous, for that would tear open the facade of normalcy
that | at least felt we so badly needed in order to continue being and being
together and that he needed to survive. In so many ways | too was an active
agent in the war of dlencing.

| fed terrible and less than human. I've become part of the process which
makes him paranoid and a pariah. | am &fraid of the powers red and imagined
that have tortured and aimost killed him. Even more I'm &frad and sickened
by the inevitability of his paranoiac marginalization, people being suspicious
of his miraculous escape, interpreting it as a Sgn of his possibly being a sy.
And in the state of emergency which is not the exception but the rule, every
possihility is a fact. Being victimized by the authorities doesn't stop with
actual physica torture or the end to detention. In Roberto's "case” that's
only the beginning. In a way he didn't come back to life a dl. He's il
disappeared, and only his case exists to haunt me in this endless night of
terror's talk and terror's slence.

Talking Terror 6

An hour later | wes with my kids a the Moscow Circus, which was
playing in a sports arena by one of the freeways ringing the inner city. It
was unrea enough, but coming on top of the episode at Roberto's it was
devastatingly so. The rain was pelting down outside in the pitch-black night
onto the heads of thin-faced hungry people clamoring for attention sdlling
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candies and peanuts while, in their rough-cut woolen uniforms the police-
perhaps the very ones that had participated in Roberto's disappearance—
maintained order with their sad sullen faces as we moved ingde into another
world where joy and expectancy shone from people's faces, so far from the
fears and suspicions outside. Here we were immersed in quickly shifting
scenes of clowns, trapeze artists, balance, strength, tension, as the performers
spun in their glittering costumes. The pink mobile flesh, firm and muscled,
of the acrobats in their gold and dlver tights made me think of-my finger
on Roberto's wounds. Laughter and wonder rippled through the crowd. But
what | remember most of dl was the beginning. In the shifting tube of light
. bo o b

formed by the spotlight in the immense darkness of the arena, two Colombian
clowns were arguing with one another and in the process beating up a life-
szed femde mannequin. They began to tear the mannequin to pieces and
beet it onto the ground with fury as the crowd laughed. Then the lights
changed, music blared, and a disembodied voice came on:

"In 1986, this year of World Peace, we are proud to present. . . ."

This talk was given to the conference on "Taking Terrorism: Paradigms and Models in a
Postmodern World," organized by the Institute of the Humanities of Stanford University,

February, 1988.
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VIOLENCE AND RESISTANCE
IN THE AMERICAS: THE
LEGACY OF CONQUEST

Keynote address for the Smithsonian Columbus Quincentenary Conference 'Vio-
lence and Resistance in the Americas: The Legacy of Conquest, May 4, 1989

For those of us who spend time wondering if not worrying about the
socid impact of ceremonia and the reproduction of dominant discourses,
codes, and images by means of civic ritual, the Columbus Quincentenary
provides much to think about—especialy if you are part of the knowledge
industry and even more especidly if you are participating, as | am, in a
Quincentennial rite. One of the first things such participation aerts us to,
s0 | believe, is that the truth and knowledge produced by the immense
apparatus of college teaching, research, scholarship, and funding thereof, is
inevitably ritualistic and anchored in remembrance, no matter how scientific,
in the Enlightenment sense of that term, such teaching and research may
be. Therefore, far from being a specid problem, my preoccupation with the
way to represent the phenomenon called Columbus is merely a heightened
versgon of the tenson involved in this confusing yet ubiquitous mixture of
truth with ritual, and ritual with remembrance.

A formative influence on the precise congtitution of this mixture and its
tension is paranoia, as if the make-up of knowledge, the df, and the very
principle of identity itsalf cannot exist without the fantasmic presence of a
feared Other. Today, in tH[s Columbus Quincentenary in the Smithsonian,
one of the First World's great temples of Othering, the Other to be exorcised
in this process of sdf-fashioning is that adulation of the Admira as the Great
Discoverer, an adulation that poeticaly sustains European Imperialism in
the very notion of the newness of the New World.

As againg this verson of Columbus, our being here today perpetuates a
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different image of the New World's meaning for the Old, namely the well-
known Black Legend, so dear to the Protestant Dutch and English critics of
Spanish cruelty and devastation in the Indies. And while it is dmost too essy
to point out that this Black Legend conveniently served the economic
interests of those burgeoning mercantile powers, Britain and Holland, serving
to cover over the oppression their own overseas endeavors entailed, it is a
necessary reminder because in focusng on violence and resistance in the
Americas we do too eedly project onto others unproblematized notions of
violence and resistance that rightfully begin with us. Thus | want to ask what
it means to turn the question away from Others, especidly poor and
powerless Others, and onto ourselves and our own quite violent practices
whereby we figure ourselves through the creation of objects of study. Instead
of making more knowledge industries about violence and about resistance,
what about the politics of violence and resistance in the way we construct
legacies and thereby generate power from the great gamut of stories, offidd
and unofficid, of the violent American past?

The Heights of Machu Picchu

In 1983 | travelled for close to two months with an elderly Ingano
medicine man named Santiago Mutumgjoy from the forested lowlands of
the Putumayo district of southwest Colombia through the highlands of
Ecuador and Peru. With herbs and medicines, ready to take on patients, we
hoped to compare notes with other healers in other locdities so that we
might better understand the ways by which the image of the shaman of the
lowland forests served to further or abate misfortune. After many adventures
and misadventures we found ourselves in the ancient Incan capitd of Cuzco,
and the day before we caught the train to vidt the ruins of Machu Picchu,
the papers were full of the news that archaeologists had at long last discovered
the Incan secret by which the massve stones were so precisaly fashioned
and held together. But hadn't | seen exactly this story when | firgt visited
Cuzco twelve years earlier, in 1971? | started to redize that this constant
puzzling by the authoritative voices of society about purported secrets of
monumental and large-scale Incan construction was itsdf a sort of ritual, an
obsession, a way of defining a sense of mystery about the meaning of the
pre-Huropean, Indian, past so asto control the life of the present. What makes

this defining mystery powerful is that it is part of a virtually unconscious way
of congtituting an aleged essence and originary point in the sacred time of
the nation-state, and with that a particularly enduring notion of America,
defined and perpetuated in the legacy of massve monumentalization of
Indian ruins, nowhere more so than in the iconicity of Machu Picchu itsdf.

| was stunned by Machu Picchu, its sublime grandeur, the warm sunlight
on the brooding quiet of the ruins. Of course | had seen it before, not only
on a vigt but in images adorning glossy magazines the world over. But they
were only copies. Thiswasthered thing. | leant over to my Indian companion
from the woods of the Putumayo, like me, so far from home, and asked him
what he thought of it dl. "Only the rich," he sad phlegmaticaly. "There
weren't any poor people here. These houses were for the rich.” He paused.
"I've seen it before" he casudly added. "These mountains. These stones.
Exactly the same. Severd times.”

"What on earth do you mean?' | was not only incredulous but disap-
pointed. Hadn't | gone to extraordinary lengths to bring him to this extraordi-
nary place discovered if not by Columbus a least by Hiram Bingham and
immortalized by the great poets such as Pablo Neruda with his epic poem,
Alturas de Macchu Picchu? Of course 'discovered isarather salf-servi ng concept
here, recdling Edmundo O'Gorman's displacement of that term by the
concept of the invention, not the discovery, of America. After dl there were
people tilling the fields of Machu Picchu when Bingham was guided there
in 1911. What the 'discovery' of Machu Picchu amounted to was that loca
knowledge was exploited, providing the stepping stone to its erasure within
a universdizing narrative constructing America, a narrative in which the
ruins would achieve not merely sgnificance but magnificence. One can
hardly imagine poor Indians cultivai ng corn and potatoes on the terraces of
Machu Picchu today! Yet as testimony to the precious and fleeting moment
whereby invention becomes discovery, Bingham's book captures just that
instant when real live Indians worked the soil of Machu Picchy, converting
its terraces to their immediate needs. Among a dozen or so photographs
depicting the discovery, Bingham has an arresting shot of two Indian women
he met living there (p. 41). They have been posed standing barefoot on the
spindly grass againgt great polygona blocks of white granite of what he caled
the Memorial Temple of the Three Windows. In their rough woolen clothes
with their respectful yet quizzicd gaze back at us, these women seem no less

The Legacy of Conquest
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rugged and timeless than the stones of memory themselves, but completely
dwarfed by them.

"Yes, when | wes heding with yage" the old Indian man from the
Putumayo was saying, "l saw it al before, dl these diffs dl these stones.”

| was taken aback. Yage is the most important medicine in the Putumayo.
It comes from a vine in the forest and with its visions, the hedler, as much
as the sick person who dso drinks it, can obtain insight into the cause of
serious misfortune and power to overcome it. Such power, however, does
not necessarily come from seeing the causes of misfortune but instead can
come from having a particular image, apinta or painting as it is referred to
commonly, and one of the ways of becoming a healer is to buy such pintas.
Thus when the old hedler sad that he had seen Machu Picchu in his yage-
induced visioning, you have to understand that this means something more
than merely seeing something, because it is potentially an empowering and
even a curing image.

[o] [o]

How wonderful, 1 thought, in the very remoteness of his lowland forests
the old man able to see this incredible place by means of mydtical insights
given to the guardians of ancient American shamanic lore. It made me
curious. | wanted to better ascertain his connection to this Machu Picchu
place high in the sun and the cold wind, so ponderoudly ill in the muteness
of its massve stones. Like a flash it occurred to me. "Look at the sze of
those stones,” | said. "How was it ever possble to build like that?' | was
echoing the newspaper, evoking national discursive formations much bigger
than my own limited imaginings.

"That's essy to explain," he replied without so much as a blink. "The
Spanish built dl this." And he waved his arm in a peremptory gesture
encompassing the great visa

"What do you mean?' | fechly responded. | felt cheated.

"It was with whips," he sad in a digtinctly disinterested tone. "The
Spanish threatened the Indians with the whip and that's how they carried
those stones and set them in place.”

As far as he was concerned this was a thoroughly unremarkable event,
just as Machu Picchu itsdf was unremarkable. "That's exactly what the
Spanish did to my father-in-law,” he added. "An Indian went and told them
that he was a sorcerer and so they punished him by making him carry stones
to build their church. They said they'd whip him if he didn't do what they

Legacy of Conquest
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ordered. His wife and children followed him dong the path dso carrying
stones.”

For my old Indian friend, at least, there was no mystical secret of ancient
Indian technology. To the contrary, the mysticism lay with the need the
wider world has to monumentalize the pre-European, Indian, past. For him
these glorified ruins were monuments to racism and the colonial authority
to widd the whip. And in so far as his yage-inspired dream-image of the
ruins was a curing image—as it most definitely is for the world at large—
it is probably because of a degp-seated complicity on his part with that
authority, usng rather than smply resisting it. Here, at this point where
meanings collide and thought is arrested, we should saize the opportunity
to sort out our ideas about violence, resistance and the legacy of conquest.

Dream-Work

The old man's perception certainly caught me off balance, and | would
assume it is unsettling for most of you, too. There is more than a touch of
blasphemy here, so reverentially has the mightly Machu Picchu been impres-
sed into our hearts.

Come up with me, American love.

Kiss these secret stones with me.

The torrential silver of the Urubamba

Makes the pallen fly to its golden cup.

The hollow of the bindweed's maze,

The petrified plant, the inflexible garland,

Soar above the silence of these mountain coffers.

Thus, the poem of the esteemed Neruda, his finest work, according to
his translator, Nathaniel Tarn, imaging the epic of al America in the stones
of Machu Picchu, the city of the dead.

Raisd like a chalice

In dl those hands: live, dead, and tilled,

Aloft with so much death, a wall, with so much life,
Struck with flint petals: the everlagting rose, our home.
This reef on the Andes, its glacid territories.

And it is with pain and remorse for the suffering occasioned by the
construction of Machu Picchu that the poet shall bring his poem to an end.

And leave me cry, hours, days, and years,

Blind ages, stellar centuries.

And give me silence, give me water, hope.

Give me the struggle, the iron, the volcanoes.

Let bodies cling like magnets to mv body.

Come quickly to my veins and to my mouth.
Spesk through my speech, and through my blood.

Yet the Indian healer from the Putumayo forests resist this mighty

nostalgia that converts the tears occasioned by self-castigation into a life-
b Jo

stream of blood and words presumed to make common cause through the
ruins with the travail of the Indian past, sentiments which had such an
impact on the Peruvian government that it decorated Neruda in person.
"My poem, AhurasdeMacchu Picchu,™
on to become part of Peruvian life; perhaps in those lines | had expressed
sentiments that had lain dormant like the stones of that remarkable structure”
(p. 324). But not only capitalist governments warmed to those sentiments.
Che Guevara was aso a great admirer of the poem. Neruda tells us that Che
would read the Canto General, of which the Alturas de Macchu Picchu is a
sgnificant part, to his guerrilkros a night in the Sierra Maestra in eastern
Cuba Years later, after Che's death a the hands of the Bolivian government
and the CIA, Neruda was told that in his campaign in Bolivia, Che carried
but two books, a math book and the Canto General (p. 323).

The question arises, however, as to what sort of identity is being forged
through such a representation of Machu Picchu—and on behdf of whom?
For is not Neruda's a distinctly European, let us say a Columbus-derived,
vison of the New World's rawness vis-a-vis civilizetion as a mixture of
mathematics and epic verse? In which case one might want to ak what it
then means to reawaken, as Neruda in his 1974 Nobe prize acceptance
speech defined the poet's task, the old dreams which degp in statues of
stone in the ruined ancient monuments, in the wide-stretching slence in

planetary plains, in dense primeva forests, in rivers which roar like thunder?
For might it not turn out that these were dl dong the colonist's dreams? In
which case the further question might be fairly put as to what other discourse
is there, anyway, that is not hopdesdy rigged by those dreams and the

writesNerudain hisMemoirs, "had gone
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history such dreams underlay? Can the subaltern spesk? Can we speak, let
alone weep, for the subaltern? Or does our task lie elsawhere? Here indeed
lies the issue of resistance.

This is why | think the old man's flash of memory and interpretation of
the meaning of Machu PFicchu is dgnificant for us, gathered together to
discuss violence and resistance in the legacy of the conquest of America. A
mere fragment, whole in its partiaity, unheroic yet capacious, coolly blood-
less and tearless, drastically unmystical yet dependent on shamanic flights of
vison and dreaming, his is quintessentially the margina discourse that eludes
essentidization in the outrageoudy carefree way it snakes through the
semantic mills of colonia subject-positioning—at the cost, of course, of the
ambiguities of indeterminacy, the charge of ignorance as to true history, and
the political isolation that absorbs margind discourse. As the object of
colonia knowledge-making and representation, which in fact gives him, just
like Machu Picchu itsdlf, much of his shamanic power, this particular Indian
stands deafer than any stone to these heartfelt appeds to the Indian past for
a contemporary national if not continental identity on the part of states or
revolutionary projects. He turns our expectations upside down, no matter
how sophisticated or cynica we might be, and what is more he seems to do
this in a relaxed and even unthinking sort of way, not trying to shock or
conscioudly resist the frames into which history and our expectations would
hold him as feg as the stones of Machu Picchu itsdf. And in this unintention-
dity of his, | take his cryptic style of montage to be of paramount importance
for its pointed effect on us.

The Meaning of Context: Mediation and Montage

As such the old man's style cannot be separated from its context, a
context that merely begins with the magnificent heights of the Machu Picchu
Jo o] o

and extends, through me, the conveyer of this story, to this other, quite
different magnificence, of the Smithsonian with which it istoday, by virtue of
this Quincentenary, indissolubly, instrumentally and symbolically, connected.
Thus | want to stress context not as a secure epistemic nest in which our
knowledoge eggs are to be sa‘dJy hatched, but context as this other sort of

connectedness incongruoudy spanning times and juxtaposing spaces so far
apart and so different to each other. | want to stress this because | bdieve
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that for a long time now the notion of contextualization has been mystified,
turned into some sort of tdisman such that by ‘contextualizing' socia
relationships and history, as the common apped would have it, Sgnificant
mastery over society and history is guaranteed—as if our understandings of
socid reations and history, understandings which constitute the fabric of
such context, were not themsealves fragile intellectual constructs posing as
robust redlities obvious to our contextuaizi ng gaze. Thus the very fabric of

the context into which things are to be inserted, and hence explained, turns
out to be that which most needs understanding! This seems to me the first
mistake necessary for faith in contextualization. The second one is that the
notion of context is so narrow. It turns out in Anthropology and History
that what is invarigbly meant by appeds to contextudize is that it is the
socid relationships and history of the Other that are to form this talisman
cdled the context that shdl open up as much as it pins down truth and
meaning.

| sy, to the contrary, that this is a deeply mystifying political practice in
the guise of Objectivism, and that first and foremost the procedure of
contextualization should be one that very conscioudy admits of our presence,
our scrutinizing gaze, our socid relationships and our enormoudly confused
understandings of history and what is meant by history.

This is not autobiography. This is not narcissigtic sdf-indulgence. It is
& r b

neither of these things because first it opens up to a science of mediations—
neither Sdf nor Other but their mutual co-implicatedness—and second
because it opens up the colonid nature of the intellectual relationship to
which the contextual ized other has for so long been subjected.

It is dso montage—the juxtaposition of dissmilars such that old habits
of mind can be jolted into new perceptions of the obvious. In fact we
have been surreptioudly practisng montage dl dong in our historica and
anthropological practices, but so deeply immersed have we been in tying
one link in a chain to the next, creating as with rosary beads a religion of
cause and effect bound to a narrative ordering of redity, that we never saw
what we were doing, so spellbound were we by our narrativizing—and thus
we repressed one of the very weapons which could residt, if not destroy,
intellectual colonization and violence.

Therefore, if it is the ingtitution of Anthropology in the context of this
Columbus Quincentenary ritual that allows me to act as the conveyor of an
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old man's perception of monumentalized ruins, and thus jump-cut and splice
gpace and time, abutting context with context, Machu Ficchu with the
Smithsonian, then this has now to be seen as its own style of neo-colonial
montage—a non-Euclidean ordering of space and time that we took so for
granted that we didn't even sec it. All ethnographic practice is blindly
dependent on this cutting and splicing, abutting context to context, them
to us. The task now is to bring this to conscious awareness, which | choose
to do by thinking about the old man's style of montage—part of my point
being that | think you will not easly accept it.

For surely it has struck you as interesting, if not bewildering and paradoxi-
cal, how wrong he is as regards space and time, yet how unsettling he is
with regards to the truth-effect of his statements? He must be mightily
wrong when he says he has seen Machu Ficchu in his yage-stimulated dreams
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and visions. Although we can accompany the poet, and my ethnographic
textual representation, for some reason we cannot accompany the hesler
from the forest on such vagt southbound flights of the eye in an instant of
time across hundreds of miles of Andean cloud forest. And as regards time,
he is decidedly anachronistic in his notion of the Spanish and the timing and
nature of what we call, as in this Columbus Quincentenary, "the conquest."
For the Spaniards he is referring to are the Capuchin Fathers from Igualada,
close to Barcelona, Spain, serving as missionaries in the Putumayo from 1900
onward and whom the Indians referred to aslos Espanbl es. Thus, owing to
particularities and coincidences of a locd history, the old man has collgpsed
three centuries of what figures as American history into a flashing instant of
time, a monad, in which the ruins are emblematic of recurrent neo-colonia
violence practiced on Indian labor, Indian land, and on the very concept and
image of what it means to be designated as Indian. What, | fed compelled
to ask, might this sort of historiography—for it is certainly history in the
graphic mode—teach us?

Monuments create public dream-space in which, through informa and
often private rituals, the particularities of on€e's life makes patterns of
meaning. These patterns are neither terribly conscious nor totalizing but
instead contain oddly empty Spaces cgpable of obtuse and contradictory
meanings swirling side by side with meaning reified in objects such as the
famous stones of Machu Picchu set into the sublime landscape of the Andes.
What we daydream about in places like these may well contain images and
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strands of images that are a good ded more ideologicaly potent than what
we get directly in school or from the Church and political doctrine, but at
the same time this very capacity of the monumentalizing day-dream to
deepen and strengthen ideology rests upon the existence of strategic vacuities
and switch-points that can radicaly subvert ideology and the authority
sugtained. A dte like Machu Picchu is a sacred dte in a civic rigion in
which day-dreaming naturalizes history and historicizes nature. Think back
for a moment to the first photographs of Machu Picchu as frame-frozen
images of this dua process, the photograph, for instance, of the Indian
women dwarfed by the great granite block, rugged yet precisely worked and
thus poised between nature and culture, on the threshold of history where
invention becomes discovery itsdf. The compelling narrations that make
nations, no less than worlds like the New World, utilize this day-dreaming
capacity to naturalize history as in stones and Indians, and, cohversely, to
historicize nature as in reading a history into those stones and those Indians.
Hence the heartfelt rhetoric to make the stones of history and the Indian
gpesk, and in lieu of that, spesk for them and channel the day-dream into
waking consciousness. In this regard Machu Picchu is one of the New
World's great sites, perhaps its greatest, for rendering the collective dream-
work that naturadlizes America and holds the American project in creative
tension with the Primitivism it requires and daily reproduces.

And this is why the old Indian hedler's yagé dream-vision perception of
the ruins of history is important. Not only because it so easily shrugs aside
that Primitivism and hence the Great American Project. Nor because in o
doing it creates a discourse counter to the officd voices and authorized
versions and representations of the past. Surely dl of that. Rut more impor-
tant ill is that his dream-vision so disturbingly engages with our day-
dreaming precisdly where we have been mobilized as Subjects—indeed
professional Anthr-opologizing Subjects—for the American Project. For in
my very attempt to use him as a true Indian voice, he disarmingly dislodges
that cssentidization. That is the crucia point. His dreaming catches and
tugs precisdly where the strategic vacuities and switch-points exist in the
understructurc of our dominant discourses, and in doing so has the effect
of dl good montage, which is to shock patterns of connections into quite
different patterning, capturing what Stanley Mitchell cdls in this regard the
infinite, sudden or subterranean connections of dissmilars, catching our
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breath, so to speak. All of which is to ask, what then? Where will this breath
go? What song will we go on to gng if not the Canto General?

fc> o

The Mothers of the Disappeared: Dialectic
at a Standstill

It is here where | want to move from the dl too eloquent silence to which
the dead of the ruins of Machu Picchu have been subjected, to consider the
role of the mothers of the disappeared vis-a-vis the violent silencing enacted
by State terror in much of Lain America over the past decade.

First | want to point out that what | think is extremely important in their
activity is that they contest the State's attempt to channd the tremendous
moral, and indeed magica, power that the dead hold over the living,
epecidly those who die (or disappear) due to violent or mysterious circum-
stances—those whom Robert Hertz in 1907 called the souls of the "unquiet
dead" forever impinging on the land of the living. As | seeit, in assassnating
and disappearing people, and then denying and enshrouding the disappear-
ance in a cloud of confusion, the State (or rather its armed and policing
forces) does not am at destroying memory. Far from it. What is amed at
is the relocation and refunctioning of collective memory. It is of fundamental
importance to grasp this point. The State's interest is in keeping memory of
public politica protest, and memory of the sadigtic and cruel violence
unleashed againg it, aive! (Foucault's notion of control through norm,

through normalization, could not be more irrdlevant. Combining violence
with law, the State in Latin America rules through the strategic art of
abnormalizing. It is Katka and Bataille who are relevant here.) The memory
of protest, and the violence enacted againg it by the State, best serves the
offidd forces of repression when the collective nature of that memory is
broken, when it is fragmented and located not in the public sphere but in
the private fastness of the individual sdf or of the family. There it feeds fear.
There it feeds nightmares crippling the capacity for public protest and
spirited intelligent opposition. And that is why the actions of the mothers
of the disappeared strike me as so important. For they create a new public
ritual whose am is to dlow the tremendous moral and magica power of
the unquiet dead to flow into the public sphere, empower individuas, and
chalenge the would-be guardians of the Nation-State, guardians of its dead

as wdl asits living, of its meaning and of its destiny. And it is this that lies
behind Walter Benjamin's injunction (in his "Theses on the Philosophy of
History™") that "even the dead will not be sofe from the enemy if he wins.
And this enemy has not ceased to be victorious."

| think that Benjamin would have conceived this resurrection of the dead
from the privatized interior of the Sdf into the public sphere as a movement
creating a shock, the dialectic at a standstill. At other times he referred to
this didectic as a messanic cessation of time, equivalent to what he cdled
"a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past." You can sense
the awesome potential of this shock in the diaectic of redity and illuson
occurring within the isolated fastness of the dreaming sdf as you ligten to
Fabiola Lalinde, for instance, speaking of her son last seen being boarded by
the Colombian army onto a truck in October, 1984. Now he returns to her
in her dreams. Just as he's about to answer her question, "Where have you
been?' she wakes up. "It's so real," she says, "that at the very moment of
awakening | have no idea what's happening or where | am, and to return
to redlity is sad and cruel after having him in front of me." The true picture
of the past flits by. Gone. Other nights she dreams of running through bush
and ravines, searching piles of cadavers. What is more, her son returns in
dreams to her friends and neighbors too.

As | scan this thread connecting the purgatorial space of the disappeared
with the recuperation of collective memory by the mothers of the disappeared
in various Latin American countries, | see the way by which an essentidist
view of woman has been radicaly refunctioned by women in relation to the
State, pardld to the way the old Indian heder from the Putumayo refunc-
tioned Machu Picchuism. Such refunctioning of assumed essences is part of
the struggle for the definition of the past, as it flashes forth involuntarily in
an image & a moment of danger. As | understand this refunctioning with
reference to the mothers of the disappeared and current State terror in Latin
America, these women are wresting from the State its use of woman to not
only embody the nation and the people in a moment of intense political
crisis, but the embodiment of memory itsdf at that precise moment when
it is the a@m of the State to bury collective memory in the frightened fastness
of the individua soul. This can be seen by juxtaposing in the form of a
diaectical image two uncannily similar yet radically different photographs,
the one presented by Hiram Bingham in his book on the discovery of Machu
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Picchu, portraying two Indian women posed in front of an immense granite
slab said to belong to the temple of memory (p. 41) and, for comparison,
the photograph from Hernan Vidal's book, Dar la vida por la vida, depicting
two women who, on the 18th of April, 1979, together with fifty-seven other
people, mainly women, chained themselves to a national monument, namely
the Chilean Congress.

In the former photograph Indian women have been posed to register, so
it seems to me, not merely the discovery of the ruins by the mister from the
First World, but a powerful sense of almost natural connectedness of the
present to antiquity. In the Chilean image, however, the constellation of
women, memory, and the cternalization of the present in the past has been
radically broken apart and reconsteilated through a courageous and inventive
ritualization of monumentalized public space—the space which Vida defines
as the most heavily charged with Chilean constitutional history. Bearing
photographs of the disappeared, these women (and a few men) have placed
their very bodies as symbols of a people enchained against that which would
try its utmost to use the symbols of woman and family to sustain the
Patriarchal State and Capitalism and therewith justify State terror. The
interweaving of individual and collective memory created by this counter-
ritualization of public monuments can unleash feelings of self-confidence
which in turn inspire visions and joy—as we hear in the words of one of
the participants.

The Legacy of Conquest

With dl the nervousness of the night before, | dreamt of my disappeared
husband. | dreamt that there was knocking at the door and then he
entered. | fdt indescribable joy and knelt in thanks a seeing him. He
looked just the same as when he was arrested on the 29th of April, with
his blue clothes, just as he was, with his grey hair going bald, with his
smile, his smdl teeth. | fet him in the bed. | fdt him in my arms. And
when | awoke, with my arm like this, embracing my loved one, 1 saw that
there was nothing by my side. | quickly sad to mysdf, "He's gone to
the bathroom." But then redity brusquely returned and | redlized that
everything | had experienced that night wes just a dream. | arose early
and happy. In dl the actions, not only this one, | have a vision. That the
day following, in a quarter of the city, a married couple will wake to see
in the newspaper a photo of us in a hunger strike or chained, and they
will fed good, they will be joyful because someone is showing the face of
the people, someone is keeping the fight going (Vidd p. 132).

Our Move

At which point | fed it far to ask about us. What do we do from this point
on? Carry out more studies of other people's resistance? Surely not. For while
it is crucial that the whole world be informed of injustice when it occurs, and
makes that injustice its concern, surely part of that concern should now be
with the whole Western project of self-fashioning through constructing the
Third World Other as an object of study? Surely it is this project that has to be
radically rethought and refunctioned? To deny the authority once invested in
the memory of Columbus in favor of a project to consider violence—aways
elseawhere—and resistance—always by the poor and powerless, strikes me as
running the risk of continuing the eer]y colonia project but under a libera
guise made dl the more deceitful by the rhetoric of Enlightenment science, as
in the apped s for an ethnographic practice which strives to'grasp the natives
world and point of view—for their own good, of course!

In place of such grasping | think this great occasion of the Columbus
Quincentenary can serve as the time to begin the long overdue task of
rcfunctioning Anthropology as a First World pursuit—just as the old healer
refunctioned the meaning of the past monumentalized by its ruins, just as
the mothers release the power of the spirits of the disappeared so as to wrest
tradition awvay from a conformism that is about to overpower it.

Such a refunctioning of Anthropology would have to turn its resolute
gaze away from the poor and the powerless to the rich and the powerful—
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to current military strategies of "low intensity warfare" as much as to the
role of memory in the cultural constitution of the authority of the modern
State. After al, who bendfits from studies of the poor, especidly from their
resstance? The objects of study or the CIA? And surdly there is more than
an uncomfortable grain of truth in the assartion that in studying other

o Jo
people's resistance, heroic or Brechtian, one is substituting for one's own
sense of inadequacy? For dl the tak of giving voice to the forgotten of
history, to the oppressed, and the margind, it is of course painfully obvious
that the screen onto which these voices are projected is dready fixed—and
that it is this screen, not the voices, where the greatest resistance lies, which
is why something more is required than the injunction to study up instead
of down, or to study the political economy of the world system rather than
locd meanings. For what such smplistic injunctions overlook is precisdly
our profound entanglement and indeed self-congtituting implication in that
screen of interpretation which in itsdf is the great arena where world history,
in its violence as in its easy harmonies, in its sexualities and National-State
formations, folds into rules of customarv sense.

Ye | do not think, just as Hegd in his parable of the Master and the
Save did not think, that such scrutiny can be undertaken alone. To assume
it could, would be to fly in the face of what | take to be axiomatic as to the
dependence of being on other. What is more, there are too many ghosts to
be settled, too much violent history to be reworked, which is why | have
tonight fdt impelled to invoke two powerful imeges of constructed Others
whose place in fashioning universal history has been profound beyond
words—namely, the woman as mother, embodiment of memory and the
people, and the Indian as heder of the American project. In invoking their
presence | have not tried to spesk for them, whatever that might mean. Nor
have | madeit my god to carry out what in Anthropology and History iscalled
contextudization and thereby "explain" them, whatever that might mean.
What | have tried to dlow is for their voices to create in the context of our
hearing contradictory images, diaectica images | will cal them, inwhich their
attempts to redress the use of themsalves as mnemonics for the vast projects
of building other selves, white mae sdves. Nation-States, and America itsdf,
bring our own expectations and understandings to a momentary standstill—
and thereby present uswith the opportunity, if not the necessity, to commence
the long overdue discovering of the New World in place of its invention.

| g = 4oy
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AN AUSTRALIAN HERO

This is a type of fary tae, a very modern one to be sure, which engages
with a point of view laid out by Walter Benjamin fifty years ago concerning
the function of the fary tale in combating the forces of mythology. In his
essay on "The Storyteller," Benjamin says that the fary tae tels us of the
earliest arrangements that mankind made to shake dof the nightmare which
myth had placed upon its chest. In the figure of the fodl, the tale shows us
how mankind can act dumb before the myth, and the wisest thing it teaches
is to meet the forces of the mythica world with courage, high spirits, and
cunning—the characteristics, by and large, that Benjamin sngled out as
making up the hero of a Brecht play.' Think of Mother Courage and of Gay
Gay, let done of the Good Soldier Schwelk of whom Brecht was so fond.
Of course, these are hardly heroes in either the dasscd or the modern
sense, but then maybe our sense of "tragedy” with which the hero is so
intertwined gives us too mythic a sense of evil which it is nowadays the task
of the ordinary person—the Brechtian "hero"—to suffer as an everyday

occurrence.

The hero | want to tell you about is an Augtrdian man, old, rather dedf
and with poor eyesight, who came from the bush and served as a horseman
and then in the trenches with the Augtralian and New Zedland Army Corps,
the ANZACS, in WWI. The tale he tells is worth retelling. | think, because
of what it may teach us about ways to deflate the heroism that is used by
the dtate to invigorate if not invent traditions that make for a culture of
nationalism—a culture, of course, that once set, becomes a powerful tool
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in the arsend of socid control, used not only by the state but aso one which
we non-heroes practice daily over oursglves too.

And here it needs emphasizing how Austraian nationdism is faefully
invested in-the mythology of war, notably the sacrifice and defeat of the
Gdllipoli campaign in the Middle Hagt in WWI. In this society where there
exigts little by the way of God, virtudly no enlivening of private or public
life by ritual, no spirits of faries or hobgoblins, no Day of the Dead or
Halloween or Saints Days, phantoms or bugaboos, and no founding myth of
origin nor purgetive revolutionary bresk from its coloniad master, it is
sngularly the task of the war memoria to give society's officd voice its
transcendant tone. (Indeed, the quintessential® Augtrdian hero of D'Arcy
Niland's 1955 Austraian novel, Shiralee, is a drifter described as "a man of
thirty-five, built like a cenotaph, squat and solid").

How deeply nationalism is part of us, how deeply it invests our being as
socid being, isa crucidly important and vexing question. Much of anthropol-
ogy concerned with symbol, ritual, and narrative, from Victor Turner to
Michd Foucauiit, for example, claims something like an organic unity between
the sed of the symbol and the wax of the recipient, between the discourse
and the citizen. The Romantic aesthetics of symbol, from Hege and Goethe
onwards, and the structuralism of de Saussure converge on this point, and
it is the task of the soldier's tale to take the weight of the myth off our
chest by reminding us that nevertheless there exists some space between
meaning and its object, and that indeed the dgn is arbitrary in a decidedly
political sense and because of politics. Y¢, it is important to note, | fed,
that if the soldier's tale serves in some way to de-mythologize and hence de-
narrativize history, it dso serves to re-enchant the world, to invest the notion
of heroism, for instance, with new meanings that crack open the reified
exterior with which its usage by the state has wrapped it in medals and
decorations.

And this, | bdieve, brings us back to the notion not just of the fairy tale
but to what Walter Benjamin called the didecticd fary tale, both demythify-
ing and re-enchanting, de-fetishizing and de-reifying, usng the cunning of
reason as in the fary tale, to trick mythic powers. In her exegess of
Benjamin's Arcade Project, Susan Buck-Morss describes his conception of
such a tae in oppositional cultura practice as one in which

An Australian Hero

The dreaming collective of the recent pest gopeared as a degping giant
reedly to be avakened by the present generation, and the mythic powers
of both [the recent pest and the present generations] dream dtates were
dfirmed, the world re-enchanted, but only in order to bresk out of
history's mythic spell, in fact by regppropriating the power bestowed on
the objects of mess culture as Utopian dream symbols?

And such a proposal assumed that in our age of commodity culture that
collective symbolic meaning is transferred to new generations not through
stories, myths, or fairyteles but through things, namely the commodities we
buy, sometimes sdl, and in a very limited way, can be said to produce.

Which brings us to how | met the old soldier—through the market
mechanism of my answering an advertissment in a Sydney daily paper in
1981 concerning a Holden car For Sale. There are many ways, now | think
back, of conceptualizing that encounter of buyer, seller, and commodity, but
one a least deserves mention; the old Australian ANZAC, the new Australian,
mysdf, not only in a junior generation to the soldier but dso the child of
what in Augrdia came to be cdled 'New Australians as my parents were
Audtrian refugees from WWII; and thirdly a different sort of Audtrdian, the
commodity in question itself, namely the Holden automobile—nothing lessthan
Augtraias first own caf, as the advertisements put out by Generd Motors of
the USA proudly proclaimed in the late 1940s when | was eight years old
and barely able to read such things. In the market, fashion sustains the notion
of history as progress, but the child reverses this so that the new is located
in mythic time and adds to the treasure house of ur-symbols. "At first,
granted, the technologically-new gives the effect of beingljust that," wrote
Benjamin in the notes to his never-completed Arcades Project,

But dready in the next childhood memory it changes its characteridtics.
Bvay child accomplishes something greet, something irreplacesble for
humanity. BEvary childhood, through itsinterests in technologica phenom-
eng, itscurioity for dl sorts of inventions and mechinery, binds technolog-
icd achievement onto the old world of symbols*

From the outset the old soldier, whose name was Sid, called me Kev, short
for Kevin. Nothing | said would budge him in this, and with the passage of
time, as our conversation knitted its way through our negotiating, | came to
settle with my new identity as some sort of quintessential Austrdian pastoral-
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proletarian name, as Sd explained why he had to sl the Holden to which
he was 0 attached.

Despite his faling eyesight and venerable age it had been possible for
him, through friends, to fiddle a renewal of his driver's license every year
by going to the state of Queendand, just across the border from where he
had spent much of his life with cattle and horses. Queendand, it might be
mentioned, has a reputation amongst the liberd intelligentsa for being "the
deep north” on account of the corruption and racism which appear to have
continued unabated from the times when "blackbirding" or kidnapping of
Padific I1danders was done to procure cheap labor and when Queendand
threatened to assume imperid status by annexing parts of New Guinea. It
was, | believe, with the 2nd Audtralian Light Horse Regiment, drawn largdy
from Queendand, that Sd had served in the Augtrdian Imperia Force, the
AIF, an army, it may be noted, under the command of Lord Kitchener,
Secretary of War of His Mgesty's Government of Great Britain. Perhaps it
was through old soldier friends that Sd had managed to trick the law; but
now, law aside, he had to admit as he gingerly took me for a test drive aong
the quiet streets of a weli-manicured South Sydney lower middle class
suburb, that he was unssfe at just about any speed.

It was truly a fine car, that Holden, six cylinders of throbbing power,
fully automated, and in the sort of immaculacy that you find only among
people who have never owned a car before and treasure it as an extension
of themsalves. Advertised as "Australia's Own," it had in fact come from
the "States" (as the USA is called) in the late 1940s, to a people without a
TV or private svimming pools, let alone much by the way of cars. Why! In
the suburb where | lived in Sydney there wasn't even a sewage system, and
a couple of men came by each week in a truck to carry away the night-soil.
Sill, dl things considered, we dl knew we lived in the best possible country
with the best of everything, including scenery and toilet facilities. When
people took their once-upon-alifetime trip "overseas' (to Europe, obligato-
rily England, occasiondly the USA) the first thing they'd tell you about was
the shocking state of the bathrooms in Itav or France. As for the States! It
reeked of artifice to the extent that it assumed a threat to masculinity, what
with dl that air-conditioning, show of emotion, and that baroque chrome
dripping off their automobiles! It reminded one of the distinctions we
schoolkids used to hear and repeat about "our" troops and the "Yanks' (as

the US soldiers were caled) up on the infamous-sounding Kokoda trail in
New Guinea in WWII where the Aussies did dl the fighting and had little
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more than their wits and bare hands while the flabboy Yanks trailed behind
saturated with coca-cola and ice-cream.

Ye here we were with the economic boom of the fifties about to burst
forth and no less than what was to be our own Aussie car fabricated on our
shores but displaying those same curaveous American lines we so heartily
despised. There was a sort of colonial semiotic of car design constituting our
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traffic with the trim little boxy British bodies up till then ruling the roost (p.
58). Perhapsthe contradi ction was made sweet for usby the plannersat General
Motors who, in creating the Holden, augtraianized the design, making it less
flasy and more toughly austere and prim a the same time, hence more in
keeping with the older colonia relationship of the Ausse bushman and the
British Empire. But, of course, it needed the changes in the design of interna-
tional capitalism to make this a living and aestheticdly effective contrast—a
contrast that amounted to an archaeology of colonid relationships writ into
automobile bodies with the older British layer now serving as an aesthetic
modification to the new and developing American infrastructure.

It was truly remarkable, looking back, how essly the Holden was accepted
as "Australias Own." "It has become recognized,” writes Sr Lary Hartnett,
managing director of Genera Motors Holden during the crucia planning
stages, as "the car for Austrdia, made in Austrdia by Austrdians® In the
USA it was Democracy, as put by Lincoln. In Audrdia it was something
even better—the automobile as nationa symbol representing independence,
freedom, equality (Since the one type of car was meant for everyone!) and,
so superbly in the case of Sid's later model, finger-tip automated control.
From being a country that, as we kids were told, rode on the sheep's back.
Augtrdia was now set to be taken for a ride in the Holden, with al
the connotations of progress, mechanization, and national independence it
represented. Why! As Sr Larry Hartnett points out, in his book Big Wheels
and Little Wheels, it was by building the Hoiden that we were able to obtain
TV (with oversess funds made available by not importing cars)! ® But perhaps
the most truly Australian thing about the car was not as widely recognized
as it might have been: namely the three million Australian pounds put up
by the Audtrdian Labour Party Government, then headed by Ben Chifley,
so that GM could proceed not only to make the Holden but dso fabulous
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"Trim Little Boxy British Bodies"

sums of money without investing a cent.* The most widely circulated picture
of the firg Holden shows Prime Minigter Chifley in a reverential pose by
the right fender with his hat in hand as if in church. Subsequent modifications
of this further develop the idea of an icon until something quite holy emerges.
The only other picture of the first Holden in the brochure put out by Genera
Motors Holden (The Holden Story) has two young women no |ess curvaceous
than that very same fender (p. 60). But Sr Lary Hartnett's views of the
car'simportance were more prosaic, athough he was well aware of nationalist
aesthetics.” His major concern was to provide Audtrdia with an industry
that could absorb the vast amounts of manpower, industria capital, and
technical skill made possible by WWII and its cessation. Otherwise, he
argued, "we would be risking a national economic disaster," and he pointed
out that "from the employment point of view, the making of motor cars
provides endlessjobs. A car is like shoe leather: both begin to wear out from
the day they firgt hit the road."* So much for the holy icon. So much for
the beautiful women.

PP b
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Fishermens Bend, November 29, 1948. The Prime
Minister of Audtralia, Right Hon. ]. B. Chifley,

beside the first Australian mass produced car which
he named 'Holden." A total of 120402 132.5 cubic
inch six cylinder 48/215 Holden sedans were built.
The original price was £733 ($1,466) including tax.
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Twenty-five years after the first Holdens came out they were subject to
nationwide nostalgia as in the film FJ Holden, together with a variety of
artworks, thereby joining other recently celebrated icons of Australian iden-
tity: the kangaroo, the koda bear, and the aborigine. In their blending nature
with culture so as to "naturalize” the latter and establish a sense of deeply
rooted and even primeva identity, these icons can be seen, perhaps, as
forming a series in which the Holden, as the latest, dgnifies not merely the
transition from the bush to the modern urban and mechanical age but dso
and therewith indicates the profound connection between invented images
of the archaic and of the modern—a point Benjamin made repeatedly about
commodities.

| had plenty of time, if not exactly leisure, to admire the Holden as Sid,
with the patience of Job, drove at a snail's pace from stop sgn to stop sign,
feding rather than seeing his way. He drew my attention to the elaborate
tape-deck he'd had ingtalled in Queensland and to the fact that the car was
not only "fully automated" but was the first Holden mode to be so. It had
a lot of power: power brakes, power steering, and with the flick of the
driver's finger any window in the car could be raised or lowered. Sd's
enthusiasm was infectious. Only much later, swinging down the steep
curves onto the Roseville bridge, did it occur to me what a death-trap was
constituted by this heedless flight into automation because what could you
do to save yoursdf at high speed on these curves if the engine cut out—
making it virtually impossible to steer?

Al
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To dl intents and purposes—and here we may wel ask whose—Sid
personified what the Australian historian Russel Ward in 1958 termed "The
Austraian legend" or national mystique of the typica Australian as a person
whose roots lie in the vast outback, an improvising, tough, taciturn, hard-
drinking and gambling man with an intense hatred for authority, deference,
and class distinctions, a man who will stick to his mates through thick and
thin.” By 'mates is meant mae companions and the typical Austraian
according to legend is thus very much a he.

| fdt a little unbalanced looking at Sid, larger than the legend itsdlf yet
obvioudy so happy in the splendor of dl this automated modernity he was
sdling me. It seemed not just incongruous but a betraya of Austraian sdf-
reliance, that intrinsic toughness of being as encrusted in the leathery and
potentially cancerous pores of sunburnt drovers and their skinny cattle dogs,
dl ribs and bdls as the saying was, in a sparse and thoroughly minimalist
image. Yet there was a strange, marginal detail to absorb, and that was the
cardboard clipped with clothes-lines pegs to the sun visors. Sd had put it
there because the makers of the car, Genera Motors, had not sufficiently
taken into account the fierce sun of these southern skies.

This was reassuring. It seemed to indicate that the seduction of man by
the machine, let done by the multinational corporation, was far from decided
and that there was dil! active some eemental bond between man and the
frontier, not so much with nature as in it and using it againg itsdf, in

to

likeness of some Ausse confidence trick.

"The true picture of the past flits by," wrote Walter Benjamin in his last
writings, the Theses on the Philosophy of History. " The past can be seized only
as an image which flashes up a an instant when it can be recognized and
never seen ag:;an? " ‘

And here was this image flashing up, provoked by Sid's artful improvisa:
tion, a memory of my teachers at school with labored intensity passing on
the tradition of the ingenuity with which the Austrdian soldiers at Galipoli
fooled "Jacko" Turk and how that ingenuity was the cultural if not genetic
heritage of Australian outback life itsdf. To cover their retreat from Galipoaii
(surely cause for national humiliation) the soldiers fixed empty cans to the
triggers of their .303 rifles so that they would receive, drop by drop, water
from above the rifle until, when the weight was sufficient, they would fire
on their own and conced the retreat from what was the largest amphibious
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operation in the whole history of warfare till that time, engaging during its
259 days of fightinp amost haf a million alied soldiers from India, Senegd,
J o o * o '

France, Nepal, England, New Zeadland, and Audtralia, of whom dightly more
than haf became casudlties, and about which a British Royd Commission
declared two years later "from the outset the,fisks of failure attending the
enterprise outweighed its chances of success” (Needless to say we kids at
school never heard of the soldiers from India, Senegd, France, Nepal, nor,
perish the thought, from England.)

But it was not the immensity of the death and struggle which flashed
forth in my mind so much as this absurd detail of the water gun and the
triumphal sagacity of the gestus with which my teachers made the drama of
tradition. Looking back | can now see that the art of oppositional practice
evoked in this and smilar stories was not merely ascribed to the mythical
Audtrdian character, forged in the outback. It was aso, as this memorizing
indicates, a practice that could be neatly co-opted by the Nation-State,
through the medium of the Army in WW1, for instance, and then in the
system of public schooling where the tradition was passed on by the authority
of the State itsdf.

The talent for mechanica improvisation as mythologized by the legend

of the water gun is something one finds highly developed amongst people
throughout the Third World. It cannot be sad to be the specidty of a
particular society or ethnic group. Surdy Mr. Ward is correct in intimating
that the traits that constitute the Australian legend stem from a specia socid
dass relationship, that of the pastoral proletariat of the nineteenth century,
often nomadic drovers and shearers. It is this dass character that ensures a
merger between mechanical ingenuity and oppositional practice, yet that in
itsdf in no ways explains why that particular class was rendered in the way
it was so as to represent the nation as a whole, and, by and large, ill does,
generations after that smal class of men has virtually disappeared. Even the
aborigind stockmen now ride motorbikes instead of horses. But of course

it is difficult to see how they could have provided much of a mode for the
Audtralian legend because, apart from their blackness, they themsdves be-
came far more attracted to the image of the American cowboy than to the
faeful love afar with the hateful British.

And it is here that in good measure we find an answer as to why the way
of life of the shearer and the drover—or, rather, the way of.life asit came to
be represented—was taken up as the image of the whole society—or at least
of its masculine hdf. The meaning of dl this lies in the fact of difference,
namely difference with the colonid Other. As Mr. Ward remarks in the
foreward to the second edition of hisbook, The Australian Legend, the cluster
of traits making up the typicd Austrdian were seen as typicad "not because
most Australians ever possessed these traits but because the minority of
bush-dwellers that did differed most graphilcz:dly from the average Briton and
0 were seen as indentifigbly Australian.”  But where does Mr. Ward, or
anyone esg, find that privileged position outside of the stream of tradition,
whereby an essence can be attributed to a dass of people as the red duff
from which ephemera of a nationd mystique sprang forth? N

The sources of tradition flow to one's heart's content, wrote Benjamin.
They converge to form the stream of tradition, and it is the tradition which
forms our view of the source. But we must try not to be diverted by this
spectacle. We must neither seek the reflection of the clouds in the stream
nor run away from it so as to drink from the source and "pursue the matter
itself behind peoples backs. He wants us to ask "Whose mills does this
stream activate? Who is utilizing its power? Who dammed it?" And in

An Australian Hero

63




The Nervous System

identifying the forces operative, so the picture of the landscape changes
through which this stream, let done Bold Jack Donaghue, The Wild Colonid
Boy, runs:

It was for the ske of five hundred
pounds | was sent across the main

For ssven long years in South Wdes
to wear a convict's chan.

Chorus

Then come, nmv hearties, well roam the mountains high!

Together we will plunder, together we will die!
Well wander over mountains and well gdlop over plains—
For we scomn to live in davery, bound down in iron chains

Trapped by the police, the Wild Colonid Boy responds:

"Resign to you—you cowardly dogd A thing | neer will do,

For I'l fight this night with dl mv might," cried bold Jadk
Donahoo.

"I'd rather roam these hills and ddes, like waf or kengaroo,

Then work one hour for Government!" cried bold Jack Donehoo.™

And like the multitude of Australians who later at Gallipoli as wild colonia
boys fought al night with dl their might like wolf or kangaroo, Bold Jack
Donahoo met his death, the difference being that while he fought against
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the government the ANZACS fought for it—and the British crown as well.
In hismemoir, Goodbye to All That, the English writer Robert Graves cites
his countrymen's wide-eyed view of its white colonid troops in WWI. They
were barbarians, anarchic and bloodthirsty, preferring to bayonet than to
shoot, and the recent Audtralian reviva of the case of Breaker Morant in the
brilliant film of that name (directed by Bruce Beresford) illustrates one of
the political uses of that image, namely the deployment of Audrdians as
barbaric counter-guerrilla troops by the British high command in the Boer
War, fighting fire with fire, in a manner of speaking.
* ' r o]

to to
Encouraged by the high command to reproduce the British view of their
colonia sdlves, atavistic and wild, these colonidly constituted Austraians
could nevertheless be court martialled by the British and executed by firing
squad, as was the Breaker, for being too colonid, in this wild sense, when
their deeds, or rather misdeeds, became an excuse for Germany to threaten
joining in the war on the side of the Boers.

[Ep—
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From the film (which was photographed in South Australia) one would
hardly know that there were any Black people in South Africa, and this
surely accentuates the fact that the white Audtraian troops stood in a smilar
mythic relation to the British officers and crown as did the Blacks of South
Africa (just as the Blacks of Audtrdia, the Aborigines, subject to genocide in
the years prior to the Boer War, stood to the White Austrdians). It should
dso be appreciated that Breaker Morant—named '‘Breaker' on account of
his horse-breaking prowess—was not an Audtraian by birth or upbringing.
Instead his Audradianness lay in his being an outcast Englishman, one
banished from the blessed idle to the sunburnt country on account of some
unmentionable affront to English middle-class manners. Thus his character
combined both the attraction and repulsion with which Austrdians tend to
view Britain, and the heroic image bestowed on him by this recent and
sophisticated film is stirring testimony to this. His aristocratic, English style
isin fact the source of his attractiveness to an Australian audience; his bei—ng
outcast by England makes such appreciation licit.

But when | asked Sd about the Breaker he replied, "Yes, Harry Morant
you mean," and paused. "He was a bad one that fella" But he couldn't or
wouldn't say any more. He looked alittle uncomfortable and | was somewhat
taken aback a what amounted to a curt denia of the story made by the film
out of the Breaker's death as a heroic victim of colonia manipulation. What
more might Sd have known, | asked mysdf.

But here obtrudes another and more pointed question as to whether the
story the storyteller of war might want to tell is fredy avalable, anyway.
Might it not be a fragmented experience or one beyond communication that
is perforce dtered as soon as it is moulded by the narrative form ready at
hand—in this Australian case the narrative not just of sacrifice whose blood
nourishes the idea of the nation, but dso of the battler who, in the tragedy
of aways losing, gains heroic status because he has stuck to the rules of the
egditarian game and refused the enticements of rank and power? Such a
man might be hard to push around. That is true. But he is dso a man who
may not merely accept defest but fed ennobled by it. Under appropriate
conditions it may in fact be very essy to push such a man around. How the
storyteller might evade this fate of narrativization instead of fuding it is one
of great questions posed for the poalitics of cultural opposition in our time,
and this question might be answered by posing another. Now that the very
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last survivors of Galipoli are dying, who will tell their story and how will
it be told? Perhaps the release in 1980 of the film Gallipoli provides an answer.
For not only is its timing so precise but, in continuing the tale about if not
of the dead, the film lifts it from the realm of the storyteller through whom
history spoke and becomes the spectacle of history itself.

A lavish and successful commercia film, scripted and directed by young
Audtralians, Gallipoli has been widdy interpreted as a strong anti-war film,
let alone one which "stuck it to the poms'—i.e., the British—as responsible
for taking advantage of the flower of Audtralias manhood. Those of us who
grew up in the same era as the film's director, Peter Weir, and the script-
writer, David Williamson, know ful well that a serious, even momentous,
ideologica issue is invalved in this film which in no way can pretend to be
amply the story of Galipoli because that story does not exist outside of its
myth and that myth expresses great complexity of feding, as can be wit-
nessed, for example, on ANZAC Day, the annual Australian remembrance
of the war dead on what Russe Ward has called 'the Australian national day
above dl others."® | remember as a child the enormous crowds, the quiet,
then the cheering as row dfter row of veterans marched the streets hour

after reverent hour. But later on, as a university student, one became aware
of an amogt blind fury of student protest directed at this annud ritual of
what seemed like the sanctifying of war. Given the strength and complexities
of the ANZAC mythology, such cultural opposition remained forever incho-
ate. The mythology resisted critique because of the way it had come to
embody patriotism and did so by making not only sacrifice but failure into
heroic virtues. Out of this came the film.

In contrast to thefilm Breaker Morant, Gallipoli, has as its hero a blonde
angel, an archetypally innocent country boy from Western Austrdia who
volunteers with enthusiasm and whose death on the dopes of Gdlipoli is
shown as deeply intertwined with British explaitation of its ANZAC forces.
But athough this hero is blonde againg the Bresker's darkness, he is dso
part of the wild colonia boy image which, as with the myth of the Wild
Man in the European Middle Ages, is both demonic and godly a the same
time. The godly quality is evoked by the British Commander-in-Chief, Lord
Kitchener's right-hand man, Sr lan Hamilton, who in describing the life-
invigorating spirit emerging from the vdley of death that was Gallipali, asks
the readers to raise their eyes twenty-five degrees
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View from Anzac, looking across the country towards Swa Bay and showing the broken
ground over which the Australian troops later advanced during the battle of Sari Bair.
(Admiraty Officid Photograph.)

to the top of the diff which closes in the tail end of the valey and you
can see Turkish hand-grenades bursting adong the crest, just where an
occasiona bayonet flashes and figures hardly distinguishable from Mother
Earth crouch in an irregular line. Or ese they riseto fire and are silhouetted
againgt the ky and then you recognize the naked athletes irom the
Antipodes and your heart goes into your mouth as a whole bunch of them
dart forward suddenly, and as suddenly disappear."

Then comes the never-ending trickle of the wounded and dead in a stream
o

of bandages and blood. Some poets and writers, noted General Hamilton,
see only carrion and savagery in war and refuse war the credit

of being the only exercise in devotion on the large scae exigting in this
world. ... To me thisis no vadley of death—it is a valey brim full of life
a its highest power. Men live through more in five minutes on that crest
than they do in five years of [the Australian country towns of] Bendigo
or Ballarat.™
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The blonde angel of Weir's film is not only a British image of Australian
wildness. Such an angel hails also from a tradition of consuming importance
to the British ruling class, the classical appreciation of ancient Greece. "You
will hardly fade away,” wrote Sir lan Hamilton in a preface addressed to the
soldiers of Gallipoli,

until the sun fades out of the sky and the earth sinks into the universa
blackness. For dready you form part of that great tradition of the Darda-
nelles which began with Hector and Achilles. In another few thousand
years the two stories will have blended into one, and whether when "the
iron roaring went up to the vault of heaven through the unharvested sky,"
as Homer tels us, it was the spear of Achilles or whether it was a 100-
Ib shell from Adaic Annie won't make much odds to the Almighty.”

And in Peter Liddle's book, Gallipoli 1915, there is a stunning photograph
of a vast group of slouch-hatted soldiers backed by the sharp silhouettes of
the Sphinx and a soaring Egyptian pyramid. The caption reads: "Outside
Mcna Camp. Australians before making their own history!" * A similarly
situated photograph of Australian women nurses on camels in front of the
Sphinx disclaims such history-making prowess. Its caption reads simply,
"Nursing Sisters Sightseeing." Not even their nationality is deemed worthy
of mention.*

The British novelist Compton Mackenzie was an officer in the Gallipoli
campaign and has left us this sensual, indeed erotic, image of the Australian
soldiers there, an image which fuses their wildness, nudity, beauty, and
heroism into the figure not only of the ancient Greek gods but aso (as did
General Hamilton) with the earth, in this case stained an attractive warm
apricot color with their blood.

Much has been written about the splendid appearance oi those Austrdian
troops; but a splendid appearance seems to introduce somehow an atmo-
sphere of the parade ground. Such litheness and powerful grace did not
want the parade ground; that was to take it from the jungle to the circus.
Their beauty, for it redly was heroic, should have been celebrated in
hexameters not headlines. As a child | used to pore for hours over those
illustrations of Flaxman for Homer and Virgil which simulated the effect
of ancient pottery. There was not one of those glorious young men | saw
that day who might not himsdf have been Ajax or Diomed, Hector or
Achilles. Their dmost complete nudity, their tallness and majestic smplic-
ity of line, their rose-browned flesh burned bv the sun and purged of dl
grossness by the orded through which they were passing, dl these united
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to create something as near to absolute beauty as | shdl hope ever to see
in this world. The dark glossy green of the arbutus leaves made an
incomparable background for these shapes of heroes, and the verv ol
here had taken on the same tawny rose as that living flesh; one might
have fancied that the dead had stained it to this rich warmth of apricot.”

The blonde angel of Peter Weir's ostensibly anti-British film, Gallipali, is
prefigured in this extraordinary effort of the British imperial imagination.
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Bean's diaries and notebooks (almost 300 volumes) laid out for work on the Official
Historv. In the background his g&ff. A. W. Bazeley (eft) and J, Balfour. (Australian
War Memorid)

And like Compton Mackenzie, Weir dso contrives to give his gods a comica
side—as befits strong men under duress, especidly those in the subordinate
ranks of a colonia army. Except for the blonde angd. His innocence puts
him above dl that. Only then can beauty and death fuse in a naked yet
maestic smplicity of line.

But to C.EW. Bean, the writer of the offidd history of the ANZACS
and in many ways the shaper of their tradition, the ANZACS were not Greek
gods but decidedly Audtralian. Born in Augtradia (in 1879), but educated in
England, (Clifton College, then Oxford), he had spent time as a lawyer in
the outback of New South Waes and was convinced that the specid
conditions of Audtraia gave to its soldiers equaly specia qualities of initiative
and bravery. Even if not actualy from the outback (and only the minority
were), Bean's Audrdians were profoundly shaped by outback tradition, as
that tradition was specified by the ided of a one-class society without
distinction by birth or wedth in which the only socia restraint a man

recognized was sdlf-imposed. "This characteristic,” Bean noted in the opening
pages of The foicial History of Australia in the War, "gave him a reputation for
indiscipline, but it endowed him with a power of swift, individua decison
and, in critical moments, of self-control, which became conspicuous during
the war. A doubt had sometimes risen," he concluded, "as to whether the
discipline necessary in an effective army or navy could ever be tolerated by
young Augtrdians."?

As someone dse said, they were not soldiers but fighters.™

And as fighters they were not of society but of nature. In fact they were
children of nature, not of class conflict in the sheep and cattle industry of
the outback. Of course it is what nature means as a socid category and as
an imaginaive stimulus that is here decisive, and that meaning could not
but be testimony to the persuasiveness of imperaist poetics—as in the
following comment by Bean regarding the innate tendency of other nations
soldiers to be led by the innately leaderless Audtralian ones:

The British Tommies among whom he[The Audrdian Soldier] afterwards
mixed, best-natured of men, extraordinary guildess, humble-minded to
adegree . . . looked up to the Audrdian private as a leeder. If he wes a
good Audrdian he led them into good things, and if he was a bad
Augtrdian he led them into evil, but he dways led. He was more a child
of nature even than the New Zedlanders. When the Americans forgathered
with him & the end of the war, he led them d0.**

Bean strove to depict the Audralian as a new breed of man developed by
a new type of society—a man whose specid festures were brought out by
the War as much as the War was needed to create out of those sdf-same
features the culture of nationalism. In addition to emphasizing this new
man's love of freedom and his peculiar independence of character, Bean
dwelt on the fact that athough badcdly irreligious, this new man wes
nevertheless bound by the moral law of mateship. This lawv the good
Audralian could never break. And while it was inherited, in Bean's estimate,
from the gold-miner and the bushman, it could be projected onto the polity
of nations in the gtrife of their warring and need. Kven Britain, so it appears,
could be seen as a mate, and behind Britain the Empire itsdf. So much for
Bold Jack Donahoo! Were it not for what Bean termed the feminine
sengtivity with which this new man hid his fedings, such jingoism would
be obvious. In Bean's words,
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if a breath stirred which seemed to pretend harm to any member of the
family of nations to which he belonged, at that moment an emotion ran
deep through the heart of the Audtrdian people. The men who did not
wave Hags who hated to show sentiment, who spent their day jogging
round the paddock fences on horseback in dungaree trousers, with eyes
inscrutable in the shade of old fet hats, men who gave dry answers and
wrote terse letters—these became adert as a wild bull raises his head,
nostrils wide, at the first scent of danger. Any sympathetic human being
living in the "nava crisis' of 1909 could not but detect, far below the
superficia political squabble, the swift stirring of emotion which passed
through the heart of that silent senditive body of working men and women
which makes the red nation. . . .%*

Which makes "the real nation" . . . Hence there seem to be two nations in
one. Behind or beneath the Nation-State conscious and aware of itself as a
result of War there is this other nation, the rea nation and this, so it would
seem, is bound by racism and by mateship. Only in one point was the
Australian people palpably united prior to the War, according to Bean, and
that was "in determination to keep its continent a white man's land,"
and the Australian historian Bill Gammage introduces his 1974 account of
Australian soldiers in the Great War by noting the fear of Asian invasion as
a chief motive for Australian affection f'or the British Empire; i.e. in the red,
white, and blue wall provided by the Royal Navy, stemming the yellow
tide.”’

The culture of nationalism activates and indeed thrives upon sentiments
active in what we could call "civil society" (in contradistinction to the State),
and here mateship—the moral law replacing religion according to Bean—
is of strategic importance. As with Stanley Diamond's analysis of the way
the developing State of Dahomey took advantage of the best friend relation-
ship,® so we can discern the way that the State in Australia built from
mateship not only the discourse of imperia relations but aso the practice
of war.

This latter aspect caught Bean's eye. "Mateship is the one law which the
good Australian must never break " he wrote, and the legal inflection—
law—already signifies the State appropriation. "It is bred in the child and
stays with him through life," he continued.

In the last few moments before the bloody attack upon Lone Fine in
Gallipoli, when the 3rd Augtralian Infantry Battalion was crowded on the

An Australian Hero

". .. in whose depths they weage their victorious combat.”

fire-steps of each bay of its front-line trend waiting for the final signdl to
scramble over the sandbags above, a man with rifle in hand, bayonet fixed,
came peering along the trench below. 'Jm here' he asked. A voice on the
fire-step answered "Right, Bill; here." "Do vou chaps mind shiftin' upon
a piece?' sad the man in the trench. "Him and me are mates and we're
goin over together.

Bean adds that the same thing must have happened many thousands of times
in the Australian divisions, "The strongest bond in the Australian Imperial
Force" he reiterates, "was that between a man and his mate."* Fifty years
later the historian Bill Gammage found no reason to modify this opinion.
He claims that men actually deserted from base camps to go into the combat
line with their mates. From the letters and diaries of soldiers he culls
exemplary acts of self-sacrifice, such as that of the man who lad down his
life by gi\'/ing his gas mask to a friend. It was on this tenacious loyalty that
the towering edifice of war rested. The mutuality knew no bounds. Mates
were immune from general custom, writes Gammage. "They could abuse a
man, use his possessions, spend his money, and impose where others could

not." And, finadly, we are left with this image of love among the dead
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scattered in No Man's Land. Gammage tells us of the Augtrdian soldier, shot
through the arm, staying for seven days with his wounded mate in No Man's
Land & Fromelles, scavenging food and water from the dead at night while
dowly dragging him to safety.” But mateship did more than bind the
common soldiers to one another. It dso bound the common man to the
strategies of control exercised by the officer class. Gammage notes that what
he cdls "a kind of mateship" practised by the officers vis a vis their troops
"was a chief cause for the effectiveness of the Austrdians in battle."*

So far from home mates were dl most Australians had. Gammage con-

o

eludes, "and they became the AIF's greatest cohesive influence, gliscouraging
shirking, and lifting men above and beyond the cal of duty."

As might be expected, then, mateship was central to thefilm Gallipoh and
| asked Sd if he had seen the film as it had just been released and was
attracting a lot of comment. But he hadn't and seemed totally disinterested.
It turned out that he had volunteered and been sent to the Middle Hag en
route to Gallipoli but had remained in Hgypt to care for the horses. He was
a country boy from Queendand and a skilled horseman. Perhaps he wes a
figure in the mind's eye of Australiads celebrated bush-poet. A. B. Patterson,
of "The Man from Snowy River" fame who dso cared for the army's horses
in Egypt and wrote a ballad for Kia Ora Coo-ee, a monthly magazine of the
Anzacs in the Middle Eagt in 1918, about the ‘rankless, thankless man/ who
hustles the Army's mules.'

Youll s avison anong the dugt like a man and mule combined—

Its the kind of thing you must take on trust for its outlines aren't
Oefined,

A thing that whirls like a spinning top and props like a three-legged
goal,

And you find its a longrlegged Queendand boy convindng an amy
mue. ..

with the stanza ending.

It's a rough-house game and thankless game, and it isn't a game for a
fool.
For an army’s fate and a nation's fame may turn on an amy mule™

An Australian Hero

| asked Sd what he did after that and he told me he went to France as an
infantryman. A big battle was about to begin, an immense push forward by
the dlies in which huge numbers of men would die and be wounded. In his
book on Galipoali, the Austrdian Alan Moorehead describes the rhythm of
combat and mood there as one of depression and irritability when combat
was a a low ebb, and the men fighting with one ancther or even paying
money in order to be in the thick of combat, the bayonet charges or
whatever, when such was at hand.® But Sid's tale was somewhat different.

Amid the bursting shells he and his mate replaced the lead in their .303
cartridges with German shrapndl. Waiting until some stretcher bearers were

close by, Sd fired at point-blank range into his mate's thigh. Their plan was .

that then his mate would fire into his and then the stretcher bearers would
come running and take them to hospital and hence out of the war—hardly
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the type of mateship or use of it that the offidd voice of the burgeoning
nationalism rested upon. But what happened was that Sid's bullet hit the
mgor artery in his mate's thigh and blood fountained out in such quantities
and speed that he lost consciousness and was unable to fire back at Sd.

"What could | do? Me mate was lying there dead and | had to go and
fight and probably get killed too?'

"What happened?'

"Well, he got carried away and | went to see him months later in hospital
in England and he was havin' a fine time sittin' up in bed with the nurses.
His leg was withered, but ... he told me things was bonza and he wes poin'
home to Austraia and was gonna marry one of them nurses.”

Years later Sd met up with his mate dressed up in his uniform and medals
and plumes in his douch hat. It was ANZAC Day and they marched together
with their medals, Australian heroes.

| asked him about his contact with British soldiers. He remembered
meeting up with five and later seeing only two of them. The other three had
been wiped out by a shdll. One of the survivors, a young kid redly, told him
about it and went on to sy that hed heard his mother was in prison in
England for stedling firewood from the landed estate near her home. With

the submarine blockage the British people suffered many hardships and she
could not buy fud.

"l looked at the young fdla" Sd told me, "and | sad to him, 'Look it's
a funny thing yer know, mate, but it wouldn't matter much who won this
flamin' war. Yer three cobbers arc dead and yer ol' mum'sin prison . . . No!
It wouldn't matter who won this war!"

The U-boat blockade had a momentous impact on the fortunes of a amall
firm in Audrdia too. Its name was Holden and it had been started in 1854
by an Englishman of that name who created a leather and saddlery business.
Moving into carriage-making in the early 20th century, the Holden company
was able to take advantage, in 1917, of the market opened up for the
manufacture of car bodies on account of the Government ban on the
importation of complete vehicles, consequent to the threat to shipping lanes
posed by the U-boats. By 1923 Holden Motor Body Builders had become
one of the largest industrial enterprises in Australia and signed an agreement
with General Motors Export Company to manufacture car bodies, in return
for which GM agreed to supply designs, data, and technical "know how."

An Australian Hero

On November 29th, 1948, Genera Motors Holden unveiled the 48-125, the
first "Australian” motor car.

We had got to the end of our test drive and when we opened the glove-
box to get the car's papers there fdl out a postcard. It was from Russa and
Sd asked me to read it. An old Audtrdian friend of his had sent it as a
memento of a tourist trip and was lauding the virtues of the Soviet Union,
its full employment and so forth. It turned out that Sd was not only
sympathetic with communism but an ardent Stainist. | kept thinking back
to the way he loved the centralized automatic control of Augtralias Own,
the Holden; how you could raise and lower everyone's window from the
driver's panel, and so forth. Like everything else about Sid, here at least the
control mechanism was clear and up front. But with a democratic state
apparatus and its associated civil culture a different type of control exists,
one that uses mateship and oppositiona practice, for example, in a way such
that people fed they are doing something natural, not imposed. C.EW. Bean
hed said, for instance, that the British Empire at the time of WWI was an
organization of semi-autonomous parts—in keeping with liberalism. "The
British policy," he wrote in the officid history of the War, "left it to whatever
virtue and good sense existed in esch portion of the race to see the need
... and this was precisdly the opposite,” he went on to say,

to that of the rigid and cdculating organization upon which the Germen
Empire weas built. It was of the essence of liberdism: it avoided dl imposed
control and placed its trust in the good sense and feding inherent in men
left free®

But there is no freedom outside of culture, and for many of these men the
culture of nationalism their colonidly created image as bushmen and as
ANZACS helped weave together became their shroud, as it will for others
to come—especidly if Sd, the old bushman, has his way. Asked how he
could judify Stalin's daughter of millions of Russan pesasants in the 1930s
he instantly responded, "Why! The same thing has to happen here. They're
just a lot of Cocky Farmers, you know!"

| drove off newly possessed by Audtrdias Own.
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CANE TOADS: AN
UNNATURAL HISTORY

In this Baudrillardian age of the hyperreal, nowhere more intense than
in the great antipodean fiction cdled Austrdia, so senstive to First World
fashion, the crucia question both for politics and aesthetics is whether the
sgnifier is empty or, smply, open. Baudrillard's acute proposal was that we
are now experiencing a world in which experience relies predominantly on
image, that the image is the latest form taken bv the commodity, and that
such imagery confounds the "normal™ or hitherto normal notion of the Sgn
in that the signifier does not stand for a thing or a more substantia redlity,
but is in some profoundly red sense complete in itsdf. Hence the power of
the advertising image and the news media, expecidly the visud image on
TV. Hence Ronald Reagan. Hence empty. Or is this an emptiness capable
of being filled bv innumerable meaning-makers, as Michd de Certeau would

to J

have it, invoking a world of anarchist semicticians striking back at the
emptiness of postmodern life?

This latest version of free will versus necessity is marveloudly highlighted
by the 46-minute color film Cane Toads: An Unnatural History, afilmwhich
creates amost unnatural delight whenever it is shown. A hit if ever there

to

was ‘ong, it focuses on what people, in the multiplicity of their different
socid classes, genders, and statuses, have to say about a loathsome and
rapidly multiplying animal, the cane toad, introduced in the 1930s from
Hawaii by science, the state, and big business to combat a pest destroying
the sugarcane industry. The people are Austraians, seen live in their natural
habitat of the "deep north," meaning the state of Queendand, renowned in
the sophisticated south for its racism, police corruption, and rednecks.
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Indeed their leader for many a decade, a certain right-wing populist, Mr.
Bjelke Petersen, is said to have been nicknamed the cane toad. Now whether
this was on account of his looks (iconicity) or what he stood for (indexicality
and arbitrariness), whether this was because in being likened to an animal
he was made more endearing, or more frightful—that is the insolubly
ambiguous empowering stuff of which this brilliant film is made, deploying
what is to my mind a quite extraordinarily effective method of sociologica
inquiry—namely the reading of societad meanings into the anima kingdom.

Thus ordinary Queendanders, lonely housewives, scraggy old farmers,
sweet little children, murderous motorists, rotund Rotarians, and many
officids, ecologists, and scientists are able to fredy vent and invent their
media-mediated, populist, and officd fedings in answer to a smple question:
What do you think about the toad? Every now and again interspersed
amongst this great Bazacian galery of Queendand human types, we get a
close up of the toad's gleaming eye, the bags of loose flesh (if it can be caled
flesh) pulsating around its quivering throat, or the highly poisonous sacks its
shoulder hides. My teenage son (from Sydney) especidly loves the sequence
where an old timer (whose voice is not dl that unlike the croaking of the

o

toads) reaches lyric heights in describing how he likes at nights to listen to
the croaking of the toads mating in his lush backyard.

This is the world of Katka with the ape reporting to the academy, of the
investigation of the dog, of Josephine the mouse-singer, of Gregor Samsa
metamorphosing into a gigantic insect. Delineated in a shifting multiplicity
of forms, the modern socid world is here delineated through the intermediary
of the toad in such a way that the humans become somewhat like animals,
and the the toad becomes somewhat human. This is a striking alienation-

effect, and the shock is not merely of the stranger in our midst, but of an
interchanging structure which alows fantasy to flourish, where modern
secular mythology is grounded in the Queendand socid soul.

Here, to my mind, is where mimesis and instrumental rationdity are
repositioned. In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Max Horkheimer and T.W. Adorno
argued that far from being erased by modern socid forms, mimesis was
instead refunctioned. The Jew in Central turope became the Nazi's sgnificr
of the anima world and of animdity. Likewise, the organic splendor of
the structured human body in the Nuremburg ralies was the passionate

consequence of animdity orchestrated into public spectacle of the state.
S0, in less dtriking form, perhaps, mimesis is smilarly utilized in liberd
democracies, as with Blacks in the USA, or in Queendand itsdf, land of the
toad.

But Mark Lewis film reverses this. By taking us into fantasies about the
toad and, more importantly, by getting people on filmto show us themsdlves
doing this, as they go aong, so to spesk—inventing in situ in response to
the filmmaker's challenge—he not only displays the mimetic fuson between
toad and society, but smultaneoudy radically deranges the ways by which
mimesis is usad in our century for the return of the repressed so as to kill
and control people. He makes us laugh and wonder at the way the mimetic
works in socid forms, especialy now when nature, the mimetic faculty, as
with the toad, is striking back at the attempt to dominate it. For the toad
is unstoppable, breeding like crazy, spreading out from Queendand across
Audtrdia Felix.

This is a particularly Audtralian tale to tell here, of course, the tae of
White Austrdias deegp committement to keeping Others out and the way
that this committment has long been mimeticized—animalized, biologized,
as with the stocky gentlemen in long socks up to their ruddy knees who,
arms doft as if carrying the holy flame itsdf, pass through the ades of the
airliners landing on Audtrdian s0il so as to spray the passengers free of
plague. Sr lames George Frazer could not have done better in those pages
of The Golden Bough where he vividy evokes primordia rites aimed at
stemming the magicd power of the stranger. This film of the toad adds to
that White story, tdling us of the way that the scientists, the state, and the
Colonia Sugar Refining Company can, when money's at stake, ignore the
fierce taboos of the Great Cleanliness of popular as much as officd culture
and indeed dlow the monstrous Other, the toad, to enter the life-blood of
the nation's imaginary.

This film, needless to say, is a shot in the arm for the flagging discussions
waging about "ethnographic representation.” For it not only represents
intersecting points of view—popular, populist, and statist—and it not only
presents society's metaview of itsdf through its on-the-spot mimetic discur-
Svity concerning things toad, but true to best of reflexive hermeneusis even
attempts to give the toad's point of view of Audrdia as wdl. It is a

Cane Toads: An Unnatural History
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constrained view, as one might expect. Austrdia swings into sight through
the cracks in a box, then extends into a broad stream of rumbling as the
goods-train rumbles north. With this cramped thin ribbon of vison, the film
shows us the animd eye-world, inviting us to dl the more effectively explore
our own lifeworld.

REIFICATION AND
THE CONSCIOUSNESS OF
THE PATIENT

The Marxist Problem: Reification

By means of a cultural andyss of an illness and its treatment in the USA
in 1978, | wish to direct attention to the importance of two problems raised
by Marxism and by anthropology concerning the mora and socid significance
of biologica and physica "things." |1 am going to argue that things such as
the dgns and symptoms of disease, as much as the technology of hedling,
are not "things-in-themselves," are not only biological and physical, but are
also sgns of socid relations disguised as natural things, concedling their roots

© o

too
in human reciprocity.

The problem raised by Marxism comes from the famous essay of Georg
Lukacs published in 1922 entitled "Reification and the Consciousness of the
Proletariat," an essay which had explosive impact on the European Commu-
nis movement, in good part due to its critique of "historical materialism”
as developed by Kngels Lenin, and the theoreticians of the German Socia
Democrat Party. In essence, Lukacs charged that the concept of objectivity
held by capitdist culture was an illuson fostered by capitalist relations of
production and that this concept of objectivity had been thoughtlessdy
assmilated by Marxist criticswho were, therefore, upholding basic categories
of the socid form they thought they were impugning. Lukacs attempted to
construct a critical sociology of bourgeois knowledge which assailed the very
theory of knowledge or epigemology which he felt was basic to capitalist
culture. The Kantian and neo-Kantian antinomies between "fact" and
"vaue," as much as the empiricist copy-book theory of knowledge sharply
dividing "objectivity" from "subjectivity,” were, in Lukacs opinion, tools of
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thought which reproduced capitalist ideology (even if they were deployed
within a so-called "historical materialist" framework of analyss). The roots
of the thought-form which took the capitaist categories of redlity for granted
were to be found, he argued, in what he cdled the "commodity-structure,”
and a chief am of his essay was to draw attention to the central importance
of the andysis of commodities in Marx' portrayal and critique of capitaism.
There was no problem in this stage of history,'clai med Lukacs, that did not
lead back to the question of the commodity structure, the central, structural
problem of capitdist society in dl its aspects. Intrinsic to this problem lay
the phenomenon of reification—the thingification of the world, persons,
and experience, as dl of these are organized and reconstituted by market
exchange and commodity production. The bass of commodity-étructure,
wrote Lukeacs, "is that a relation between people takes on the character of
athing and thus acquires a 'phantom objectivity,’ an autonomy that seems so
strictly rational and all-embracing as to conced every trace of its fundamental
nature: the relation between people.™

It is with the phantom-objectivity of disease and its treatment in our
society that | am concerned, because by denying the human relations
embodied in symptoms, sgns, and therapy, we not only mysify them but
we &dso reproduce a political ideology in the guise of a science of (apparently)
"red things'—hbiological and physca thinghood. In this way our objectiviiy
as presented in medicine represents basic cultural axioms and modulates the
contradictions inherent to our culture and view of objectivity. Rather than
expound further, 1 now wish to exemplify these dl too abstract orienti ng
premises by means of a concrete ethnographic anadlyss of a sickness. But
before doing so, | have to draw attention to a problem raised by anthropol ogy,
namely by Evans-Pritchard's dassic andyss of Azande witcheraft published
in 19377

The Anthropological Problem: The Biological Body and the
Social Body

It is surdly a truism that the sense of sdf and of the body change over
time and vary among different cultures. In modern capitaist culture the
body acquires a dudistic phenomenology as both a thing and my being, body
and "soul.” Witness Sartre's chapters on the body in Being and Nothi ngness.*

Of course the physicians who have taken care of me, the surgeons who
have operated on me, have been able to have direct experience with the
body which | mysdf do not know. | do not disagree with them. | do not
dam that | lack a brain, a heart, or a stomach. But it is most important
to choose the order of our bits of knowledge. So far as the physicians
have had anv experience with my body, it was with mv body in the midst
of the world as it is for others. My body as it is for me does not appear
to me in the midst of the world. Of course during a radioscopy | was able
to see the picture of my vertebrae on a screen, but | was outside in the
midst of the world. | was apprehending a whally constituted object as a
this amongst other thises, and it was only a reasoning process that |
referred it back to being mine: it was much more my property than my
being.

As it ocillates between being my property and my being, especialy when
diseased, my body asks me "Why me? Why now?' As Evans-Pritchard
observed, these are the questions foremost in the Azande attribution of
serious sickness or misfortune to witcheraft or sorcery—i.e., to the malevo-
lent disposition of criticaly relevant socid relationships. Science, as we
understand it in our day and age, cannot explain the human significance of
physicd effects. To cite the common phraseology, science, like medica
science, can explain the "how" but not the "why" of disease; it can point
to chains of physicd cause and effect, but as to whv | am struck down now
rather than at some other time, or as to why it is me rather than someone
else, medicd science can only respond with some variety of probability
theory which is unsatisfactory to the mind searching for certainty and for
significance. In Azande practice, the issues of "how" and "why" are folded
into one another; etiology is smultaneoudy physica, socia, and moral. A
cause of my physicdly obvious distress is to be located in my nexus of
sodid relations involving someone else's unjustly called-for malevolence. This
property of my socid nexus expresses itsdlf in physica symptoms and signs.
My diséese is'a socid relation, and therapy hes to address that synthesis of
moral, socia, and physica presentation. '

There are two problems raised by this account. First, do patients in our
society aso ask themselves the questions that the Azande do, despite the
disenchantment of our age, and its incredulity regarding witchcraft and
sorcery? Second, have we not fasfied Azande epistemology, following Evans-
Pritchérd, in digtinguishing the "how" from the "why," "fact" from "value,"
and immediate from ultimate causes? Unless we firmly grasp at the outset

Reification and Consciousness
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that these are not the sdient native distinctions but that they are ours
which we necessarily deploy in order to make some sense out of a foreign
epistemology, we will fall to appreciate what isat issue. The sdlient distinction
to note is that in Azande epistemology there is a vesly different conception
of facts and things. Facts are not separated from vaues, physicd manifesta
tions are not torn from their socid contexts, and it requires therefore no
great effort of mind to read socid relations into materia events. It is a
pecifically modern problem wherein things like my bodily organs are a one
instant mere things, and at another instant question me insistently with dl
too human a voice regarding the socid dgnificance of their dis-esse.

Paul Radin in his discussion of the concept of the sdf in "primitive"
societies makes the same point. He suggests that the objective form of the
ego in such societies is generdly only inteligible in terms of the external
world and other epos. Instead of the ego as a thing-in-itsdlf, it is seen as
indissolubly integrated with other persons and with nature. "A purely
mechanistic conception of life" he concludes, "is impossble. The parts of
the body, the physologica functions of the organs, like the material objects
taken by objects in nature, are mere symbols, simulacra, for the essentia
psychical-spiritual entity that lies behind them."

As it ocillates between being a thing and my being, as it undergoes and
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yet disengages itsdf from reification, my body responds with a language that
is as commonplace as it is startling. For the body is not only this organic
mosaic of biologica entities. It is dso a cornucopia of highly charged
symbols—fluids, scents, tissues, different surfaces, movements, fedings,
cycles of changes congtituting birth, growing old, deeping and waking. Above
al, it is with disease with its terrifying phantoms of despair and hope that
my body becomes ripe as little dse for encoding that which society holds
to be real—only to impugn that reality. And if the body becomes this
important repository for generating socid meaning, then it is in therapy
that we find the finely gauged tuning whereby the ratification of socidly
engendered categories and the fabulation of redlity reaches its acme.

In any society, the relationship between doctor and patient is more than
a technica one. It is very much a socid interaction which can reinforce the
culture's basc premises in a most powerful manner. The sick person is a
dependent and anxious person, malleable in the hands of the doctor and the
health system, and open to their manipulation and moralism. The sick person

Reification and Consciousness

is one who is plunged into a vortex of the most fundamental questions
concerning life and death. The everyday routine of more or less uncritical
acceptance of the meaning of life is sharply interrupted by serious illness,
which has its own pointed way of turning dl of us into metaphysicians and
philosophers, (not to mention critics of a society which leaves its sick and
their families to fend for themselves). This gives the doctor a powerful point
of entry into the patient's psyche, and aso amounts to a destructuration of
the patient's conventional understandings and socid persondity. It is the
function of the relationship between the doctor and the patient to restructure
those understandings and that persondity; to bring them back into the fold
of society and plant them firmly within the cpistemologica and ontological
groundwork from which the souetys basc ideologicd premises arise. In
modern dlinica practice and medica culture, this function is camouflaged.
The issue of control and manipulation is conceded by the aura of benevo-
lence. The socia character of the medica encounter is not immediately
obvious in the way that it is in the communa healing rites of "primitive"
societies. With us, consultation and healing occurs in privatized and individu-
digdtic settings, and the mora and metaphysical components of disease and
heding are concedled by the use of the natural science model.

As Susan Sonteg has recently emphas zed,’ while the symptoms and signs
of disease usudly have a decidedly and dl too materia qudity, thev are
something else besides. We might sy that they are socid as well as physica
and biologica facts. We glimpse this if we reflect but for a moment on the
vedtly different meanings conveyed by signs and symptoms at different points
in history and in different cultures. Fatness, thinness, blood in on€'s urine,
let aone blood per se, headache, nightmares, lassitude, coughing, blurred
vison, dizziness, and so forth, acquire vadly different meanings and signifi-
cance & different times in history, in different classes of society, and o on.
Two points are raised here. The manifestations of disease are like wmbols
and the diagnogtician sees them and interprets them with an eye trained by
the socid determinants of perception. Ye this is denied by an ideologv or
epistemology which regards its creations as redly Iylng ‘out-there"—solid,
substantial things-in-thcmselves. Our minds like cameras or carbon paper
do nothing more than fathfully register the facts of life This illuson is
ubiquitous in our culture, is what Lukacs means by refication ssemming
from the commodity-structure, and medicd practice isa sngul arly important
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way of maintaining the denial asto the socid facticity of facts. Things thereby
take on a life of their own, sundered from the socid nexus that redly gives
them life, and remain locked in their own self-constitution.

Today in various nooks and crannies cdled consultation rooms, diagnosti-
dans ligen for the same dements and when they find them they do not
sy, | can put these things together and call them hyderia if | like (much
as alittle boy can sort his marbles now by size, now by colour, now by
age); rather, the diagnodician, when he has completed his sort says This
patient is a hyseric! Here, then, is the creator denying authorship of his
cregtion. Why? Because in turn he receives a gregter prize; the reessurance
thet out there is a gable world; it isnot dl in his heed.

What is reveded to us here is the denid of authorship, the denia of
relationship, and the denia of the reciprocity of process to the point where
the manifold armory of assumptions, legps of faith and a priori categories are
ratified as red and natural. In another idiom, the arbitrariness of the sgn is
discontinued and no longer seen as arbitrary because it is dfixed in the
patient, therewith securing the semiotic of the disease bngue. And if the
diagnogtician is thereby reassured as to the redity of the world as thinghood
writ large, and by this dispenses with the discomfort of being at too close
quarters with the redity of what is but the socid construction of redlity, it
is not that it is "al in his head" but that it is dl in the relationship of
physicians and patients which is at stake. The relationship is worked over
and sundered. Reciprocity lies victim to the assault performed on it. Likewise,
the patient and the concept of disease have been recruited in the service of
building a redlity whose stability, which cannot be denied so long as profes-
sond expertise bears down, is nevertheless prone to violent altercations as
the pressure of denied authorship and reciprocity makes its presence felt.
This presence of denid is itsef masked by the illuson of reciprocity of a
different sort; the niceties of style in the bedside manner and the culture of

caring. Foucault directs our attention to this in his discusson of changes in
fa 0
psychiatry, in terms that apply to al of modern clinical science:

Madness no longer exists except as seen. The proximity instituted by the
asylum, an intimacy neither chains nor bars would violate again, does not
dlow reciprocity; only the nearness of observation that watches, that
spies, that comes closer in order to see better, but moves ever further
away, dnce it accepts and acknowledges only the values of the Stranger.
The science of mental disease . . . would not be a didogue ...."
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Because it does this, medical practice inevitably produces grotesque
mystifications in which we dl flounder, grasping ever more pitifully for
security in a man-made world which we see not as socid, not as human, not
as historical, but as a world of a priori objects beholden only to their own
force and laws, dutifully illuminated for us by professona experts such as
doctors. There are many political messages subtly encouraged by dl of this
for those who become patients, and we dl become patients at some time,
and we are dl patients in a metaphorical sense of the socid "doctors' who
minister our needs. Don't trust your senses. Don't trust the feding of
uncertainty and ambiguity inevitably occurring as the socidly conditioned
$nses try to orchestrate the multitude of meanings given to otherwise mute
things. Don't contemplate rebellion againg the facts of life for these are not
in some important manner partially man-made, but are irretrievably locked
in the realm of physicad matter. To the degree that matter can be manipulated,
leave that to "science” and your doctor.

The Patient

By way of illustration (rigoroudy preserving the anonymity of the people
and organizations involved) | want to discuss the situation of a forty-nine
year-old white working class woman with a history of multiple hospital
admissions over the past eight years with a diagnosis of polymyositis—
inflammation of many muscles. According to medica authority, this is a

fatd chronic disease consigting in the progressive deterioration of muscle.
fa r o

Classfied as a rheumatoid dissese of unknown cause, treatment consists
largdy in the administration of heavy doses of steroids at the times when
the disease waxes in order to decelerate the inflammation. | met her in the
wards of a pregtigious teaching hospital in 1978, where we taked for
some four hours on five occasions. | introduced mysdf as a physician and
anthropologist, interested in patients views of sickness.

She described her condition as disease of the muscles. They deteriorate,
and it's terminal. It is a terrible tiredness, she says, which comes and goes
in relation to stress. What worries her is being without control during the
acute phases. As she puts it, the switch to her body, between her mind and
body, becomes switched dff. The attic is cut off from the basement. When
she gives examples, it is dways in Situations where she is working for others;
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washing the dishes for example. When asked what she thought might be
the cause of her disease, it turned out that she constantly asked herself why
she had it, never stopped asking herself "Why? Why me, Oh Lord, whS/
me?"' '

Her search for explanation and meaning remains dissatisfied with what
the medica professon offers As we shdl see, she demands a totdizing
synthesis which she herself provides by reading contradictory cultural themes
into her symptoms, signs, and progress. These contradictions are exhibited
by her reactions to the obiter dicta of medica professonds, to the patterns
of discipline enforced by the hospital, and to the conflicts systematically
coursing through society in general. Moreover, her mode of understanding
and explanation runs counter to the master paradigms in our culture which
dichotomize mind from matter, mordity from physca determinism, and
"things" from the socid context and human meaniﬁg in which they inhere.
In being foreign to accepted cultural consciousness, in these crucia ways,
her attempts to provide a synthetic understanding of physical things cannot
but be tensed and prone to instability.

Her firg response was to sy that the cause of her condition is "an
unhappy reason.” At the age of fifteen and contrary to her mother's desire,
she married a factory worker who, due to his acoholism, soon became
unabie to support her and the five children born in the following five years.
She had a tuba Ilgatlon followed shortly thereafter bv a restatement and

then sx more pregnancies dl resulting in miscarriages. She took in washing,
ironed, and gleaned garbage for bottles which she sold. There was rarelv
money sufficient for food and she was constantly exhausted and hungry. She
would go without food in order to give it to the children who were frequently
sck. In turn, she caught manv of their sicknesses, because she was s0 wesk
and tired. Life was this endless round of poverty, exertion, exhaustion, and
sickness. "Surdly that could cause polymyositis,” she says. "You can take a
perfect piece of cloth and if you rub it on the scrub board long enough,
you're going to wear holes in it. It's going to be in shreds. You can teke a
hedlthy person and take away the things that they need that are essential,
and they become thin and sckly. So | mean ... it dl just comes together."
She has never approached her doctors with this idea because "They would
laugh a my |gn0rance But it doas seem r|ght that tiredness and work dl
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the time. Take the children of Indla without enough food, dragging their

swollen bellies around, tired and hungry. Surely they could have this disease
too. Only because they haven't got hospitals, nobody knows it."

In making these connections, the patient elaborates on the connection
she has in mind between polymyositis as muscle degeneration and her life-
experience of oppression, of muscular exertion, and of bodily sacrifice. What
seems especidly significant here is that the causes she imputes as wel as her
understanding of the disease stand as iconic metaphors and metonyms of
one another, dl mapped into the disease as the arch-metaphor standing for
that oppression. This could wdl form the highly charged imagery leading to
a serious critique of basc socid indtitutions. But, as we shdll see, other
aspects of the situation mitigate this potentiality.

She then went on to develop the idea that there dso exists an hereditary
or quasi-hereditary causal factor. In her opinion, one of her daughters is
possibly afflicted with the disease, and two of that daughter's daughters aso.
She feds extremely close to this daughter, to the point where she maintains
that there is amystical attachment between them, of Extra-Sensory Percep-
tion, as she says. Even when thev are far gpart physically, each one knows
what is happening to the other, especidly at a time of crisis, when they
come to each other's aid. She elaborates on the concept that the disease is
present in this matriline, manifesting itsdf in four distinct stages correlated
to the four ages of the four femaes involved. In passing, it is worth noting
that the males in the family history come in for little mention with the
exception of her first husband who is seen as a destructive and even evil
figure. Her immediate socid world is seen by her as centered on the historv
of four generations of women, beginning with her mother who raised the
family in dire poverty. This characteristic matriline of reciprocating women
in the networks of worki ng class families is in this case vividly expressed by
the mystica closeness she feds for her daughter, and by the mapping of
these socid relations into the disease as a metaphor of those relations.

The fact that the youngest granddaughter involved was serioudly ill when a
few months of age, and that the doctors found an "orgasm" in her blood,
suggests to the patient the possibility that a foreign agent or bacterial etiology
plays apart too; the foreign agent disappearing into the body to dowly develop
the fullblown presentation of the disease a a later date. The attribution of
disease to a foreign agent would seem as old as humankind. But only with
modern Western medicine and the late nineteenth century "germ theory of
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disease” did thisidealargely shed itsdlf of the notion that the foreign agent was
an expression of specific socid relations. In this patient's case, however, the
foreign agent etiology is systematicaly woven into the fabric of her closest
relationships and metaphorically expresses them.

Findly, the patient develops the idea that God stands at a crucia point
in the causd complex. She mentions that God gave her this disease in order
to teach doctors how to cure it—a typica resolution of the oppositions
redolent in her account of passivity and activity, receiving and giving, crime
and sacrifice. She notes that in the Bible it is said to seek first and then go
to the Lord, meaning, she says, go first to the medica professon and then
try out reigion. It is this long march that she has indeed put into practice
as much as in her working through a theory of etiology. At this stage of our
discussion, she summarized a good ded of her position thus.

"You see, protein builds muscle and yet my children were lucky if they
got protein once a month, and | was lucky. Now | have polymyositis, plus
the arthritis, and my daughter has arthritis of the spine, and her tittle
daughter is afected by it, has inherited it, plus her younger daughter yet.
Now there seems to be a pattern there. You see | was deprived of it and my
children were deprived of it and we've both come down with a chronic
disease. We're not too sure that she doesn't have polymyositis. The break-
down of the muscles and the tissues due to strain and work were weakened
by the fact that you didn't have enough protein and so on, so that when the
bug comes aong, you are a prime target for it! ... God gives us a free will.
| went very much againgt God's will . . . when | went out and got married
at fifteen, ssomped my feet and told my mother 1'd go out and get pregnant
if she didn't let me marry the boy. | don't believe that God gave me the
disease, but heallowed . . . me to get the disease. He suffered me over many
mountains. And on the same hand, | was in the perfect situation for
contracting the disease or for the development of the disease whether it's
hereditary or catching ... nobody knows yet . .. Does that make sense?
When I'm laying quietly thinking . . . the train of thought goes dong and
you wonder why? You know; Oh why me Lord? Why dl the ups and downs?
But it's not God's fault that 1 got sick; it's the fault of the environment |
lived in! Now, with God's help which | hadn't asked for at that time, | could
have overcome many of my hardships but | was too proud! And we have to
be humble before God ... So you see our environment has very much to

do with our health and with our mental outlook on life ... it has everything
todo ... our morals and clean living, a proper diet ... dl these things they
dl go together . . . they dl fit into a neat little puzzle if you sit long enough
and look at them right. You have a nest little puzzle that dl fits very neetly
together. ..."

This moving passage cdls for far larger commentary than | can make
here. Her concern with the meaning and especidly with the moral meaning
of her illness stands out, reinforcing the argument that behind every reified
disease theory in our society lurks an organizing redlm of moral concerns.
In her case, God is by no means seen as the prime or even ultimate cause
of her disease. Rather, it is the mora quality of her actions, in going againgt
her mother and so on, and the mora actions of her husband, which offended
the moral code embodied in God's directives, that determined which way
the potentialities inherent to her materia situation or environment would
develop. The eegant smplicity of Evans-Pritchard's exeges's and solution of
Azande epistemology into "mystical," "scientific,” and "empirical” categories,
as away of bridging their belief system with ours, becomes of dubious value.
It is hard here to see a smple chain of causes stretching from ultimate to

immediate, dong the lines suggested by Evans-Pritchard for the Azande.
! o bo J

Instead, we are presented with a system of internal relationships, a series of
encysting and encysted contingencies permeating easch other's potentias
drawn into one grand pattern—or, rather, into "one neat little puzzle that
al fits very neatly together."

In so far as modern medica practice ostensibly focuses exclusively on the
"how" of disease, and reifies pathology in doing so, it might appear to be
performing a rather hdpful and healthy maneuver in expunging guilt. But
as the situation so movingly reveals, nothing could be further from the truth.
Through a series of exceedingly complex operations, reification serves to
adhere guilt to disease. The red task of therapy cdls for an archaeology of
the implicit in such a way that the processes by which socid relations are
mapped into diseases are brought to light, de-reified, and in doing so liberate
the potential for dedling with antagonigtic contradictions and bresking the
chains of oppression.

In talking about her relationships with other sick people in the ward, the
patient noted that "I couldn't have survived without the help of the other
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patients these eight weeks." She dwelt on the fact that hospitalization drew
patients to one another in very persona and usudly sympathetic ways. "I
redly do think you have a better understanding of people and their likes,
didikes, and their personalities here. Being sck gives you a tolerance for
other people's faults. You redly have a better bond because that person
aready knows your faults. You know. You don't have to put on a fdse face.
These are things that, uh, a doctor naturdly doesn't have time to sit down
and think about. . . . They don't fed the pain. They give an order what to
do but they don't fed the pain. So they redly don't know what type of
hazard you're going through."

J to to o}

She has made firm friendships with patients whom she now visits when
out of hospital, but with the gaff "it's different because naturaly your doctor
and your nurse have your medica part to think of. Where we lay here and
we talk about our families and the things we like to do or the things we like

to to

to eat, you become on a more intimate basis. It's . . . the professiona part
is gone. But your doctor is 4ill . . . even though hes becomi ng more Ienrent
to J

to

in his ways, | bdieve he's dill got to keep the upper hand profonally.
Following her statement that she couldn't have survived the past eight
weeks if it hadn't been for the other patients, she goes on to discuss her
physica therapy. "You see | can't wak. I'mjust now learning dl over again
from my illness. You have to learn. You have to relearn to take one step at
atime . .. like a child. I've been confined soldly to this bed. If my tray had
been left over there by thenurse. . . her mind is on another medical problem
that she's got to face next. But Becky wha's lying in the bed next to me can
get up and move over and get my suff where | can reach it. Or ... if | can't
reach my light, shell turn her light on for me and then tell them who needs
service. Now I'm able to stand if you give me the proper instructions, and,
and . .. but you sec I'm re-educating al the muscles and Becky couldn't
help me there. Where see the professonal, your young professona girl is
trained to teach. . . . On the other hand the professond couldn't give me
the persona attention that Becky has given me. Something just as smple as
pulling the curtains back so that | can see more than just a curtain and the
white cdling. | can't get up to do it mysdf, but Becky can. Your friendship
and your mutual understandings, you know, you redly get to know a person
whether they're kind or redly interested in you. Such as | spoke every
morning very kindly to this elderly lady (in the opposite bed). | know she
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can hear me but she wants absolutely nothing to do with me. She's far above

to
me. | take it she has money. Her daughter is a doctor. She wants nothing

to do with me and yet | haven't hurt her. ... | don't have any small children,
but Becky does and Ive gone through the thrngs she is now going through
o o to

O we have mutual mtereﬂs I'm the grandmother of nineteen."

| ask her why another patient couldnt help her waking. She replies.
"Because she would teach you wrong, when a professiond already knows and
has evaluated your muscle strength. And there, uh, you know automatically
that you can trust the nurse. But Becky hasn't been taught how-to grab me
or stabilize me ... or to tel me which muscle to use to keep mysdf from
collgpsing. So, see, she can't help me professondly. So our whole friendship
hestobeona... onal like you and you like me basis. That technician ill
has her mind working on far beyond mine. Mine is strictly in trying to
accomplish what she has dready learned and knows."

| ak, "But sy the professona teaches you to wak backwards and
forwards between a couple of things severd times a day. Couldn't someone
like Becky who isn't bedridden help you to exercise?"

"No! Because she doesn't know the extent of your energies.”

"But the professona does?'

"The professiond has to figure this out before she starts the exercises.”

"You yoursdf wouldn't know the capecity of your own energy so you
could tell?"

"No! No!"

Here the loss of autonomy to which Ivan Illich refers in his book Medical
Nemesis is strikingly expressed. The potential within the patient as much as
that which exists between patients for developing a therapeutic milieu is
agonizingly cut short. The relationship with other patients becomes amost
purely "expressive," while the relationship with the professonals becomes
purely "instrumental.” As each type of relationship is driven to its extreme
in pure subjectivity and pure objectivity, so each is threatened with sdf-
destruction as it teeters on expressiveness without substance, and instrumen-
tation without expression or participation. The replication of our cultural
epistemology into subjecthood and objecthood is here presented in its
most naked form. The same epistemology is do replicated in the patient's
understanding, reinforced by the professionds, of the workings of her body;
namely the structure and function of musculature. As opposed to an organic
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conception of the inner didectica interplay of muscles with one another
and with thought and will, here muscle function is conceived of atomisticaly,
separate from mind and will, and each muscle is objectified as something
separate from the synergigtic interplay of musculo-skeletd holism. And in
her regarding the professona as knowing better than she as to the extent
of her energies, we may well regard the alienation of her own senses as
complete, handed over to the professona who has become the guardian or
banker of her mind.

This splitting of subjectivity from objectivity as represented by pa
tienthood and professiondism, respectively, resulting in the capturing of her
subjectivity by the professiond, is as much a result of the patients' inability
to develop the mutual aid potential ill present in the patient subculture as
it is due to the relationship between professona and patient. The former
derives from the latter, and both contrast strikingly with the socid relations
and culture described by Joshua Horn for the Chinese hospitals in which he
worked from 1954 to 1969.

The patients often sdect representatives to convey their opinions and
Suggedtions to teams of doctors, nurses and orderlies who have day-to-
day responghility in relation to spedfic groups of patients. These teams
meat daly to plen the day's work. Ambulant patients play an active part
in ward dfars They take their meds in the ward diningroom and many
of them hdp patients who are corffined to bed, reading newspapers to
them, kegping them comperly and becoming familiar with their medicd
and sodd problems. 1 conduct award round in a different ward eech day
and as| do 50, 1 uadly collect aretinue of patients who go with me, look
and listen and often volunteer informetion.”

The dienation of the patient's salf-understanding and capacity is dl the '

more striking when we learn that she has extensive practica experience with
physca therapy and that out of the hospital context and away from the
aura of professonds, she does in fact regard hersdf as killed and powerful
in this regard. Spesking about her sprained knee suffered some years back
she says, "And then | had to learn to walk again. I'm dways learning to walk!
| redly ought to be well-trained. | could be a therapist. ... | trained my
daughter after she had polio. And they refused to take her a the polio
center. | taught her to walk. Her |eft side was pardyzed (the same sde that
the patient dways refers to as her weak and occasiondly amost paralyzed
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sde). ... | learnt from a friend. | used to have to get up and I'd sit on top
of her and stretch her hamstrings and stretch her arm muscles and things
and it was three months before | got any response at al. And then one night
when | was stretching her hamstrings she screamed because she sad that it
hurt too much. Well | sat down and had a good cry. Mother couldn't even
continue therapy that night. And from then on, the more it hurt, the more
therapy | gave her. And the year from the day that they told me she'd never
wak again, | walked back in to the doctor and | showed her what one person
could do with God's help. You have to be gentle. And this comes from love,
compassion, and the desire to help another human being. And you'd be
surprised how redly strong my hands are | never lose the strength of my
hands. | don't know why. But through dl of this | have never completely
lost my ... my hands."

So, we are faced with a contradiction. And this contradiction is just
as much present in the hospital situation and in the professional-patient
relationship so that the loss of autonomy and the cultural lobotomization is
never complete. For afew days later the patient refused what was considered
an important part of her treatment, just as during an earlier say in hospital
she created a wild scene by throwing her coffee on the floor when the Seff
refused to give her more medication for pain.

On this earlier occasion she insisted that her pain was increasing. The
g&f regarded this as "secondary gain." The nurses' plan was to "give support
and reassurance; dlow the patient to express her fedings. Monitor emotion
regarding status and shift." It is, of course, this mode of perception—
"monitor emation . . ."—which so telingly contrasts with the type of
observation that passes between patients, and which should be referred to
my earlier citation from Foucault, the perception which

does not dlow of reciprocity: only the neamness of an obsarvation that
waltches, that spies, that comes doser in order to see better, but moves
ever further avay, Snce it acogpts and acknowledges only the vaue of
the Stranger.

Following the innovation and supposedly more human " problem-oriented
approach," which is now dso taught to medica students, the nurses' progress
notes are written up in the form of the different problems the patient has.
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Hach problem is then andysed into four parts in accord with the SO.A.P.
formula: Subjective (the patient's perception), Objective (the nurse's ohserva
tion), Andysis (interpretation of data), and Plan. Soap—the guarantee of
cleanliness and the barrier to pollution! Subjectivity, objectivity, andysis,
and plan! What better guarantee and symbolic expression could be dreamt
of to portray, as if by farce the reification of living processes and the
aienation of subject from object? And, as one might suspect, this formulation
is congruent with the need for computerizing records and more rationally
preparing safeguards against malpractice suits. The Plan? "Give support and
reassurance. Relate fedings of trust." How much does this packaging of
"care," "trust,” and "fedings" this instrumentation of what we used to
think of a spontaneous human transitiveness and mutuality, cost, according
to Blue Cross?

A few days later, the patient complained of more pain, and of her inability
to urinate (athough according to the nursing saff she could urinate). The
night following she became angrv and threw her coffee a a nurse who then
cdled a doctor. He reported; "Patient had a significant episode of acting out.
Accused nursing personngl and mysdf of lying and disrespect. Extremely
anxious and agitated. Crying. Had thrown a cup of coffee a the R.N.
(Registered Nurse). Patient refused to acknowledge any other precipitating
event or underlying emotion. Husband arrived and cdmed patient down.
Psychiatric recommendation with Dr Y and began initiating dose of Hal operi-
dol. Will dso add 75 mg/day amitriptiline for apparent on-going depressive
state with anxiety." (Halopcridol is described by Goodman and Gillman® as
adrug which calms and induces deep in excited patients. Because it produces
a high incidence of extrapyramidal reactions it should be initiated with
caution.) This is the first time that the doctor's notes mention that the
patient is distressed, although the nurses' notes chart her increasing dissatis-
faction going back over savera days. The nurse's report of the same incident
leaves out, for the first time, the S (subjective category) and goes straight to
Objectivity: "Patient was so upset when she was told that somebody said
that she can get out of bed and use the bedside commode. She said that
nurse is ... and for her anger threw her cup of coffee on the floor. Crying
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and wants her husband to be caled because she's very upset. Saying dirty
words." Andyss "Patient is very upset." Plan: "Dr X notified and patient

was told to cdm down since she's not the only patient on the floor, that
others are very sick and upset from her noise. Patient claims that she is not
sck. Patient quiets down when her hushand came and friendly to the nurses."
The next day the doctor's notes sy that the patient is quite angry and that
her anger takes the form of sobbing and threatening to leave hospita and
warn friends about care here. The day after that, the nurses report that the
cheplain talked to the patient for haf an hour so shell be able to release dl
her tensions, anxiety, and conflict. The chaplain sad that she's angry of
something. The Plan notes that the chaplain will come every day and that
she's a hit nicer to the staff and courteous when she needs something. The
doctor's notes describe the patient as "stable" and thereafter never mention
her scene. The nurse's report says that she is ill complaining of pain,
Subjective category, and requesting pain medication, Objective category. As
for her "anxiety prbbl em" the Objective entry says "she is talking about how
people don't believe she can do nothing for hersdf." And the next day she
went home.

It is surely of some importance that the patient was examined (sic) by a
psychiatrist the morning of the same day when she later threw her coffee
(oﬁ the floor, according to the nurses; at a nurse, according to the doctor).
The nurses' report noted that she was crying and trembling following the
visit of the psychiatrist, whose own report says that the "evidence is strongly
wgp&tive of an orgoganic brain syndrome." She sad it was Jenuary when it

was December. The psychiatrist had just wakened her. She "demonstrated
some looseness of associations,” "at times was difficult to follow as she
jumped from topic to topic,” and on serid subtractions from 50 she made
three errors. Having stated that the evidence weas strongly suggestive of an
organic brain syndrome (i.e., a physica disease of the brain) the psychiatrist
in his Recommendations wrote: "Regarding the patient's organic brain
syndrome ..." In other words, what was initialy put forward as a suggestion
(and what a suggestion!) now becomes ared thing. The denid of authorship
could not be more patent.

The sgnificance of this episode is that apart from illustrating yet another
horror story of hospitalization it reveds how the clinica situation becomes
a combat zone of disputes over power and over definitions of illness and
degrees of incapacity. The critical issue centers on the evauation of incapacity
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and of fedings, such as pain, and following that on the treatment necessary.
Hereiswhere the professionas deprive the patients of their sense of certainty
and security concerning their own sdf-judgement.

By necessity, sdf-awareness and sdf-judgement require other persons
presence and reflection. In the clinicd situation, this didectic of sdf and
other must dways favor the defining power of the other written into the
aura of the healer, who must therefore treat this power with great sensitivity
lest it dip away into a totally one-sided assertion of redlity, remaining a
relationship in name only. The heder attempts to modulate and mold the
patient's self-awareness without dominating it to the point of destruction,
for if that happens then the header loses an dly in the struggle with dis-ease.
Y, asillustrated in this case study, a quite vicious procedure precludes this
dliance and the patient is converted into an enemy. It is not, as lllich
maintains, for example, that patients lose their autonomy. Far from it.
Instead, what happens is that the modern dlinicd situation engenders a
contradictory situation in which the patient swings like a pendulum between
dienated passvity and aienated self-assertion.

Paradoxicdly, this follows from an ever-increasing sdlf-consciousness on

the part of health professionals to be more humane and to self-conscioudy
dlow the patient's definition of the problem a privileged place in the medica
dialogue, only to co-opt that definition in a practice which becomes more
rationalized as it becomes less humanized. This rationalization amounts to
an attempt to wrest control from the patient and define their status for them
by first compartmentalizing the person into the status of patienthood, then
into the status of thinghood as opposed to that of a mutualy interacting
partner in an exchange, and then into the categories of Objective and
Subjective, working through these reifications by an Andysis and a Plan. The
andogy with the rationality of commodity production is complete. As with
automobiles on the assembly-line, so with patients and with health itsdf, the
difference, the pathos, and the occasona problem bearing mute testimony to
the fact that unlike automobiles, patients do think and fed, and that sickness
is as much an interactive human relationship as a thing-in-itself.

My intention here is not only to direct attention to the calousness that
results. In addition, we have to ded with the complicated mystification
present in hedling in any culture, but which in our own modern clinica
setting pernicioudy cannibalizes the potential source of strength for curing

which reposes in the inter-subjectivity of patient and hedler. In the name of

the noble cause of healing, the professonals have been able to appropriate
this mutuality and in a very red sense exploit a socid relationship in such

a way that its power to hed is converted into the power to control. The
problems that ensue, at least as illustrated in this case study, lie in the very

nature of the clinica setting and therefore are especidly opague to the
therapists. As the chaplain so forlornly noted, "She's angry of something,”

and this anger stems from the contradictions which assal the patient. On
the one hand she sees the capacity for "mere" patients to form a therapeutic
community. But on the other hand, she denies the flowering of this potential

because of her being forced to dlow the professonds to appropriate her
discretionary powers, while at another instant she rebels againg this appro-
priation. The circuit of reification and re-subjectification is inherently unsta-
ble. Health professiond ization of thisdl too common type does not guarantee
the smooth control that the g&ff demand, let done what patients need. All
of which will assuredly be met by yet further rationalization and more
professiondization.

On her later admission to hospital and shortly after first talking to me
about patients supporting one another, only to clam that it required a
professona therapist to help her walk, the patient suddenly refused the
ministrations of the Occupational Therapists. She complained that dl her
day was taken up with therapy, that the Occupational Therapist took an
hour a day, and that she had time neither to use the bedpan, to comb her
hair, nor to listen to her religious music. "When I'm sick," she declared, "I
can't work eight hours a day! And yet the whole theory of my disease and
getting better is rest. And so | broke down this morning and | told the
Occupational Therapist | had to cut her hour out. I've got to make an hour
sometime during the day when | can just relax and not be getting in and
out of a chair which hurts me severdly. There's no time for anything of a
persona nature ... so the stress and the emotiond conflict is there. And
there's never any time to solve it by mysdf. And there was no place . . .
because there are only eight hours. | can't put twelve hours into eight!"

Agan we see that the passive dienation embodied in her relation with
the professionals, which at first Sght appears to be a fait accompli, registers
an abrupt rupture, a "scene," which ripples panic amongst the gaf.

The Occupational Therapists, the Physicd Therapists and the Socid
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Workers were dl deeply upset by this gesture which they saw as a denid
of their eficacy and of their jobs. When | asked them why they couldn't
leave her alone for a week, their leader replied, "It's my Blue Cross, Blue
Shield payments as much as hers!" So, they drew up a contract with the
patient, nowadays a typicd procedure in the hospita as it is in many
American schools.

The g&f and the patient both Sgn a written contract stating, for example,
"What you do have choices about,” "What you do not have choices about,"
"Objectives," "What we will do," "Whatyou will do." In this patient's case
the contract stated as "objective," wak 30 feet three times a day. "What we
will do," protect two 45 minute rest periods. "What"-ou will do," try and
walk. The underlying motive, as described by some theorists of medical
contracting, is that the g&ff will reward the pafi ent for complying with their
desires (positive reinforcement), rather than fdling into what is seen as the
trap of the old style of doing things which, supposedly, was to reinforce
noncompliance by paying more attention to such behavior than to compli-
ance. It is, in short, Behaviorism conscioudy deployed on the lines of market
contracts in order to achieve socid control. It is the medication of business
applied to the business of medicine. Rewards cited in the academic and
professionad journals dedling with this subject are lottery tickets, money,
books, magazines, assistance in filling out insurance forms, information, and
time with the "hedth care provider."' It has been found that patients
often choose more time with the "health provider" and help in untangling
bureaucratic snarls so as to obtain insurance benefits and medicd referrals.

The very concept of the "health care provider,” so disarmingly straightfor-
ward, functional, and matter-of-fact, is precisdy the tvpe of ideologica
labeling that drives patients into so-called noncompliance. The "health care
provider," in antediluvian times known as the nurse, doctor, etc., does not
provide hedth! Hedlth is part of the human condition, as is disease, and the
incidence and manifestations of both are heavily determined by the specifici-
ties of socid organization. Hesalth care depends for its outcome on a two-
way relationship between the dck and the hedler. In so far as hedlth care is
provided, both patient and hedler are providing it, and, indeed, the concern
with so-caled noncompliance is testimony to that, in a back-handed way.
By preestablishing the professond as the "health care provider," the inher-

ited socid legacy that constitutes medical wisdom and power is a priori
declared to be the legitimate monopoly of those who can convince the rest
of us that this wisdom comes from society and nature in a prepackaged
commodity form which they and only they can dispense. And in choosing
as rewards for noncompliant patients help in overcoming the snarls which
the "health care providers' provided, is to heap absurdity on deception. But
the rea pathos in this is neither the absurdity nor the deception. It is that
it appears in our day and age, to be so pefectly straightforward and
reasonable. This is the mark of ideology; its naturalness. And if its nature is
to be found in the realm and language of marketing, so that medica culture
and hedling too succumb to the idiom of business, then we must not be all
that surprised. For ours is the culture of business which puts business as the
god of culture.

In the same way that freedom and a specific type of individuaism came
long ago to be asserted with the rise of the free market economy, so the
introduction of contracting in healing today is seen by its proponents to be
a bold blow for the assertion of human rights, shattering the mystification
of the feudd past when patients complied with doctors' commands out of
blind trust. The proponents of contracting in dinica settings dso tell us that
the doctrine on which it is based, Behavioriam and the "laws" of reinforce-
ment and extinction, have led to "the treatment of maladaptive human
behaviors, including psychoses, retardation, acoholism, low work productiv-
ity, and criminality.""

Maladaptation is of course not a thing, but a purely normative concept
traveling under the disguise of scientific jargon. More often than not it serves
in contexts such as these to smuggle in a particular intention or vaue by
making it appears to be a fact like a fact of nature. The assmilation of low
work productivity, criminality, and psychosis to one another as parts of the
same fact, maladaptation, and now to patients who disobey doctors' "orders,”
serves to remind us just how colossa a distortion is involved by reifying
socid relations so that pointed political values smuggled under the guise of
technical constructs remain immune to criticism, stamped with the authority
of the hard and impenetrable scientific fact. Once again, the nature of truth
isseento liein the truth of nature, and not in some critical way as dependent
upon the socid organization of facts and nature.

In the case of the patient described in this case study we might note the
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following. She had every good reason for not complying with the staffs
orders. This reason was not appreciated by the gaf. It was seen as a threat
to their power and to the coffers of Blue Cross. It was not the case, as
the aforementioned authorities on contracting say, that because she wes
noncompliant she was getting more attention from the q&ff. It weas totally
the opposite. When she was complying she was getting too much attention,
and dl she wanted was free time. The immediate cause of her frustration
was intimately related to the bureaucratic pressure of her daily routine. The
contracting strategy chosen by the daff was thus ingenioudy sdlected to
meet this by further bureaucratizing an agreement, the contract, so as to
formaly deformalize her time into thergpy time and "free time," time which
any freedom lover would have naivey thought was hers in the first place,
anyway, and not something to be owned and dispensed by the qaf. The

idea that she was free to choose and contract, and the idea that contracting
(0]

per s is both sgn and cause of freedom, is as pernicious an illuson that the
free time the g&ff were granting her was not rightfully hers in the first place.

The argument in favor of contracting, that it clears away the mystifications
in the murky set of understandings existing between doctor and patient,
that it increases the power, understanding, and autonomy of the patient, is
a fraud. Moreover, it is a fraud which highlights the fdse consciousness as
to freedom and individualisn upon which our society rests. Can autonomy
and freedom be redlly said to be increased when it is the gaff which has the
power to set the options and the terms of the contract? If anything, autonomy
and freedom are decreased because the illusion of freedom serves to obscure
its absence. Furthermore, the type of freedom at stake in the contracting
amounts to a convenient justification for denying responsibility and interper-
sond obligations, just as in the name of contract and free enterprise the
working dass a the birth of modern capitalisn wes told that it wes as free
and as equa as the capitalists with whom they had to fredy contract for the
sde of their labor-power. There is little difference between that situation,
the capitalist labor market, and the one which concerns us wherein the
clinica setting becomes a health market and one contracts as a supposedly
free agent with the "health care providers' so asto grant the latter the right
to appropriate the use-value power embodied in the heding process.

Far from increasing patient autonomy (&s its proponents argue), the design
of contracting is unabashedly manipulative.

Reguests for 15 min of uninterrupted conversation with a team member,
games of checkers, cards and chess, Bible reading, discussion of current
events and vidts from various team members are examples of rewards
chosen by patients. Such examples as these imply that patients place
considerable value on our interactions with them. It dso indicates that
because patients vaue our relationships with them, we are in a powerful
position for influencing the choice of behavior the patient ultimately
makes; eg., compliance versus non-compliance.'*

Just as we were wont to believe that medicd care differed from business,
as in Talcott Parsons andyss whereby the "collectivity orientation" of the
medical professon was opposed to the business ethic of sef-interest, only
to become increasingly disillusioned, so now we find that even friendship is
something to be bargained for and contracted by fifteen minute dots. After
dl, if heath becomes a commodity to be bought and sold, is it any wonder
that friendship should likewise become a commodity? And if socid relations
and friendship become things, like this, it is equaly unsurprising that the
subject becomes object to him or hersdf so that

. . . the patients find it very rewarding to improve their own basdine. This
perhaps is the most meaningful reward of dl. Improving one's basdine
indicates to the patient that he is essentially competing against himsdlf.
He views himsdlf as the one controlling his own behavior. This eliminates
the need for increased interaction when the behavior is unacceptable. In
other words, the patient graphically knows his behavior is unacceptable
and we as professionals are free to "ignore" the unacceptable behavior.'*

Anthropology: The Native's Point of View

If contracting represents the intrusion of one dimension of the socid
sciences, Behaviorism, into medica practice so as to improve and humanize
medical care, then Anthropology too has something to add; namely a concern
with the native's point of view. The idea here, as put forward by Kleinman
et ah'fn arecent article in the Annals of Internal Medicine, isthat disesse and
illness represent two different redities and that illness is shaped by culture.
Disease represents organ dysfunction which can be measured by the patholo-
gist and measured in the laboratory, while illness is what that dysfunction
means to the person suffering it. Cirrhosis of the liver, for instance, can be
represented in "disease" terms. by the micropathologist in terms of the

Reification and Consciousness

105




The Nervous System

architectural distortion of tissue and cellular morphology, by the biochemist
in terms of changes in enzyme levels, and so on. But to the person aflicted
with the "disease,” it means something dse and this something d<e is the
"iliness’ dimension: the cultura dgnificance of the term "cirrhosis," the
meanings read into the discomforts, symptoms, signs, and treatment of the
"disease," and s0 on. Thisisthe native's point of view, and it will of necessity
differ from the doctor's "disease" viewpoint. Stemming from their readiné
of Anthropology and from their own experience w-ith fok medicine in Third
World cultures, Kleinman et al. hold this difference between "disease” and
"iliness" to be of great importance. They advocate an addition to the training
of medical personnel so that they too will become aware of this difference
and act on it. This they cdl "clinicd socid science" and its focus shdl be
with the "cultural construction of clinica reality.” Learning and applying
this shdl improve doctor-patient relationships and the eficacy of therapy,
overcoming the communication gap between the "doctor's model of disease
and the "patient's model of illness”" As with contracting, noncomplian.ee
and the management of human beings is of prime concern.

Training modern hedth professonds to treat both dissese ad iliness
routinely and to uncover discrepant views of dinical redlity will resuit in
measurable improvement in management and compliance, patient satisac-
tion, and trestment outcomes.®

Elucidation of the patient's mode of illness will ad the clinician in dedling
with conflict between their respective bdiefs and vaues. The clinician's task
is to educate the patient if the latter's mode interferes with appropriate
care. Education by the clinician is seen as a process of "negotiating” the
different cognitive and vaue orientations and such negotiation "may wel be
the single most important step in engaging the patient's trust."” Like so
much of the humanistic reform-monger ing propounded in recent times, in
which a concern with the native's point of view comes to the fore, there
lurks the danger that the experts will aval themselves of that knowledge
only to make the science of human management dl the more powerful and
coercive. For indeed there will be irreconcilable conflicts of interest and
these will be "negotiated” by those who hold the upper hand, abeit in terms
of alanguage and a practi ce which denies such manipulation and the existence
of unequal control. The old language and practice which left important
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assumptions unsaid and relied on an implicit set of understandings conveyed
in a relationship of trust is to be transformed. The relationship is now seen
in terms of a "provider" and a "client," both "alies" in a situation of mutual
concern. Kleinman et al demonstrate this democratic universe in which far
from cleaning up the old-fashioned mystifications as embodied in trust
relationships, new mystifications are put in their place which are equally if
not more disturbing. With their scheme the clinician

... mediates between different cognitive and vaue orientetions. He ac-
tivdv negatiates with the patient as a therapeutic dly. . . . For example
if the patient accepts the use of antibiotics but bdieves that the burning
of incense or the wearing of an amulet or a consultation with a fortune-

teller is dso needed, the physdan mugt understand this bdief but nesd
not attempt to change it. If, however, the patient regards penicillin as a
"hot" remedy inappropriate for a"hot" diseese and is therefore urwilling
to take it, one can negotiate ways to "neutrdize’ penidillin or one must
atempt to persuede the patient of the incorrectness of his belief, a most
difficult task.

It is a strange "aliance” in which one party avalls itsdf of the other's
private understandings in order to manipulate them al the more successfully.
What possibility is there in this sort of aliance for the patient to explore
the doctor's private model of both disease and illness, and negotiate that?
Restricted by the necessity to perpetuate professiondism and the ironclad
distinction between clinician and patient, while a the same time exhorting
the need and advantage of taking cultura awareness into account, these
authors fall to see that it is not the "cultural construction of clinicd redlity”
that needs dragglng into the Ilght of day, but ingead it is the dlinica

construction of redlty that is a issue.

The Cultural Construction of Clinical Reality, or the Clinical
Construction of Culture?

This is where sensitive anthropological understanding truly sheds light.
The doctors and the "health care providers" are no less immune to the socid
construction of redlity than the patients they minister, and the redlity of
concern is as much defined by power and control as by colorful symbols of
culture, incense, amulets, fortune-tell ing, hot-and-cold, and so forth.

What is dgnificant is that at this stage of medicine and the crises aflicting
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it, such a project should emerge. What is happening is that for the first time
in the modern clinica situation, an attempt is underway to make explicit
what was previoudy implicit, but that this archaeology of the implicit cannot
ecape the demands for professona control. The patient's so-called model
of illness differs most significantly from the clinician's not in terms of exotic
symboalization but in terms of the anxiety to locate the socid and moral
meaning of the disease. The dlinician cannot dlow this anxiety to gain
either legitimacy or to include ever-widening spheres of socid relationships,
including that of the hospital and the clinician, for more often than not once
this process of thought is given its head it may well condemn as much as
accept the contemporary congtitution of socid relationships and society
itsdlf.

Attempts such as those advocated by Kleinman et al. to make explicit what
was previoudy implicit, merely seize on the implicit with the instruments of
modem socid science o to dl the better control it. Yet in doing so they
unwittingly reveal dl the more dearly the bare bones of what redlly goes on
in an apparently technical clinicad encounter by way of manipulation and
mediation of contradictions in society.

The immediate impulse for this archaeology of the implicit, this dragging
into consciousness what was previoudy left unsaid or unconscious in medical
practice, comes at a time when the issue of the so-called noncompliant
patient (like the illiterate schoolchild) is darming the medica establishment,
now concerned as never before with the rationalization of the health assem-
bly-line and with rising codts. In this regard, it is a scandd and dso f-
defeating to apped to Anthropology for evidence as to the power of concepts
like the "patient's model" and the difference between the "how" and the
"why" of "disease” and "illness" For the medicd anthropology of so-
caled "primitive" societies dso teaches us that medicine is preeminently an
instrument of socid control. It teaches us that the "why" or "illness'
dimension of sickness bears precisely on what makes life meaningful and
worthwhile, compelling one to examine the socid and moral causes of
sickness, and that those causes lie in communal and reciprocal inter-human
considerations which are antithetical to the bases of modern socid organiza-
tion patterned on the necessities of capitaist and bureaucratic prerogatives.
As Victor Turner concludes in his discussion of the Ndembu doctor in rural
Zambia

It seems that the Ndembu "doctor" sees histask less as curing an individual
patient than as remedying the ills of a corporate group. The sickness of
the patient is mainly a sign that "something is rotten" in the corporate
body. The patient will not get better until al the tensions and aggressions
in the groups interrelations have been brought to light and exposed to
ritual treatment . . . The doctor's task is to tap the various streams of
affect associated with these conflicts and with the socid and interpersonal
disputes in which they are manifested, and to channel them in a socidly
positive direction. The raw energies of conflict are thus domesticated in
the service of the traditional socid order."

And Lévi-Strauss reminds us in his essay, "The Sorcerer and His Magic,”
that the rites of healing readapt society to predefined problems through the
medium of the patient; that this process regjuvenates and even elaborates the
society's essentiadd axioms™ Charged with the emotional load of suffering
and of abnormdlity, sickness sets forth a challenge to the complacent and
everyday acceptance of conventional structures of meaning. The doctor and
the patient come together in the clinic. No longer can the community watch
them and share in this work. Nevertheless, whether the patient wants to
accept penicillin or not, whether the rest of us are physicaly present in the
clinic or not, the doctor and the patient are curing the threat posed to
convention and to society, tranquilizing the disturbance that sickness un-
leashes againgt norma thought which is not a static system but a sysem
waxing, consolidating and dissolving on the reefs of its contradictions. It is
not the cultural construction of clinica redity that is here at issue, but the
cinica construction and reconstruction of a commoditized redity that is at
stake. Until that is recognized, and acted upon, humanistic medicine is a
contradiction of terms.
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MALEFICIUM:
STATE FETISHISM

We spent our time fleeing from the objective into the subjective and from the
subjective into objectivity- This game of hide-and-seek will end only when we
have the courage to go to the limits of ourselves in both directions a once. At
the present time, we must bring to light the subject, the guilty one, that monstrous
and wretched bug which we are likely to become a anv moment. Gengt holds
the mirror up to us: we must look at it and see ourselves.

—Sartre, Saint Genét

I: THE STATE AS FETISH

My concern lies with this endless flight in modern times back and forth
from the hard-edged thing to its ephemeral ghost and back again, which, in
what must surely seem a wild gesture, | see as a spin-off of what | plan to
cdl Satefetishism, so studiously, so dangeroudly, ignored by the great theorists
of the poetics of the commodity-fetish such as Walter Benjamin and T. W.
Adorno, with the crucia exception of the implications of the latter's early
work with Max Horkheimer on German fasciam in Dial ectic of Enlightenment.’
It is to the peculiar sacred and erctic attraction, even thralldom, combined
with disgust, which the State holds for its subjects, that | wish to draw
attention in mv drawing the figure of State fetishism, and here we would do
wdl to recdl that for Nietzsche, good and evil, intertwined in the double
helix of attraction and repulsion, are so much aesthetic-moralistic renderings
of the socid structure of might. Given the considerable, indeed massive,
might of the modern State, it would seem obvious enough that here we

o o

encounter the most fabulous machination for such rendering: "I know
o

nothing sublime," wrote the young Edmund Burke in his enquiry into our
ideas of the beautiful, "which is not some modification of power." But how
is it possble to emote an abstraction, and what do | mean by State fetishism?

| mean a certain aura of might as figured by the Leviathan in Hobbes
rendering as that "mortal god," or, in a quite different mode, by Hegd's
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intricately argued vision of the State as not merely the embodiment of reason,
of the Idea, but also as an impressively organic unity, something much greater
than the sum of its parts.3 We are dealing with an obvious yet neglected
topic, clumsily if precisely put as the cultural constitution of the modern
State—with a big S—the fetish quality of whose holism can be nicely
brought to our self-awareness by pointing not only to the habitual way we
so casualy entify "the State" as a being unto itself, animated with a will and
mind of its own, but aso by pointing to the not infrequent signs of
exasperation provoked by the aura of the big S—as with Shlomo Avineri,
for instance, writing in the Introduction to his Hegel's Theory of the Modern
Sate:

Once one writes 'State’ rather than 'state,’ Leviathan and Behemoth are
dready casting their enormous and oppressive shadows,

while the celebrated anthropologist, A.R. Radcliffe (in his student days
nicknamed "Anarchy") Brown, in the preface to the classic African Political
Systems (first published in 1940) also puts his finger on the palpable unreality
of State fetishism when he denounces it as fictional Yet he writes as if mere
words, very much including his own, were weapons; being such they can
whisk away the spell of their own mischief.

In writings on political institutions there is a good ded of discussion about
the nature and origin of the State, which is usualy represented as being
an entity over and above the human individuas who make up a society,
having as one of its attributes something called 'sovereignty,' and some-
times spoken of as having a will (law being often defined as the will of
the State) or as issuingvcommands. The Sate in this sense does not exist in the
phenomenal world; it isajiction qf the philosophers.

"What does exist," he goes on to declaim, "is an organization, i.e. a collection
of individual human beings connected to a complex set of relations." He
insists that "there is no such thing as the power of the State; there are
only, in reality, powers of individuals—kings, prime ministers, magistrates,
policemen, party bosses and voters." Please note here the repeated emphasis
on Being—on "what does exist," and powers contained therein. It's al so
plausible at first and so desirable too, this seduction by real policemen, real
kings, and real voters. And don't think I'm pulling your leg here. Jean Genet
might pull at the policemen's penis in search of the really real. But we who

might learn some lessons about Stately reality from Anarchy Brown and the
genealogy of Anthropology figured by his stately presence should pause and
think about why he is so hostile to what he describes as the fiction of the
State—the big S. For what the notion of State fetishism directs us to is
precisely the existence and reality of the political power of thisfiction, its
powerful insubstantiality.

The State as Mask

Some thirty years after Radcliffe-Brown's dismissive pronunciamiento on
the unreality of the big S, Philip Abrams in a truly path-breaking analysis,
referred to this fiction in a way at once more clear and complicating;

The state is not the reality which stands behind the mask of politica
practice. It is itsdf the mask which prevents our seeing political practice
as it is [and] it starts its life as an implicit construct; it is then reified—
as the res publica, the public reification, no less—and acquires an overt
symbolic identity progressively divorced from practice as an illusory
account of practice.®

And he calls on sociologists to attend to the senses in which the state does
not exist. Like Avineri he sees the big S as misrepresentation—Radcliffe-
Brown's "fiction"—yet credits it, as does Avineri, with mighty force, not
merely in the maw of Leviathan but more to the point in work-a-day
"democracies" such as Great Britain's, where "armies and prisons, the Specia
patrol and the deportation orders as well as the whole process of fiscal
extraction" depend critically on State fetishism. ” For, he argues, it is the
association of these repressive instruments "with the idea of the state and
the invocation of that idea that silences protest, excuses force and convinces
the rest of us that the fate of the victims is just and ne'cessary."ﬂ

Now the question has to be raised as to what can be done to this
misrepresentation by means of which reification acquires alarming fetish-
power? Abrams' striking figure of mask and reality—of the State as not the
reality behind the mask of political reality, but as the mask which prevents
us seeing political reality—is a dazzling and disturbing representation. For
it not only implicates the State in the cultural construction of reality, but
delineates that reality as masked and inherently deceptive, rea and unreal
at one and the same time—in short, a thoroughly nervous Nervous System.
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Therefore how grikingly fitting, how (unintentionally) magicd, is Ab-
rams's response to the power of the redlity-effect of the mask. "My sugges-
tion," he writes,

is that we should recognize that cogency of the idea of the state as an
ideological power and treat that as a compelling object of andyss. But
the very reasons that require us to do that also require us not to believe
in the idea of the state, not to concede, even as an abstract formal-object,
the existence of the state.”

And as an inspired dada-like shock tactic exercise in how-to pull this df, he
recommends that we should, as an experiment, try substituting the word
God for the word state—which is exactly what | intend to do, since State
fetishism begs just such an excursus, provided one is up to deding with the
profound ambiguity which, according to one track of influentid Western
andyss, the sacred is sad to contain.

The Impure Sacred

What | want to consider is the everlagtingly curious notion, bound to
raise hackles, that not only God but evil is part of the notion of sacredness—
that bad is not just bad but holy to boot. Emile Durkheim labeled this holy
evil in 1912 as "impure sacred” and scantly illustrated it in but seven pages
in his major work on primitive religion, by reference to the fresh human
corpse, to the forces conjured by the sorcerer, and the blood issuing from
the genital organs of women—all of which, he insisted, from his ethnographic
evidence from central Audtrdia as much as from W. Robertson Smith's The
Religion of the Semites, inspired men with fear, into which horror generdly
entered, yet could, through a simple modification of externa circumstance,
become holy and propitious powers endowing life. While according to this
formulation there is the most radica anatagonism between the pure and the
impure sacred, there is, nevertheless, close kinship between them as exhibited
in the fact that the respect accorded the pure sacred is not without a measure
of horror, and the fear accorded the impure sacred is not without reverence.
Hence not just Genet the homosexua in a homophobic society, not just
Genet the thief, in a State built on the right to property, but Sant Genet.

Reason & Violence

Before you use a military force, you should use the force of reason.

—Governor Mario Cuomo'”
Where this confluence of the pure with the impure sacred is most relevant to
the modern State is where the crucid issue of “legitimacy” of the institution
abuts what Max Weber regarded as a crucid part of the definition of the
State—namely, its monopoly of the legitimate use of violence within a given
territory. The other part of that definition, of course, as with Hegdl's, was the
State's embodiment of Reason, as in the bureaucratic forms.

What needs emphasis here is how this conjuncture of violence and reason
isso obvious, and yet is at the same time denied, and therefore how important
it isfor acute understanding of the cultural practice of Statecraft to appreciate
the very obtuseness of this obviousness, as when we scratch our heads about
the concept of "war crimes'—it being legd for the US State to incessantly
bomb the Iragi enemy, but a crime for the Iragi State to beat up the pilots
dropping the bombs. Such legd niceties testify to the self-contradictory yet
ever more necessay attempts to rationalize violence.

That is why there is something frightening, | think, merdly in saying that
this conjunction of reason and violence exists, not only because it makes
violence scary, imbued with the greatest legitimating force there can be,

3 .
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reason itsdf, and not only because it makes reason scary by indicating how
it's snuggled deep into the armpit of terror, but dso because we so desperately
need to cling to reason—as instituted—as the bulwark againg the terrifying

to [¢] j o>

anomie and chaos pressing in on dl sdes. There has to be a reason, and we
have to use reason. Yet another part of us welcomes the fact that reason—
as ingtituted—has violence a its disposal, because we fed that that very
anomie and chaos will respond to naught else. And consider how we dip in
and out of recognizing and disavowa. Consider this as Stately cultura
practice. Nothing could be more obvious than that the State, with its big S
rearing, uses the sweet talk of reason and reasonable rules as its velvet glove
around the figt of steel. Thisis folklore. This is an ingtinctual way of reacting
to the big S. But on the other hand this conjunction of reason-and-violence
rapidly becomes confusing when we dow down a little and try to figure it
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out: so much reason versus so many units of violence? the mere threat of
violence hovering way in the background of Kafkas cave? different types of
people affected in different places and different times get a different mix?
And so forth. Weber himsdf registers this latent yet vita presence of violence
where he notes in his famous essay, "Politics As A Vocation," delivered at
Munich University in 1918, that even with the legitimacy of domination
based on rationaly created rules, which he portrays as "the domination
exercised by the modern 'servant of the state' and by dl bearers of power
who in this respect resemble him," that "it is to be understood that, in
reality, obedience is determined by highly robust motives of fear and hope."!!

And in noting Weber's incluson if not emphasis on violence as what
defined the modern State, we cannot forget how decidedly flat, how instru-
mental, his notion of violence generally seems to be; how decidedly reined
it is, as if violence were a substance, so many ergs of spermatic efluvid
power that the father exerts in the private fastness of the family, with
permisson of the State, and that the State exerts over civil society and, at
times, over other States. What is missing here, and | mean this to be a
decisive critique, is the intrindcally mysterious, mystifying, convoluting,
plain scary, mythical, and arcane cultural properties and power of violence
to the point where violence is very much an end in itsdlf—a sign, as Benjamin
put it, of the existence of the gods."?

So, what | wish to wrggest with considerable urgenc%/ is that what is

politicaly important in my notion of State fetishism is that this necessary
institutional interpenetration of reason by violence not only diminishes the
claims of reason, cagting it into ideology, mask, and effect of power, but dso
that it isprecisely the coming together ofreason-and-violencein the Satethat creates,
in a secular and modern world, the bigness of the big S—not merely its apparent
unity and the fictions of will and mind thus inspired, but the auratic and
quasisacred qudity of that very inspiration, a quality we quite willingly
impute to the ancient States of China, Egypt, and Peru, for example, or to
European Absolutism, but not to the rational-legad State that now stands as
ground to our being as citizens of the world.

1886, A Surreal Moment, The Reemergence of the Sacred:
Torture Should Give Way to Totemism

W. Robertson Smith (author of The Religion of the Semites), wrote a letter
in 1886 to the publisher of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, of which he was
editor:"*

| hopethat Messrs. Black [publishersof the Encyclopaedia Britannica] under-
stand that Totemism is a subject of growing importance, daily mentioned in
megazines and papers, but of which there is no good account anywhere—
precisely one of those cases where we have an opportunity of being ahead
of every one and getting some reputation. There is no article in the volume
for which | am more solicitous. | have taken much personal pains with it,
puidinp Hames Georpel Frazer carefully in his treatment: and he has put
about seven months' hard work on it to make it the standard article on
the subject. We must make room for it, whatever else goes. "Torture,”
though a nice paper, is not a dl necessary, for people can learn about
torture elsewhere, and the subject is one of decaying and not of rising
interest. ’

The State As Sacred: Rejuxtaposing the Colonial Gaze

Elsawhere—always elsewhere. Decay. But a nice paper. Such is the fate
of torture, epecidly in the face of the rising star of Totemism. So much for
the decline of the sacred. That is why the restoration of that mysterious
entity as an object worthy of study by Georges Bataill€'s College of Sociology
group in the late 1930s, and precisdy its attempt to examine the place of
the sacred in the modern State, strikes me as a timely task—one that |
mysdf see as involving a somewhat larger project, yet to be worked out,
namely that of rgjuxtaposing the terms of the colonia inquiry, recycling and
thus transforming the anthropology developed in Europe and North America
through the study of colonized peoples back into and onto the societies in
which it was ingtituted, where the terms and practices imposed upon and
appropriated from the colonies, likefetish, sorcery (the mal gjicrmm), and taboo”
are redeemed and come dive with new intensity. "* As will become obvious
from even this short attempt, such a rejuxtaposition is hardly a smple
practice, certainly more than just reversing the light from the dark zones of
empire. Let us being with the fetish.
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The Fetish: Genealogy of Making

Bill Pietz has presented us with a genedlogy of the fetish that grounds this
eminently strange word in a western history of making, rooted in strategic
socia relationships of trade, religion, daving, and modern science.'” To this
end he discusses certain socid practices in the commerce of ancient Rome
(separating natural products from jactitious, atificialy cultivated, ones), in
early Roman Chrigtianity (with God making man in His image, hut man

denied, therefore, similar sorts of making), in the "bad making" of the
fa b

malgjicium of the magic of the Middle Ages, in the notion of the fetish or
Jetisso in the Portuguese pidgin trading language of the West African dave
routes, and, finaly, in the Positivist rendering of fetishism as the sheen or
mystical component of the Posdtivist worship of objectness itsdf. Quite a
story.

To develop and bring to our comprehension a genedlogy like this strikes
me as curioudy anaogous to the fetish itsdf, in that such genedogizing
assumes that the meaning of the word bears traces of epochal histories of
trading with the edges of the known universe and that, athough it is these
traces which endow the word—as Raymond Williams in his Keywords might
have said—with an active socid history pushing into and activated by the
preseqt, these trace-meanings are nevertheless lost to present conscious-
ness. What is left, and what is active and powerful, is the word itsdf,
enigmaticaly incomplete. Just the signifier, we could say, bereft of its erased
sgnifications gathered and dissipated through the mists of trade, religion,
witchcraft, daver)', and what has come to be cdled science—and this is
precisdly the forma mechanism of fetishism (as we see it used by Marx and
by Freud), whereby the sgnifier depends upon yet erases its signification.

What Pietz docs for us with his genedlogizing is restore certain traces
and erasures and weave a el around what is, socidly spesking, at stake in
making. This amounts to a European history of consciousness making itsdlf
though making objects, and this involves a compulsion to fuse and separate
and fuse once again the maker with the making with the thing made,
wrestling with poignancy and urgency with what we might cdl Vico's insight,
which is dso Marx's—God made nature, but it is man who makes history
and thus can come to understand it by understanding this making. In short,

the fetish takes us into the realm of praxis and to genealogize the fetish the
way Pietz does is in effect to problematize praxis—the subject of making
itself through making the object—and by the same token this take us into
the redlm of what has come to be cdled "agency"—the vexing problem of
individua versus socid determination. Now in the genedlogy of fetishiam as
| write it, this vexing issue can be trandated into a confrontation of sorcery
with sociology, the sorcery of the malgjicium that informed the fetish-word
in the era of Iberian expansion into Africa and the colonization of the New
World, on the other hand, and sociology as with Comte's successor Emile
Durkheim, the sociologist's sociologist, on the other. It is to sociology as a
form of inquiry enlivened by fetish powers that | now turn, and later, with
Genet, to the revelatory epistemology of the malgjicium.

[I: SOCIOLOGY

It was Durkheim and not the savage who made society into a god.
E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Nuer Religion”

How strange and multitudinous a notion "society” becomes when we thingify
it, as if this very act makes it dip awvay from us. "Socid facts are things,"
Durkheim grimly reiterated time and again in The Rul es of Sociological Method
(firgt published 1895), desperate to nail down this eusive thinghood. Things
of God or things made? we might with a twinge of anxiety ask in turn,
pondering the place of things-made in the abyss created between God and
the sorcerer. And in keeping with that discourse, should we not alow the
terminology to more fully express its sacral bent, and instead of saying socid
facts are things, say socid facts arerelocation, thus entering not only into the
sacrosanct language of Latin but into the holy darkness created by the
Luckacsan thing (as in "Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletar-
ia")? Thus Steven Lukes, in his study of Durkheim, aptly pin-points the
crucid flip-flop from resto deus, the instability &t the heart of the fetishization
of "society"—from thing to god:

Hence, abovedl, his[Durkheim'q] tak of "la societe” asa"redity" ditinct
from the "individud," which led him to rafy, even dafy "society,” to
treat it as adeus ex machina, to attribute to'it "powers and quaities as
mysteri%sad ketfling as any assigned to the gods by the rdigions of this
world."
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The dismay expressed by exponents of Anglo common sense at what is seen
as mysticism in Durkheim's sociology is as ubiquitous as it is self-defeating.
Hence the valiant attempts (as with Radcliffe-Brown for example) to extract
socia facticity clean of its mystical penumbra. Take this heroic attempt to
sever the Durkheimian twins, the social fact from the socia conscience collectif
in the Introduction to the English translation of the Rules:

to

Durkheim's method, most suggestive in itsdlf, yet involves, it so happens,
the use of the hypothesis of a collective consciousness; it results in a
deplorable effort to interpret socid phenomena in terms of this dleged
consciousness [and thus] Durkheim is not singular among men of science
in being more vauable in respect of the byproducts of his theory than in

his main contention.

And that erratic genius, Georges Sorcl himself no slouch when it came

to ' to
to both using and theorizing the powers of mystery in modern society (as
in his Reflections on,Violence, 1915), claimed that Durkheim said it was
unnecessary to introduce the notion of a socia mind, but reasoned as if he
were introducing it.”

to

In that formidably important book, The Srructure of Socia! Action (1937),
Talcott Parsons represents this flip-flop from thing to god, not as the
inevitable outcome of the very concept of "society," but as a movement
embedded in a more familiarly acceptable form, that of narrative—an
adventure of ideas in which first there was Durkheim of the Rules and of
The Division of Labor, the positivist empiricist who understood socia facts
to be thlngs external and constraining faJIs souaux and then years later,

there emerged a new Durkhelm the |deal|st beginning with hIS desire to

2’ ~ to to
identify the crucial quality of socia facticity as legd and normative rules

resulting, finaly, with his emphasis on the weave of moral obligations as the
constitutive basis to "society."

We will have need to recall this adventure of ideas from thing to deus
through the various types of rules—of fact, of law, of norm, and of moral-
ity—when we come to a certain sexua quality of the law and of breaking
the law, the beauty and libidinality of transgression, and the place of the
sacred in the profanity of modern life, particularly French versions of that
life, from Georges Bataille's College of (non-Parsonian) Sociology of the late
1930s, onward into the post war period with Jean Genet. Suffice it to
reinforce the point that this noble attempt to invent for the Founding Father

of Sociology a narrative of the concept "society," first thing, then God, is
the consequence of the inability to appreciate that the concept is both these
simultaneously and, in any event, the fetish character of the "social fact" as
sheer thing and as moral thing is here strikingly conveyed. Which brings us
to totems, their sacred power, and the rule of old men.

Intoxication

The fetish is extensively theorized—not as fetish but as totem"—in what
isin many ways Durkheim's greatest work, The EIementarx Forms of Religious
Life (1912), the work that Parsons sees as occupying the fulcrﬂm in the
adventure of ideas where the thing becomes a god.” There is poignancy in
Parson's representation of this travail of ideas from thing to God, for ft is

.an inexorable journey and the stakes are high—the base of knowledge itself.

Parsons writes:

This tendency [to emphasize the idea and value factor in the constitution
of society] culminated in his sociological epistemology where he identified
the socid factor with the a priori source of the [Kantian] categories, thus
findly breaking the bond which had held it as a part of empirica redlitv.
But ha\}/lng done this it was impossible for him to get back to emplrlcal
reglity.”

It must be chilling to lock yourself out of empirical realitv. But when
confronted by the fact that it was this very "sociological epistemology" that
allowed for the brilliance of the Annee sociologique school, | wonder if it was
such a terrible fate. My argument, of course, is that this brilliance was not
the result of a narrative step-by-step development from socia fact as thing
to socia fact as moral web and the fetishization of Society (as deus), but
instead it was the result of a specific epistemic tension within the very notion
of the Socid as both thing and godly at one and the same time. In other

to to
words, far from being an unfortunate side effect, it was Durkheim's very
feti§hization of "society" that provided the intellectual power of his sociology.
Reincation-and-feti shism—thing-and-deus—was a powerful mode of reckon-
ing in modern society, nowhere more so than when applied to "society"
itsdlf, and Durkheim was correct in problematizing—to the degree of
fanaticism—-the invisible presence, the intangibility, the literally unspeakable
but begging to be spoken nature of "society." That is why | think it so half-
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hearted, so mindlesdy salf-congratulatory, to incessantly make the criticism
that he (to follow Lukes)

reified [the distinctions between society and the individua] into the
abstractions of "society” and the "individual." Indeed as Morris Ginsberg
justly observed, "in generd 'la societé had an intoxicating effect on his
mind, hindering further analysis."*

But as againg these strictures of Messs Ginsberg and Lukes isn't it this
vey intoxication that, far from hindering, facilitates further analyss? Instead
of trying to cleave what is taken to be sober from intoxicated thought, why
not seize upon the intoxication itsdf and wonder why—as so named—it is
s0 necessary and powerful a force in this influentiad Sociology centraly
located in the Pogtivigt tradition? As Walter Benjamin, following the Surreal-
ists, might have elaborated on his indght into modern society as animated
by new mythic powers located in the tactility of the commodity-image, the
task is neither to resist nor admonish the fetish quaity of modern culture,
but rather to acknowledge, even submit to its fetish-powers, and attempt to
channd them in revolutionary directions. Get with it! Get in touch with the
fetish!

In Touch With the Fetish: Inscription and Erasure

A picture keeps swvimming in and out of focusin The Elementary Forms. It
comes from Baddwin Spencer and Frank J. Gillen's two pioneering ethno-
graphies (1899, 1904) of people native to centra and north-central Austrdia,
and it concerns the character of sacred objects cdled Churinga, the way
they are touched and rubbed, the way they arc emblematized with abstract
designs and—according to Durkheim—stand in some ingffably complex
way, invalving the erasure of their meaning as signs, for the abstraction that
is our old otherwise unrepresentable friend, "society," itsdf. It turns out that
it isfrom the peculiar way these objects embody and erase that embodiment of
society, that their sacred power derives.

To read Durkheim isto fed the force of these mysterious objects, standing
a the center of group cults and thought by many anthropologists at one
time to represent, as "totemism," a universd stage in the history of religions
and sarving to hold a group together. Concentrating great power, which

"radiates to a distance and communicates itsdf to dl the surroundings,”
having marvelous properties to heal sckness and ensure the reproduction of
animé and plant life, the powers of these sacred objects can be communicated
to offidants and their assistants by being "rubbed over the members and
stomachs of the faithful after being covered with grease."*’ Throughout the
Elementary Forms (as Rodney Needham and Roger Keesing have pointed out)
Durkheim is disposed to refy whatever it is that is meant by sanctity,
representing it as a spreading force such as might be conveyed by electricity
or by fluids, unprepared contact with which can be shocking and even fatdl.”
It is, strangely enough, the designs on the Churinga—the designs in
themsalves, the mark—-that seem to Durkheim crucid to this force.

Now in themselves, the churinga are objects of wood and are distinguished
from profane things of the same sort by only one particularity: this is that
the totemic mark is drawn or engraved upon them. So it is the mark and
this alone which gives them their sacred character.”

Absolutdly crucid to this argument is that the mark, which bestows
sanctity, is in itsdf not only sanctifying but is more sacred than what it
represents—thetotem, animal species, whatever. Let ustakethisstep by step.

Durkheim stresses that the sacred nature of the object comes not from
imputations of an inner soul or from the object being an image of an
ancestor's body, but that the sacred power

comes to it, then, from some other source, and whence could it come, if

not from the totemic samp which it bears? It is to this image, therefore,

that the demondtrations of the rite are redlly addressed, it is this which
sadtifies the object upon which it is carved.®

The designs represent specific things, what he cdls totems, such as trees,

frogs, kangaroos. But the designs themsdves are stupendoudly abstract, dots

and cirdes—which fact Durkheim seizes upon with the curioudy mimetic

argument that this abstraction indicates the diffuse and abstract character

of "society” (which, in his reading, the design stands for).” In the picture

of adesign of the frog totem (dreaming) | would have liked to have presented

from Spencer and Gillen's 1899 monograph, the three large concentric

drcdles—according to their "level" of interpretation—represent celebrated

eucayptus trees aong the Hugh River a& Imanda which, Spencer and Gillen
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This empty space is where | would liked to
have presented Spencer and Gillen's drawing
of the frog totem because it seems to me
next to impossible to get the points about
representation across without this amazing
image. But my friend Professor Annette
Hamilton, of Macquarie University, Sydney,
tells me that to reproduce the illustration
would be considered sacrilege by Aboriginal
people—which vindicates not only the
power of the design but of the prohibitions
againg its being seen, strenuously noted but
not observed by Spencer and Gillen them-
selves.

sy, is the center of the group of the frog totem to which the owner of the
totem belongs.”

The straight lines on one side of the Churinga represent the trees' large
roots, and the little curves lines a one end stand for the smaller roots. Note
that frogs are sad to come out of the roots of these trees. Smaler concentric
circles represent smdler roots of trees and, what to me is a radica ghift in
representational logic, the dotted lines aongside the edge of the Churinga
are tracks of frogs hopping in the sand of the river bed. We would probably
want to cdl this an abstract—a super-abstract—representation, but it has
a decidedly mimetic concreteness to it aso, as registered by those frog-
tracks. This type of abstraction thus turns out to be curiously complex—
like the fetish itsdf; spiritually material, materiaisticaly spiritual.

Now this peculiar conflation and destabilization of (what we generaly
take to be) abstraction and figuration is intimately bound to the most decisive
operation Durkheim carries out in order to derive the very notion of
"society” as well as its sacred quality. | want you to hold these things
together—the |mage of the old men huggmg their totems the terrific

too

physcd|ty of those mysterious objects, the central importance Durkheim

gives to the design over and beyond what the design represents; the curious

abstractness of the design—and 1 want you to redize that everything

turns on his proposd that the representation is more important than the
represented, that the totemic design itsdlf is not only sacred and powerful,
but more so than the totemic Species or entity it represents, and more so
than the dan it a0 represents, because it in some way represents the great
and complex abgtraction "society." The question then farly becomes, what
is this way—the way, we might say, of the fetish itsdf?

What ssams crucid in this predominance of the sgnifier over the Sgnified
is a certain materidization, materiaization by inscription. The elementary
forms are not, to Durkheim's way of thinking, to be saddled with the Ur-
presence of voice, nor with the hand-wringing of Leévi-Strauss's appraisal of
civilization (as in White Man's Civilization) as a writing lesson!* To the
contrary, writing is the elementary form, lying a the very beginnings of
thought itdf, in its aboriginally. For Durkheim it is the visud and tactile
image which iscrucid, not the spoken sign** Furthermore, the representation
of the totem by means of a design is, he feds, in response to the basic need
tocreatean imége no matter what theimageisitself! Put otherwise, theimage
hereis an imege of the need for images. In Durkheim'swords, the Australian's
urge to represent the totem

is in order not to have a portrait of it before his eves which would
condartly renew the sensation of it; it is merdy because he feds the need
of representing the idea which he forms of it by meens of materid and

external signs, no matter what these signs may be. ™

Given that these Sgns are of aesthetic vdue as wel as being, he says,
"above dl, a written language" it follows, he says—in one breathtaking
swoop—that the origins of design and writing arc one and the same and
that man "commenced designing, not so much to fix upon wood or stone
beautiful forms which charm the senses, as to trandate his thought into
matter."
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The Fetish is Where Thought and Object Interpenetrate in
the Signification of Collective Sentiment

It is of course to this very reciprocation of thought in worked matter,
and of worked matter into thought, that much of the puzzle (and dl of the
power) of fetishism lies. Thisis where | began, following Pietz' genedlogy of
the fetish, from ancient Roman trading through modern daving, as agenéd—
ogy of praxis, of the maker making him/hersdf. And this reciprocation of
thought in worked matter and of such matter in thought is crucid to
Durkheim's most basic propositions concerning the nature of thought and
its relation to "society.” Hlscwhere in the Elementary Forms, the Father of
Sociology states that "in genera a collective sentiment can become conscious
of itsdf only by being fixed upon some materid object; but by virtue of this
very fact [and this is what is so, remarkably, crucial, it partfci pates in the
nature qf ‘this object, and reciprocally, the object participates in its nature."'* He also
states that "the emblem is not merely a convenient process for clarifying the
sentiment society has of itsdf; it dso serves to create this sentiment; it is
one of its constituent elements.”

So much for the socid construction of signs as arbitrary!
to J

Sociology as the Art of Magical Correspondences

This reciprocation of collective thought in matter and of matter in
collective thought, such that worked-upon matter itself acquires an animated
and hence a fetish character, is crucid for what Talcott Parsons cals
Durkheim's "sociological epistemology,” whereby Durkheim sociologizes
Kant's schematism with often wonderful results (as is dso the case, for
instance, in the gemlike essay of his colleague, Robert Hertz, "On the
Predominance of the Right Hand").*® What | think is exceedingly remarkable
here is not only the boldness of Durkheim's sociologicd argument that
Kant's a priori categories of space, time, cause, and so forth, stem from and
express ocddly established classfication as in settlement pattern and kinship,
but that the epistemic basis of the science of sociology he was forging
depends completely on an unacknowledged yet profoundly magica notion
of natura correspondences.*

He asks whether the (Kantian) categories, because they directly trandate
socid organization, can be gpplied to rest of nature only as metaphors, as
"atificid symbols’ with "no connection with reality.” And he answers with
a decisve No! The connections are real and not atificid because society is
part of nature—that is why "ideas elaborated on the modd of socid things
can ad us in thinking of another department of nature."

It is & lesdt true that if these idess play the role of symbals when they
are turned adde from their origind dgnification, they are at least well-
founded symbols. If asort of atificidity entersinto them from the mere fact
‘that they are constructed concepts, it is an artifididity which fdlows
nature very dosdy and which is congtantly goproaching it ill more
dody.*

In other words, it is the social origin of the ideas of time, space, class,

' cause, or personality, that leads to the theorem that "they are not without

ndl

foundation in the nature of things.

Where does this leave us with regard to (Durkheimian) Sociology—the
modern science of man? What seemed like the most rigorous case that could
ever be put for a science of society seeing society as an autonomous sphere
now suddenly collapses, imploding into nature, with which it becomes subtly
congruous.

This| take to be the law of the fetish itsdlf. The most rigorously sociologica
sociology in the history of Western Man turns out to be bound, hand and
foot to fetishism from which it is itsdf inseparable, and of which it becomes

exemplary.

The Peeling Off of the Signifier and the Power Thereof

Durkheim provides spell-binding evocations of what | can only cdl
imageric seduction, first of the natives, then—through them—of us. "It is
the emblem that is sacred," he reiterates, and in noting that it can be painted
on the body and on the rock face of caves, he attempts to invoke the attitude
of the beholders toward the image drawn in human blood on the sand for

the Intichiuma ("life-endowing") ritua of the emu totem.

When the design has been mede the fathful remain seated on the ground
before it, in attitude of the purest devaotion. If we give the word a ssnse
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gorresaording to the mentdity of the primitive, we may sy that they
eit” :

Here we are inching toward a critical dismantling of the sgn in which
the image lifts off from what it is meant to represent. In this peding off of
the signifier from its signified, the representation acquires not just the power of the
represented, but power over it, as well. )

The representations of the totem are therefore more activdy poweful
then the totem itsdlf.*

It is fascinating that what we might cdl (with some perplexity) theimage
itself should be granted such a power—-not the signified, the sacred totemic
species, animal, vegetable, and so forth, but the signifier is itsalf prized apart
from its dgnification so as to create a quite different architecture of the
sign—an architecture in which the dgnified is erased. Thus can Durkheim
make hisfind claim that what is "represented” by sacred objects is "society"
itsalf:

Totemigm is the religion, not of such and such animas or men or imeges
but of an anonymous and impersond force, found in each of these beings
but not to be confounded with ay of them.*

Which force, for Jean Baudrillard, in the form of the image, would be
the anonymous and impersona one of the latest form of the commaodity;
the force of the capitalist market functioning et its Slkiest postmodern best.
Which force, for Marx, in the form of commodity fetishism, would exist
and be effective precisely on account of erasure—of the erasurelocked into the
commodity in its exchange-value phase ensuring its disocation, its being
prized apart from the sodd and particularist context of its production.
Which force, for Durkheim, is "society."**

This process of inscription and erasure finds an uncannily mimetic repre-
sentation in Spencer and Gillen's description of the Churinga of the Arunta
people of the central desert, and like dl mimesis it inheres in the biologicd
orbgmish, in this case the aped mae body, the hands and the stomach, into

which the desgn disappears. While most Churinga have patterns incised
with tooth of an opossum, they write, many are "scarcely decipherable,
owing to the constant rubbing to which they have been subjected a the
hands of generation after generation of natives." For "whenever the Churinga
b b b

are examined by the old men they are, especidly the wooden ones, very
carefully rubbed over with the hands' and pressed againgt the stomach.”

I11: MALEFICIUM; THE BAD-MAKING

In Pietz genedogy of the fetish, the maleficium, or the sorcerer's "bad-
making," enjoys a substantial place in the layering of histories that dratify
the fetish-word. This seems particularly the case for the contribution of the
malgjicio in the Iberian Peninsula a the time of Portuguese dave trading
adong the West coast of Africa, and later on during the time of the Spanish
expangion into the New World. Hence, as an instance of what | earlier
proposed as the regjuxtapositioning of anthropology, | would now like not
so much to study the sorcerer'stool of the makficiumasto deploy it asatactic

~ for drawing out some of the fetish power of the modern State. My deployment

is unabashedly plagiaristic and comes in the name of Gengt, Saint Gen#&t
who, because of the maeficent role in which Society cast him, and which
he so manifestly made the most of, was able, to the extent that love be not
blind, to illuminate the fetish force of Stately prowess. My use of Genét as
maleficium is not to ensorcd anyone, lesst of al readers or the State, but
rather to do what | have seen the mal€jicio so good a doing over my years
spent with heders in southwest Colombia, which is to gir the pot of
discusson and scratch heads as to the perennia problems of understanding
evil and misfortunein relation to socid process. The malefiao, in other words,
brings out the sacred sheen of the secular, the magica underbelly of nature,
and this is especidly germane to an inquiry into State fetishiam in that (as
| have discussed earlier, following Durkhcir's view of the sacred) the pure
and the impure sacred are violently a odds and passionately interlocked at
one and the same time. It is to this ability to draw out the sacred quality
of State power, and to out-fetishize its fetish qudity, that the maleficium—
as | use it—speaks. '

Taboo; Transgression and Fantasy

Predictably, given his emphass on the representation over the repre-
sented, Durkheim states that "contrarily to dl that could be forseen,” the
prohibitions refering to the representation of the totem are "more numerous,
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stricter, and more severdy enforced than those pertaining to the totem
itsdf." He emphasizes that uninitiated men and dl women are prohibited
access to the representations. Indeed, the very first thing Spencer and Gillen
s in their chapter on the Churinga is that they arc sacred objects "which
on pendlty of death or very severe punishment, such as blinding by means
of a fire-stick, are never dlowed to be seen by women or uninitiated men."*’
We are then in a situation in which "society," inscribed and erased in
thereby sacred objects, can, in this peculiarly objectified and highly concen-
trated form, only be seen and touched by one, presumably rather small,
group of persons within "society." This raises two somewhat unsettling
questions. First, whether the sacred force of these objects arises only in
conjunction with such seeing, touching, and absorption into the initiated
male body? Second, whether it is the object's sacred force which impes such
powerful taboos, as vividly expressed in the punishment of blinding with
fireor, totheapparent contrary, isit the societal prohibitionitself-—thetaboo—
which is decigve to the sanctification of the object? “

This second question tends to undermine a lot of things. It moves us into
another type of world where not the solidity of substance but the diaphonous
vell of negation bears the world on its back, and it makes us pose further
questions. |s the sanctity of the whole that is "society" aways, throughout
history, in the hands of a fev sdlect men? What happens ‘to this sacred
power, expression of the whole, with the decline of the power of religion
and the emergence of the modern secular State (the question posed by
Bataille's "College of Sociology")? Findly, if it is restriction to a smdl group
together with the prohibition that is deCisive in sanctification, might it turn
out that it is not just the sacred knowledge of myth and ritua of the initiated
which congtitutes the power of the sacred, but that instead-such power
derives from the fantasi es of the people prohibited concerning the (supposed)
nature of that sacred knowledge?

Secrets of State

The red officid secret, however, is the secret of the non-existence of the state.
Philip Abrams, "Notes On The Difficulty oi Studying The State."+#

Not the anthropology of Australian aborigines but the memoir of a sheep
farmer born in 1874 in Tierra Dd Fuego provides me with the secret of the
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secret, which is to sy the redl, officid secret. The son of British missionaries,
E. Lucas Bridges grew up spesking the language of the Ona people, with
whom he played as a child. Towards the end of a long life spent in the land
of the Fuegians he wrote down the curious history of his now-legendary
family, in which he paid a good ded of attention to the Indians, epecidly
some Onas, into whose Lodge he had been initiated. Only men were initiated,
and only initiated men were alowed close to or into the Lodge. No woman
was dlowed close, under pendty of death. But long ago, so the story went,
things were different. For then the lodge belonged exclusively to the women.
There they practised and passed on to younger women the secrets of magic
and sorcery of which the men were ignorant. Frightened, the men banded
together and massacred the adult women. They married the young ones and,
0 as to prevent them from reconstituting the link between the feminine

- and magica power, made their own secret society wherein they supped on

supernatural nourishment brought them by a handful of monstrous and
short-tempered women-hating spirits such as the two fierce sisters, the red
one from red clay, the white one from cumulus clouds, and the horned man
who came out of the lichen-covered rocks. When Bridges was taken into
the Lodge, he was told that he would make a good impersonation of Short,
a spirit who came from the grey rocks and wore a piece of parchmentlike
skin over the face and head. Grey down from birds was applied to the body,
and there was a good ded of variation in that the arm and the opposite leg
could be painted in white or in red, with spots or stripes of the other color
superimposed. Periodically, in the company of the men, Short would emerge
from the Lodge, a large wigwam st a quarter of a mile or so from the
village, and dart unpredictably around the village, causing the women to flee
and hide their heads. On other occasions the women and uninitiated men
would be summoned to appear in front of the Lodge where, to the accompa:
niment of an unearthly noise, the cruel sister from the clouds, dressed in
heaped-up furs covered in white chalk, would dowly make her way from a
clump of trees to the lodge's entrance. When the horned man appeared with
his mask of red-rimmed eyes, the women fled home, threw themselves face
down on the ground in groups, and covered their heads with skins.

Theinitiation of aman demanded ordeals and isolated journeysin which he
would be shadowed by a spirit-monster, and the culminating moment arrived
in the Lodge when he had to fight one of them. Bridges was present when a
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terrified novice was forced to engage in combat with Short, whose anger and
disgust at the novice had grown to amost a frenzv. Unbeknown to the novice,
the outcome was set in advance o that the novice would dways win and when,
inthis case, hefinally threw his spirit-opponent to the ground and the identity
of his attacker was reveded to be a fellow-human in disguise, he attacked
him with such fury, writes Bridges, "that he had to be dragged df, to the
accompaniment of roars of laughter, in which Short joined heartily." Thusthe
novice became an inner member of the Lodge.

As this laughter finaly, after many adventures of transmission through
the colonid lifdine reaches through me to you, we can appreciate a certain
plenitude in the hollowness—the catharsis following the vicious struggle by
the firelight leading to the eventual revelation of the monster's true nature
previoudy concedled by its appearance of parchment, paint, and down. But
the catharsis is far from fulfilling. The revelation makes the novice rage. The
duped then becomes the duper, obligated to support the deception. The
bess of this primitive "State" is mde theater organized around a femde
audience, and it exigs as a hollow core, a meticuloudy shielded emptiness
and magnificent deceit in whose making dl members of the society, so it
would seem, conspire. When Bridges suggested to the men that the women
might only be acting so as to please them, the men's reaction left him in no
doubt as to "their firm conviction of the women's blind credulity." To
Bridges it seemed impossible that the women could be deceived, yet he
noted that the male initiates, who lived constantly with their mothers for
twelve years or so and would surely have heard any expression of dishdlief,
were undoubtedly terrified when they came face to face with Short for the
first time. He leaves us with this reminder. "One thin? is certain: that if anv

o

woman had been indiscreet enough to mention her doubts, even to another
woman, and word of it had reached the ears of the men, the renegade would
have been killed—and most likdy others with her. Maybe the women
suspected; if they did they kept it to themselves”

Might it turn out, then, that not the basic truths, not the Being nor the
ideologies of the center, but the fantases of the marginated concerning the
secret of the center are what is most paliticaly important to the State idea
and hence State fetishism? Here the secret takes on the burden of protecting

not merely the deceit practised by the initiated men but of protecting a great
epistemolbgy, one that drives philosophers, scientists, socid scientists, and
policemen—the epistemology of appearance and redlity in which appearance
is thought to shroud a concedled truth—-but not the truth that there is
none. In so far as you can trust a thief, it is here where Jean Gengt's thief's
journa can be our guide, juxtaposing to the mgesty of the State the
homoerotic emblem-fetishes of the criminal, Saint Genét.

Saint Genét and The Supreme Organ

The State is above dl, supremely the organ of mora discipline.
Durkhcim, Prqfonal Ethics S Civic Morals, 1904™"

It is one of Genet's triumphs to have brought the fetish character of the
modern State into a clear and sensua focus, and this could be accomplished
only by one deft in the management of the ancient art of the mahjicium, the
fetiéh-power intrinsic to the impure sacred. By means of his remorselessy
holy yet secular blend of crime and homosexudity, he does for the State
what Sartre would have him do for us—he holds out the mirror in which
we might see the holiness of its monstrous sf. Is it necessary here, to recall
Durkheim's notion, drawn from his theorizing from turn-of-the-century
monographs of primitive societies, of the kinship between the pure and
the impure sacreds? And Nietzsche: "It might even be possble that what
constitutes the value of these good and revered things is precisdly that they
are inddioudy related, tied to and involved with these wicked, seemingly
opposite things—maybe even one with them in essence."*'

In Genet's case, to be deft in the management of the malefiaum means
above dl to be deft with the logos. | think of him not only as the transgressor
of the taboo but as the one who ably registers a vison born from its diabolic
logic of mydtical attraction and repulsion. This is the vison of persons who,
in being prohibited access to the sacred, ensure its sanctity which, far from
being a thing in itsdf, is what we might cal a saf-fulfilling fantesy of power
projected into an imagined center—like that of the old men rubbing their
fetishes into their bodies, their adoration of these objects, as reveded to us,
but not to the tribe, by the anthropologists of long ago. But this adroit
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anthropology stumbles on its own taboos when it comes to gaining access,
let done reved, the seminal centers of fetish-riddled power in its own society
where male knowledge, sanctity, and age codesce. There is no anthropol ogy
of the ruling dlass that rules over us, just as there is no sociology of it, either.
And the time is long past for that project to have been initiated. There are
institutional reasons for it not having happened. Faling that revelation, we
fdl back on our fantases about the center, fantases that in some curious
back-handed and utterly effortiess manner constitute that center. It is here
where the great guides, the Dantes of our era, the supermarginated such as
Genét, come forth to lead us underground. For they arc, thanks to their
structural malposition, blessed with vison.

A Dominating Order

He loves criminals. Yet it seems to me that Genet loves crime even more.
And thisis the point. For when | say "love of crime" | mean alove so strictly
spiritual that it has to be carnal. For to love the abstraction “crime," there
is naught else to do but make love with the infamous, the practitioners of
crime, which is where another strange catch arises. As Durkheim himsdlf
made much df, there can be no spirit of Crime without its Other, no crime
without Law.™* And so we find the thief that is Sant Genet hopelesdly in
love with the Dominating Order, the shimmering power that lies as mystery
in the abstraction that is the State, and carnally involved with its policemen
as well as with the spirit of Crime as incarnated in criminals.

Here he is, this handsome thief, caught by a Spanish coastguard on the

lookout for smugglers. It is acold night by the ocean stretching to Morocco.
Ob to (o]

Who seduces whom, the criminal or the cop? Does it matter? The policeman
needs the crimina and the crimind . . . "In submitting to the whims of the
coastguard | was obeying a dominating order which it was impossible not
to serve, namely the Police. For the moment | was no Ionger a hungry,

to

ragged vagabond whom the dogs and children chased away, nor was | the
bold thief flounting the cops, but rather the favorite mistress who, beneath
a starry sky soothes the conqueror. When | redized that it was up to me
whether or not the smuggters landed safdy, | fdt responsible not only for
them but for dl outlaws.”

In That Skin

Genet, the thief, says that for him the police form a sacred power, a
troublesome power that acts directly on his soul. Please note first and
foremogt that when he spesks of the sanctity of the police, he is spesking
of them as an ingtitution, of that "dominating order," not of individua
policemen. And here's the rub. It's not a question of the particular policeman
as an ingtantiation or symbol of the general Order. These terms are of some
secondary relevance, to be sure, but there's something else, more metonymic,
more carnal, tactile and sensuoudy material, which is central here—and this
istheissue of the fet|sh of the State with its big S rearing, of the Dominating

bo' to

. Order as that which ostillates, like Durkheim's "society,” between res and

deus, between thing and God, with a carna and ritualised relation to objects,
as with the totems. Here the policeman and his gear are precisdy that—a
totem, with whom the Saint that is the thief establishes just such a carndl
and ritualized relationship. Hence Bernardini, the secret policeman whom
he met in Marsellles, "was to me the visble, though perhaps brief manifesta
tion on earth of a demoniaca organization as sickening as funerd rites, as
funerad ornaments, yet as awe-inspiring as royd glory. Knowing that there,
in that skin and flesh, was a particle of what | would never have hoped could
be mine, | looked a him with a shudder. His dark hair was flat and glossy,
as Rudolph Vaentino's used to be, with a straight white part on the left

dde. He was strong His face looked rugged, somewhat granltellke and |
too

wanted his soul to be cruel and brutal.”  Or, again, as |nstant|at|on of this

the most crucid, the ultimate State fetish-move and one which we dl make
and succumb to: "Little by little | came to understand his beauty. | even
think that 1 created it, deciding that it would be precisely that face and body,
on the bass of the idea of the police which they were to sgnify.”

The Invisible Presence of The Object In Which The Quality of
Males Is Violently Concentrated

Again, the fetish that is the other side of the reification that is the big S
to *

Bernadino "was not aware that, beside him, a the bar, crushed by hIS
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huskiness and assurance, | was excited chiefly by the invisible presence of
his inspector's badge. The metal object had for me the power of a cigarette
lighter in the fingers of a workman, or the buckle of an army belt, of a
switchblade, of a calliper, objects in which the quality of males is violently
concentrated. Had | been done with him in a dark corner, | might have
been bold enough to graze the cloth, to dip my hand under the lapel where
cops usudly wear the badge, and | would have then trembled just as if | had
been opening his fly."*

Bernadino's virility was centered on that badge just as much as in his
penis. Had his penis "been roused at the touch of my fingers," continues the
thief, deftly picking his pocket as wel as (some of) ours, grasping a the
finest nerves connecting the State with sex, reification with its fetish-creation,
then that penis "would have drawn from the badge such force that it might
have swelled up and taken monstrous proportions."*’ -

The Body of the Nation

This circulation of forceful swelings between the State and its fetish-

objectifications knows other circuits and by-ways as well. These are formed
by the vitd organs of the big S; its cities, its ports and railways stations of
entry, its language, and its borders. In redity and in fantasy this thiePs
journa is a record of contested journeying through the erotic zones of the
Nation-State, a sexud picaresque into the abstractions, Nation and State,
including very much the reification of the nation's languege itsdf.

The Language Mass

Reflecting on his vocation as a thief and his return to France to practice
that vocation once again, the thief writes—and he is as much concerned
with writing as with language—"1 think that | had to hollow out, to drill
through, a mass of language in which my mind would be & ease. Perhaps
| wanted to accuse mysdf in my own language."® For him, crime is
synonymous with treason, and it is very much as a traitor to his country
that he understands his activity as attaining the status of art. But only with
language, the language of the nation, can this art be practised. This language

binds not only the thief to his victim, but to the thiePs own victimization
a the hands of the Law and the laws of Language. The refications are as
endless as they are full-bodied. "To be a thief in my own country and to
judtify my being a thief who used the language of the robbed—who are
mysdf, because of the importance of language—was to give to being a thief
the chance to be unique. | was becoming a foreigner."**

Ports

The city blurs into the male body burning with desire, and it is the city
as port, entry to the nation, that establishes this incarnation.

"What do vau fed like doing?'

"With you, everything.”

"Well see"

Hedidn't budge. No movement bore him toward me though my whale
baing wanted to be swalowed up within him, though | wanted to give
my the suppleness of oder 0 as to twine around him, though |
wanted to warp, to bend over him. The dity was exasperating. The smdl
of the port ad its excitement inflamed me.®

This entry to the nation is immovable. "No movement bore him toward
me." Yet in its very stolidity its animate quality emerges, swallowing one up
into its fixed, great, and beautiful, sdf. This figuration of the port-city as
man's body is no easy substitution. It is not a question of a code, substituting
one thing for another. The thiePs journal strains to establish the connection
predestined in desire, the desire accompanying fetishization whereby the
body is the idea of the Nation-State, here by the port where the ships of
many nations lie a anchor. But how can a body be an idee? This thief is
hell-bent on incarnation. He desperately wants to be in -corpora ted—cm-
bodied—and he has to work at it. It is his body that has to move and be
supple so it can twine around, warp, and bend over the other. Hard labor.
The city is exasperating. You sanell the swest, the inflammatory smdl of the
port. His semiodss is sensuous—or, rather, from his vantage pE)i nt of forbid-
den desire, he can visudize the sets of mimetic correspondences which link
the body to the Nation's ports.
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Borders

Why is this thief so fascinated by borders? With his innumerable border
crossings, is he not caught up in his own restless form of Statecraft, circum-
navigating the body as much as the Law of the nation? "After many stays in
jal the thief Ieft France. He first went to Itdy. The reasons he went there
are obscure. Perhaps it was the proximity of the border. Rome. Naples.
Brindis. Albania | stole a vadise on the 'Rodi' which set me ashore in Santi
Quaranta. The port authorities in Corfu refused to let me stay. Before |
could leave again, they made me spend the night on the boat | had hired to
bring me. Aftewards it was Serbia Afterwards Austria. Checkodovekia
Poland, where | tried to to circulate fase zlotys. Everywhere it was the same;
robbery, prison, and from every one of these countries, expulsion. | crossed
borders a night, and went through hopdess autumns when the lads were
dl heavy and weary, and through springtimes when suddenly, at nightfal,
they would emerge from God knows what retreat where they had been
priming themsalves to swarm in aleys, on the docks . . . ."® ’

Death and The Country

Like the Nation-State, the fetish has a deep investment in death—the
death of the consciousness of the dgnifying function. Death endows both
the fetish and the Nation-State with life, a spectra life, to be sure. The
fetish absorbs into itsdf that which it represents, erasing dl traces of the
represented. A clean job. In Kal Marx's formulaion of the fetishism of
commodities, it is clear that the powerful phantasmagoric character of the
commodity as fetish depends on the fact that the socioeconomic relations
of production and distribution are erased from awareness, imploded into the
made-object to become its phantom lifeforce. In the thiefs view of the
Nation-State, the policeman's badge displaces his organ which has, in turn,
displaced and erased Durkheim's ("the State is the supreme organ of mora
discipling"). In like fashion the State solemnly worships the tomb of the
unknown soldier and (many) young men are, as Benedict Anderson reminds
us, prepared not only to go to war and kill their nation's enemies, but are

ready to die themselves.* With this erasure we are absorbed into the object's
emptiness.

Less Into a Country Than to The Interior of An Image

But far from anaethetizing awareness, this involution of reference intensi-
fies sensuousness, breaks sense into the senses, and annuls the distance
between subject and object, subject and the State. The subject enters into
the object as image, into the State as tomb of the unknown soldier and, with
this sensuous entry, breaks radicaly with mere contemplation of the object.
As the thiei writes. "The crossing of borders and the excitement it arouses
in me were to enable me to apprehend directly the essence of the nation |

was entering. | would penetrate less into a country than to the interior of

: 63
an image.

The State as Fetish

'So, we are back into the strange world of (Durkheim's) totems, where
the territory was bound to the group by means of the sacred objects—by
means of the images (so the arguments runs) on those objects. In that world,
s0 the first anthropologists reported back to what was to become our
patrimony, only the initiated men were alowed to see those images which,
on account of their adoration, they erased over time and loving caressing
into themselves. But the thief, who needs to be carefully distinguished from
the anthropologist, with whom in some ways he overlaps, and from the men
at the center, sees it differently. He likewise caresses the images of the State,
the policeman's hidden badge, but instead of his body being penetrated by
the sacred image, he says that he penetrates it. His time is modern and
godless, and he is bound to the impure sacred of the margin, not the sacred
center of power. He sees not the tabooed objects but imagines himsdf as
one. "A pictureisworth athousand words," it is said. Then what of a tabooed
object? Imagine if it could talk? Imagine this thing caled Genet as a taboo-
object, epitomé of the impure sacred, writing the sacred designs on himself
as a Churinga of the modern Western underworld where he gathers and

fa o

concentrates into himsdf dl the fantasies of those at the center. Now he is
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one of Walter Benjamin's treasured devices, that infamous "dialectical image'

emerging like lightning from the storm of mimetic correspondence—Genet
o to o o i :

the petrified object being jolted awake to give voice to the modern dreamtime
compacted within, opening up to the little hunchback of history that through
cunning, will win every time so long as it enlists the sacred, wizened though
it be. For Durkheim something caled "society" spoke through—or, rather,
was written into—sacred objects. That's what made them sacred, so long
as this curious spirit-thing, society itsdf, was blocked, silenced, and the
discourse bounced back into the object's design and substance. That's what
made them fetishes. But as a bad fetish-object, as a maleficium, of what we
might cdl Durkheim's 'own society” and Nation-State, which is in many
respect "ours" too, Genet, like the little hunchback, does something wonder-
fully instructive to the erased presence of society animating the fetish. First
of al, he disconcertingly spesks back, as fetish, and thus perturbs what was
sid on the fetish's behdf. In this regard he can be sad to be an agent of
defetishization. But in doing s0, he displaces the bamy term 'society,’
replacing it by the State and its sexuality, and writes with clarity and beauty
the endless story of its seductive bodily prowess and the sensuous trafficking
between thing and spirit, rationality and violence, as writ into the Law itsdf.
He not only defctishizes, he reenchants. That is how he gained sainthood.

TACTILITY AND DISTRACTION

"Now, says Hegel, dl discourse that remains discourse ends in boring man."
Alexander Kojcve, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel

Quite apart from its open invitation to entertain a delicious anarchy,
exposing principles no less than dogma to the white heat of daily practicality
and contradiction, there is surely plurdity in everydayness. My everyday has
acertain routine, doubtless, but it is also touched by aded of unexpectedness,
which is what many of us like to think of as essentid to life, to a metaphysics
of life, itself. And by no means can my everyday be held to be the same as
vas humbers of other people's in this city of New York, those who were
born here, those who have recently arrived from other everydays far awvay,
those who have money, those who don't. This would be an obvious point,
the founding orientation of a sociology of experience, were it not for the
peculiar and unexamined ways by which "the everyday" seems, in the
diffuseness of its ineffability, to erase difference in much the same way as
do modern turopcan-derived notions of the public and the masses.

This apparent erasure suggests the trace of a diffuse commonality in the
commonweal so otherwise deeply divided, a commondlity that is no doubt
used to manipulate consensus but aso promises the possibility of other sorts
of nonexploitative solidarities which, in order to exist at dl, will have to a
some point be based on a common sense of the everyday and, what is more,
the ability to sense other everydaynesses.

But what sort of sense is condtitutive of this everydayness? Surdy this
sense includes much that is not sense so much as sensuousness, an embodied
and somewhat automatic "knowledge" that functions like peripheral vison,
not studied contemplation, a knowledge that is imageric and sensate rather
than ideational; as such it not only challenges practically al critical practice,
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across the board, of academic disciplines but is a knowledge that lies as much
in the objects and spaces of observation as in the body and mind of the
obsarver. What's more, this sense has an activist, constructivist bent; not o
much contemplative as it is caught in media res working on, making anew,
amagamating, acting and reacting. We are thus mindful of Nietzsche's notion
of the senses as bound to their object as much as their organs of reception,
a fluid bond to be sure in which, as he says "seeing becomes seeing
something! For many of us, | submit, this puts the study of ideology,
discourse, and popular culture in a somewhat new light. Indeed, the notion
of "studying," innocent in its unwinking ocularity, may itsdf be in for some
rough handling too.

1 was reminded of this when as part of my everyday | bumped into Jm
in the hdlway of PS 3 (New York City Public School Number Three) where
he and | were dropping off our children. In the melee of streaming kids and
parents, he was carrying a bunch of amadl plagtic tubes and a metal box,
which he told me was a pump, and he was going to spend the morning
making a water fountain for the class of which his daughter, age eight, was
part. She, however, was more interested in the opportunity for the kids to
make moulds of their cupped hands and then convert the moulds into dam
shells for the fountain. | should add that Jm and his wife are sculptors, and
their home is dso their workplace, so Petra, their daughter, probably has an
unusually developed everyday sense of sculpting.

It turned out that a few days back Jm had accompanied the dlass to the
city's aguarium in Brooklyn which, among other remarks, triggered the
absolutely everyday but continuoudly fresh insight, on my part as much as
his, that here we are, so enmeshed in the everydayness of the city that we
rarely bother to see its sights, such as the aquarium. "I've lived here dl of
seventeen years,” he told me, "and never once been there or caught the
train out that way." And he marveled at the things he'd seen at the station
before the stop for the aguarium—it was a dtation that had played a
prominent part in a Woody Allen film. He was especidly struck by the

strange script used for public sgns. And we went on to complete the thought
that when we were living in other places, far away, we would come to the
city with a program of things to see and do, but now, living every day in
the shadow and blur of dl those particular things, we never saw them any

more, imagining, fondly, perhaps, that they were in some curious way part
of us, as we were part of them. But now Jm and Petra were back from the
vigt to the aguarium. He was going to make a fountain, and she was going
to make moulds of hands that would become clam shdlls.

"The revedling presentations of the big city," wrote Walter Benjamin in
his uncompleted Passagenwerk, "are the work of those who have traversed
the city absently, as it were, lost in thought or worry."* And in his infamously
popular and difficult essay, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanica
Reproduction,” written in the mid-1950s, he drew a sharp distinction
between contemplation and distraction. He wants to argue that contempla-
tion—which is what academicism is dl about—is the studied, eyefull,
aoneness with and absorption into the "aura" of the aways doof, dways
digtant., object. The ideal-type for this could well be the worshipper aone

- with God, but it was the art-work (whether cult object or bourgeois

"masterpiece") before the invention of the camera and the movies that
Benjamin had in mind. On the other hand, "distraction” here refers to a
very different apperceptive mode, the type of flitting and barely conscious
peripheral vison perception unleashed with great vigor by modern life at
the crossroads of the city, the capitalist market, and modern technology.
The ideal-type here would not be God but movies and advertising, and its
fidd of expertise is the modern everyday.

For here not only the shock-rhythm of modernity so literally expressed
in the motion of the business cycle, the stock exchange, city treffic, the
assemblyline and Chaplin's walk, but dso a new magic, abeit secular, finds
its everyday home in a certain tactility growing out of distracted vison.
Benjamin took as a cue here Dadaism and architecture, for Dadaism not
only stressed the usdessness of its work for contemplation, but that its work
"became an instrument of balistics. It hit the spectator like a bullet, it
happened to him, thus acquiring a tactile qudity,” He went on to say that
Dadaism thus promoted a demand for film, "the distracting element of
which," and | quote here for emphasis, "is dso primarily tactile, being based
on changes of place and focus which periodically assault the spectator.” * As
for architecture, it is especidly instructive because it has served as the
prototype over millennia not for perception by the contemplative individual,
but ingtead by the distracted collectivity. To the question 'How in our
everyday lives do we know or perceive a building? Benjamin answers through
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usage, meaning, to some crucid extent, through touch, or better ill, we
might want to say, by proprioception, and this to the degree that this
tactility, constituting habit, exerts a decisive impact on optical reception.

Benjamin set no smdl store by such habitual, or everyday, knowledge.
The tasks facing the perceptual apparatus at turning points in history, cannot,
he asserted, be solved by optical, contemplative, means, but only gradualy,
by habit, under the guidance of tactile appropriation. It was this everyday
tactility of knowing which fascinated him and which | take to be one of his
singular contributions to socid philosophy, on a par with Freud's concept
of the unconscious.

For what came to constitute perception with the invention of the nine-
teenth-century technology of optical reproduction of redity was not what
the unaided eye took for the real. No. What was reveded was the optical
unconscious—a term that Benjamin willingly alied with the psychoanalytic
unconscious but which, in his rather unsettling way, he so effortlesdy
confounded subject with object such that the unconscious at stake here
would seem to reside more in the object than in the perceiver. Benjamin
had in mind both camera ill shots and the movies, and it was the ability
to enlarge, to frame, to pick out detail and form unknown to the naked eye,
as much as the capacity for montage and shocklike abutment of dissimilars,
that constituted this optical unconscious which, thanks to the camera, was
brought to light for the first time in history. And here again the connection
with tactility is paramount, the optical dissolving, as it were, into touch and
a certain thickness and density, as where he writes that photography reveds
"the physiognomic aspects of visud worlds which dwel in the smalest

things, meaningful vet covert enough to find a hiding place in waking dreams,
but which, enlarged and capable of formulation, make the difference between
technology and magic vishble as a thoroughly historical variable.+ Hence
this tactile optics, this physiognomic aspect of visud worlds, was critically
important because it was otherwise inconspicuous, dwelling neither in cor-
sciousness nor in deep, but in waking dreams. It was a crucia part of a more
exact relation to the objective world, and thus it could not but probiematize
consciousness of that world, while at the same time intermingling fantasy
and hope, as in dream, with waking life. In rewiring seeing as tactility, and
hence as habitual knowledge a sort of technologlcd or secular maglc was

brought into being and sustaned It displaced the earlier magic of the aura

oy

of religious and cult works in a pretechnologica age and did so by a pro-
cess that is wel worth our attention, a process of demydtification and
reenchantment, precisely, as | understand it, Benjamin's own self-congtituting
and contradictorily montaged belief in radical, secular, politics and messan-
ism, as well as his own mimetic form of revolutionary poetics.

For if Adorno reminds us that in Benjamin's writings "thought presses
close to its object as if through touching, smelhng, tadti ng, it wanted to

[ to'
transform itsdf," we have dso to remember that mimesis wes a crucid
feature for Benjamin and Adorno, and it meant both copying and sensuous
materiality—what Frazer in hisfamous chapter on magic in The Golden Bough,
coming out of a quite different and far less rigorous philosophic, tradition,
encompassed as imitative or homeopathic magic, on the one side, and con-
tagious magic, on the other. Imitative magic involves ritua work on the
copy (the wax figurine, the drawing or the photograph), while in contagious
magic the ritualist requires materia substance (such as hair, nal parings,
etc.) from the person to be affected. In the multitude of cases that Frazer
presented in the 160-odd pages he dedicated to the "principles of magic,”
these principles of copy and substance are often found to be harnessed
together, as with the Mday charm made out of body exuviae of the victim
sculpted into his likeness with wax and then dowly scorched for seven nights
while intoning, ‘it is not wax that | am scorching, it is the liver, heart, and
Spleen of So-and-so that | scorch,” and this type of representation hitching

likeness to substance is borne out by ethnographic research throughout the
20th century.

This reminder from the practice of that art form known as "magic"
(second only to advertisng in terms of its stupendous ability to blend
aesthetics with practicality), that mimesis implies both copy and substantial
connection, both visud replication and materia transfer, not only neetly
pardlels Benjamin's insight that visud perception as enhanced by new optical
copying technology has a decisively materid, tactile, quality, but underscores
his’specific question as to what happens to the apparent withering of the
mimetic faculty with the growing up of the Western child and the world
historical cultura revolution we can dlude to as Hnlightenment, it being his

to ' ©

clear thesis that children, anywhere, any time, and people in ancient times
and so-cdled primitive societies are endowed by their circumstance with
considerable miming prowess. Part of his answer to the question as to what
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happens to the withering-away of the mimetic faculty is that it is precisgy
the function of the new technology of copying redlity, meaning above dl the
camera, to reinstall that mimetic prowess in modernity.

Hence a powerful film criticism which, to quote Paul Virilio quoting the
New York video artist, Nam June Paik, "Cinema isn't | see, it's | fly," or
Dziga Vertov's camera in perpetual movement, "l fdl and 1 fly a one with
the bodies fdling or rising through the air," registering not merdly our
sensuous blending with filmic imagery, the eye acting as a conduit for our
veav bodies being absorbed by the filmic image, but the resurfacing of a
vison-mode a home in the pre-Oedipal economy of the crawling infant,
the eye grasping, as Gertrude Koch once put it, a what the hand cannot
reach.®

And how much more might this be the case with advertising, quintessence

of America's everyday? In "This Space For Rent," a fragment amid a scries
of fragments entitled "One Way Street," written between 1925 and 1928,
Benjamin anticipated the themes of his esssy on mechanical reproduction,
written a decade later, claming it was a waste of time to lament the loss of
distance necessary for criticism. For now the most redl, the mercantile gaze
into the heart of things, is the advertisement, and this "abolishes the space
where contemplation moved and dl but hits us between the eyes with things
as acar, growing to gigantic proportions, careens at us out of a film screen/*
To this tactility of a hit between the eyes is added what he described as "the
insistent, jerky, nearness’ with which commodities were thus hurtled, the
overdl effect dispatching "matter-of-factness' by the new, magica world of
the optical unconscious, as huge leathered cowboys, horses, cigarettes,
toothpaste, and perfect women straddle walls of buildings, subway cars, bus
stops, and our living rooms via TV, so that sentimentality, as Benjamin put
it, "is restored and liberated in American style, just as people whom nothing
moves or touches any longer are taught to cry again by films" It is money
that moves us to these things whose power lies in the fact that they operate
upon us viscerdly. Their warmth stirs sentient springs. "What in the end
makes advertisements so superior to criticism?' asks Benjamin. "Not what
the moving red neon sgn says—but the fiery pool reflecting it in the
asphalt.”,

This puts the matter of factness of the everyday on a new anaytic footing,
one that has for too long been obscured in the embrace of a massive tradition
of cultural and sociologica anadlysis searching in vain for grants that would
give it distance and perspective. Not what the neon says, but the fiery pool
Teflecting it in the asphalt; not language, but image; and not just the image
but its tactility and the new magic thereof with the transformation of
roadway parking-lot bitumen into legendary lakes of fire-ringed prophecy
so that once again we cry and, presumably, we buy, just as our ability to
cdculate value is honed to the razor's edge. It is not a question, therefore,
of whether or not we can follow de Certeau and combat strategies with
everyday tactics that fill with personal matter the empty sgnifiers of postmo-
dernity, because the everyday is a question not of universal semiotics but of
capitalist mimetics. Nor, as | understand it is this the Foucauldian problem
of being programmed into subjecthood by discursive regimes, for it is the
sentient reflection in the fiery pool, its tactility, not what the neon sgn
says, that matters, dl of which puts reading, close or otherwise, literal or
metaphoric, in another light of dubious luminosity.

This is not to indulge in the tired game of emotion versus thought, body
versus mind, recycled by current academic fashion into concern with “the
body" as key to wisdom. For where can such a program end but in the
tightening of paradox; an intellectual containment of the bodv's understand-
ing? What we aim at is a more accurate, a more mindful, understanding of
the play of mind on body in the everyday and, as regards academic practice,
nowhere are the notions of ta:tility and distraction more obvioudy important
than in the need to critique what | take to be a dominant critica practice
which could be caled the "alegorizing" mode of reading ideology into events
and artifacts, cockfights and carnivals, advertisements and film, private and
public spaces, in which the surface phenomenon, as in alegory, stands as a
Ci pher for uncovering horizon after horizon of otherwise obscure svstems of

meanings. This is not merely to argue that such a mode of andysis is smple-
minded in its search for "codes' and manipulative because it superimposes
meaning on "the natives point of view." Rather, as | now understand this
practice of reading, its very understanding of "meaning" is uncongenid; its
weskness lies in its assuming a contemplative individua when it should,
instead, assume a distracted collective reading with a tactile eye. This | take
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to be Benjamin's contribution, profound and simple, nove yet familiar, to
the analysis of the everyday, and unlike the readings we have come to know
of everyday life, his has the strange and interesting property of being cut,
30 to speak, from the same cloth as that which it raises to self-awareness.
For hiswriting, which isto say the very medium of his analysis, is constituted
by a certain tactility, by what we could cdl the objectniess of the object,
such that (to quote from the firg paragraph of his essay on the mimetic
faculty) "His gift of seeing resemblances is nothing other than a rudiment
of the powerful compulsion in former times to become and behave like
something else."t* This | take to be not only the verba form of the "optical
unconscious,” but a form which, in an age wherein andyss does little more
than reconstitute the obvious, is capable of surprising us with the flash of
a profane illumination.

And so my attention wanders away from the Museum of Naturd History
on Central Park, upon which so much dlegoricd "reading,” as with other
museums, has been recently expended, back to the children and Jm at the
agquarium. It is of course fortuitous, overly fortuitous you will say, for my
moral concerning tactility and distraction that Jm is a sculptor, but there
is the fact of the matter. And | cannot but fed that in being stimulated by

the "meaning” of the aguarium to reproduce with the art of mechanica
reproduction its watery wonderland by means of pumps and plastic tubes,
Jim's tactile eye and ocular grasp have been conditioned by the distractedness
of the collective of which he was part, namdy the children. Their young
eyes have blended a strangely dreamy quality to the tactility afforded the
adult eye by the revolution in modern means of copying redlity, such that
while I|m profers a fountan Petra suggests moulds of kids' hands that will

bo
be its dam shdlls.

HOMESICKNESS & DADA

It is with homesickness that | begin and it is with homesickness that |
shdl surdly end, hoping to make of this looping journey homeward some
sense of the wondrous powers contrived from womb-sprung worlds, in
particular with the power of imagined orders, sysems, and other such
elegant devices for explaining the magic of Others. The figure of such
journeying is the figure of cdestia, shamanic, flight, in many ways the
obverse of terror, as | have presented it. But as obverse there nevertheless
remains starkly profiled an uncanny relationship to the function of arbitrari-
ness in terror, and that is why this journey homeward, this celestid flight,
is prrncrpdly a worryrng about the role of order in empowering those
activities deemed explanatory And just as the figure of celestid flight
serves me as a figure for the movement of "explanation™ as a curing
movement deemed to transform chaos into system, then the dliance of that
movement with the magic and rituals of "prirnitive" societies is what | want
to dso bring into the dialectic of Enlightenment.

Anthropology was dweys a homesickening enterprise. To the (not neces-
sarlly unhappy) travall of the sojourns abroad with their vivid flashes of
(generally unrecorded) homely memories, one has to add the very logic of
its prorect to connect the far avay with home in ways that the folk back
home could understand. Sometimes this was done in a comforting sort of
wav, and sometimes it was not. To that you have to add that once home,
the anthropologist is likey to become homesick for that home away from
home where being a stranger conferred certain powers. And so, home
multiplies its temptations no less than it becomes a little sickening, and a
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fdlow such as mysdf, ditting a home in Sydney, Audtrdiig, can find strange
if temporary relief by journeying "home" to the cane fields and forests of
southwestern Colombia by dint of the activity of writing about them—
drawing them into the noose of the real bv means of the snare of the text.
What makes this noose of the red effective, S0 it seems to me, is precisaly
the way by which the ambivalence of this fdlow's homesickness recruité,
through a process of mimetic magic, the presence of that other home. That
thisis arather shady business propping up, among other things, High Theory,
| hope to make clearer. Let me begin with certain African teeth.

African Teeth

Seemingly at odds with the totalizing force of British Socid Anthropology's
reification of structure, one of Victor Turner's gifts to anthropology was to
make the wandering incisor tooth of a dead hunter the container of socid
structure and socid higtory. It is the healer's task to divine the presence and
then magicaly extract the angered ancestor's tooth from where it has lodged
in a 9ck man's body, and the hedler does this to the beat of drums and the
stop-start rhythm of communa singing and individua confession by the sick
man's fdlow villagers. Thus the heder, in Turner's account, uses ritud to
create a dramatic narrative tension and catharsis to close a wounding breach

in the socid body and hence reproduce the traditional socid structure—in
atruly stunningly cathartic display of what Brecht would have caled dramatic
(Aristotelian) theater, as opposed to the epic form of tragedy he was devel-
oping as a revolutionary Communist artist to head the wounding breach
in 20th century capitaist socid structure. Much later Turner willingly
acknowledged that his conceptuaization of socid drzlama was indeed based
on Aristotle's notion of tragedy as bound to narrative. For Brecht, of course,
a completely different view of ritua and theater wes at stake. Heding of the
breach in the socia body of capitalism meant de-narrativizing the iogosphere,
not restoring the deviation to the norm, nor chaos to structure, but of

to

estranging the norma through what Roland Barthes describes as a technique
akin ta but better than semiology—namely seismology or the production of
shock.

That ssismology, in Brecht's words, amed a "showing showing"—
disarticulating the signifier from the signified, the redlity of the illuson from

Homesickness & Dada

theillusion of redlity, the representing from the represented. Thus seismology
is not only the opposite of the magic as desribed by Turner for the Ndembu
doctor's hedling of the socid body, it is dso a technique which invites us to
question the politics of representation in that Ndembu essay itsdf, wherein
the subject addressed and the addressng of the subject become one.

The narrative tension created by the stop-start rhythm of the ritual, as
represented, pervades the very texture of the author's representation—
the poetics of the essay's culminating moment—which reproduces in its
argument and in its very form the cathards described as occurring among
this group of beleaguered Ndembu villagers While the villagers, eventudly,
through much Surm und Drang, locate ther y’ieved ancestor's tooth and

therewith purify the village, we piggy-back on the same magicd ritua to
find, not the tooth, but the purity of structure, the redity of the imaginary
integrated whole.

The Magic of Mimesis

"To read what was never written." Such reeding is the mogt ancient: reading
before dl languages, from the entrails, the stars, or dances. Later the mediating
link of a new kind of reading, of runes and hieroglyphs, came into use. It seems
far to suppose that these were the sages by which the mimetic gift, which was
once the foundation of occult practices, ganed admittance to writing and language.
In this way language may be seen as the highest form of mimetic behavior and
the most complete archive of nonsensuous smilaity. . . .
—Walter Benjamin, "On the Mimetic Faculty"®

The point is not whether this wonderful essy of Turner'sis right or wrong

according to certain Pogtivigt criteria, but to a&k how it sublimindly operates
on us as a ritua of truth-making, shaping our feding and intuitive as well

as highly conscious understandings concerning the security of the referent,

of the character of the relationship between dgns and their referents. | want
to suggest that this shaping is enormoudly facilitated by and indeed dependent
upon the text's appropriation of the African magic and dramatic power of the
ritual it describes. There is thus an intentional or unintentional usage of
Frazer's Law of Sympathy, a magica usage, not only in the actud rite itsdlf,
but in its representation by the anthropologist-writer mimeticaly engaging
the flow of events described with the flow of his theoretica argument, to
the benefit and empowerment of the latter. Not least impressive about this
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magicd mimesis is that instead of obvioudy magicdizing the connectedness
that holds the argument together, it naturadizes those connections.

Loceting the vengeful and dusive tooth of the hunter becomes in effect
a magicaly mimetic figure for an even more serious redlization of ghosily
emanations; namely, what we might cdl the ossfication, or vdidation, of
the construct "structure” found through the magica ministrations of the
wise old heder (found and brought to the village by the anthropologist, be
it noted) who bears an uncanny resemblance to the Manchester-trained
anthropologist assiduoudy practising the craft of case-study socid anthropol-
ogy- Here, in the textual construction itsdf, ritual functions not merdy to
hedal a breach in the (African) socid body. It dso servesto naturalize structure
as the rock-hard referent of the real. In using the force of "Africa" sckness,
magicd ritual, and so forth, as these images detonate and denotate within
the Western constellation of representations, the text moulds us into the
narrative power of the Nervous System's system, not just into a particular
narrative discovered in a didocated African village, but into the power of a
specificaly primitivist narration to represent the redl.

Durkheimian Plastic

Another way of looking at this is to consider the symbol (or sign). In
Turner's rituals the sdf is seen as Durkheimian plastic zombied-out in the
liminal period, to have, as wax impressed by a sedl, the souetys dominant
symbols imposed upon its inner being. ThIS of course, takes us into the
heartland of German Romantic theory of the meol a tradition which
Walter Benjamin, in his study of allegory, drew upon and worked against.
In that tradition allegory was contrasted |nV|d|oust with symbol: e.g. Goethe,
as cited in Benjamin.

There is a great difference between a poet's seeking the particular from
the general and his seeing the general in the particular. The former gives
rise to alegory, where the particular serves only as an instance or example
of the generd; the latter, however, is the true nature of poetry; the
expression of the particular without any thought of, or reference to, the
general. Whoever grasps the particular in dl its vitdity dso grasps the
general, without being aware of it, or only becoming aware of it at a later
stage.*

Benjamin cites F. Creuzer, for whom the symbol could be defined (against
the alegorica) in terms of the momentary, the total, the inscrutability of its
origin, and the necessary. With regard to the first property, that of being
momentary, he made (yvhat Benjamin finds to be an excellent point) the
observation that "that stirring and occasiondly startling quality is connected
to another, that of brevity. It is like the sudden appearance of a ghost, or
a flagh of lightning which suddenly illuminates the dark night. It is a force
which saizes hold of our entire being."*

As againg this totdlizing force of the mystical instant in "which the symbol
assumes the meaning into its hidden and, if one might sy so, wooded
interior,” in alegory the dgnifier is held apart from "its" dgnified by "a
japped line of demarcation” which is both death and history-" Allegory
disrupts the mystica fusion that constitutes the Symbol, and just as it can

- be used to rail againg the Saussarian fuson congtitutive of the Sign (signifier/

dgnified), so it maintains that strategic gap of meaning in which, unlike the
Symbol, there can be no redemption with nature passing transcendentally
into (a higher) meaning.

Arbitrariness

It is a sgn of dl relocation that the things can be named arbitrarilly, . . .
-—TW Adorno’

Whereas Benjamin modernized the allegorical mode of the Baroque (coming,
in the late 1920s, to refashion adlegory in the notion of the dialectical image,
via Marx's celebrated notion of commodity fetishism), Saussure, the father
of modern semiotics, can be seen as modernizing the Symbol, taking it from
the Romantics, cleansing it of its dubious humanist effulgences, locating it
in atradition of linguistic analys's attuned to the notion of the arbitrariness of
linguistic conventions, atradition that stretched back through the eighteenth
century, to Hobbes as well as Plato.” What is perhaps the novety of the
Saussurian emphasis, and the reason for its popularity in the 20th century,
is precisdly its shock effect combining a resolute attachment to arbitrariness,
with a resolute adherence to an overarching system. Of course the Sign was
Arbitrary—but that served only to further enforce the system, ensuring just
that final solution of totalizing closure with which the mydtical fuson of the

Homesickness & Dada

153




The Nervous System

154

Symbol had been entrusted. Saussure's operation here reminds me of Kafka,
but in a back-handed sort of way, because of the way it so politicaly
intertwines arbitrariness with meaning to the benefit of power. It is Kafka
but without the estrangement and without the dightest sense of critique. It
is the voice of the modern state apparatus, the voice of the modern corpora
tion, the quintessence of that everyday but nevertheless gill disturbing phrase
"The Arbitrariness of Power"—both systemic and arbitrary, in short the NS
in one of its many guises.

The Swiss Connection

The dadaist puts more trust in the honesty of events than in the wit of people.
He can get people cheaply, himsdf included. He no longer believes in the
comprehension ot things from one point of view, and yet he is still so convinced
of the unity of adl beings, of the totality of dl things, that he suffers from the
dissonances to the point of self-disintegration.

—Hugo Bail, Flight Oui of Time*

Hdfway into the Great War, in 1916, the year in which Saussure's lectures
were posthumously published in Geneva, a radicdly different approach to
the famous "Arbitrariness of the Sign" was undertaken—at Zurich, with
what came to be caled dada.'® Here it was the very arbitrariness of the sign
which provided the terrain on which politics and history were acted—not
acted out, as in Nedembu ritual, but acted on, by means of what we have
come to understand as modern Performance in a zone we can now, looking

back, define roughly by the coordinates of Artaud and Brecht.
Arbitrariness was used to contest the arbitrariness of the sgn that went

into the systematizing of system.
Reality was seen as Swiss cheese.
The nervousness of the Nervous S\/stem was used agai nst itself. Signifiers

fo

were dismantled, language became sound and dl around lay the petrified
primordia landscape of the Great War.
Birds in Cages

"We were like birds in cages surrounded by lions," wrote Hugo Bdl who,
together with his lifdong companion Emmy Hennings, began the dada show

a the Cabaret Voltaire. The cannons could be heard not far from Zurich as
the war thundered on. Lenin lived a few blocks avgy a the time, but is not
recorded as having attended dada evenings.

Emmy Hennings

John Elderfidd writes that when Bdl met her she was an itinerant actress
and a night-club performer with "a highly unorthodox background."'' What
is meant by this | do not know, although next he says she had traveled in
Russa and Hungary, had a broken marriage, suffered a time in prison, and
was a suspected murderer. She was the one who got the job, singing, at
what came to be cdled the Cabaret Voltaire, and persuéded the owner to
take Bdl along too, as the piano player. Sheis not accorded much importance
in the origin or development of dada, which is badcdly an al-mae move-
ment. But she was certainly one of the few women involved with dada.
There is an entry in Bal's memoir, for 1916, of what appears to be a notice
from a Zurich newspaper, the Ziiricher Post:

The start of the cebaret, however, is Mrs Ermv Hemnings: Star of marv
j to

nights of cabarets and poems. Years ago she stood by the rustling yellow
curtain of a Berlin cabaret, hands on hips, as exuberant as a flowering
shrub; today too she presents the same bold front and performs the same
songs with a body that has since then been only dightly ravaged by grief.

Hans Arp has left us with a memorable description of dada nights at the
cabaret. Only five performers are mentioned. Emmy Hennings is one of
them.

Totd Pandemonium. The people around us are shouting, laughing, and

& to'
gedticulating. Our replies are sghs of love, volleys of hiccups, poems,
moos, and meowing of medieval Bruitists. Tzaraiswiggling his behind like
the bely of an Oriental dancer. Janco is playing an invisble violin and
bowing and scraplng Ma:ia’ne Henni ngs, with a Madonna fa:e is domg

tor

the splits. Huelsenbeck is banglng away nonstop on the great drum, W|th

Bdl accompanying him on the piano, pale as a chaky ghost.
We will come back to this image of the Madonna doing the splits,
o] for'
especidly in relation to the dada man asghost. Sheisaparticularly interesting
|mage in that as Emmy Hennlngs ghe is to be later accused of straightening
tab
out Bdl S |mage after hIS death in 1927 chara:terlzmg dada as little more
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than a youthful excess on his path to righteousness and Catholic conversion,
that fine old story of the inevitable movement from chaos to order.™ And
in her own memoir, as we shdl see much later, Hennings herself invoked
the Madonna as Bdl's origin, and destiny.

According to a letter written by Hans Richter, Emmy Hennings died in
a amdl room above a grocery store in Magliaso (Tesson) in 1949. She must
have been a least in her late fifties and to survive she was working day
shifts in a factory."

Flight Out of Time

In the memoir Flight Out of Time, drawn from his diaries for the vears
1910-21 and published in 1927, the year of his death from stomach cancer
at the age of forty-one, Bdl conveys the sense that dada for him is not smply
the mere negative of the established order, but the attempt to make a mobile
position that is resonant with the mobility of the Nervous System itsdf. On
Huelsenbeck’s poetry, for instance, he writes (in 1916) that it is

an attempt to capture in a dear mdody the totdity of this unutterable
age with dl its cracks and fissures with dl its wicked and lundtic-
genidities with dl its noise and hallow din. The Gorgon's heed of a
boundless terror amiles out of the fantedic destruction*®

Not merely a formd problem of totality and fragmentation, but the
destructive terror of this literdly unutterable age. In this problematic is
indicated the response. "What we are celebrating,” he writes, "is both
buffoonery and arequiem mass." Deceit is met with masks; socid conventions
are met with enthusiasm for illusions, and primitivism holds out powerful
toals, especidly that of magic. "The dadaist loves the extraordinary and the
absurd,” he writes:

He knows that life assarts itsdf in contradiction, and that his age @ms a
the destruction of generosity as no other age has ever done before He
therefore wdcomes any kind of mask. Ary game of hide-and-seek, with
itsinherent power to decdive. In the midst of the enormous unnaturalness,
the direct and the primitive ssam incredible to him.!?

Preoccupied with poetry and the voice, Bdl experimented with sound
dong the lines of Wadllly Kandinsky's abstract expressionist painting. "The

image of the human form," he wrote, "is gradualy disappearing from the
painting of these times, and al objects appear only as fragments. This is one
more proof of how ugly and worn the human countenance has become. . . .
The next step is for poetry to decide to do away with language for Smilar
reasons. These are things that have probably never happened before"

The Magical Bishop, Into the Abyss: From Theater to Ritual

Three months later (according to how he presents himsdf in his memoir),
Bdl is writing that "we have now driven the plagticity of the word to the
point where it can scarcdly be equaled. We achieved this at the expense of
the rational, logicaly constructed sentence. . . .""” And five days later he
attempted his great experiment with language, performing his sound poem
Karawane with his legs and waist immobilized in a blue cardboard cylinder
(an obdisk is how he referred to it), his arms and upper body sustaining a
cape of wings, and on his head a large conica "witch doctor's* hat. He hed
to be carried onto the stage, where he had s&t three music stands for his
manuscript. As he progressed with his recitation,

gedii beri bimba
glendridi lauli lonni cadori
gediama hm beri gasda

he found himsdf in trouble, unable to go on. Then came the moment when
the performance was taken over, his voice being transformed into what he
later described as "the ancient cadence of priestly lamentation, that style of
liturgical singing that wails in dl the Catholic churches of Hast and West."”

He had wanted to break open words and meaning, anadogous to what
had been done to the human figure bv the artist and by the world around
us. He had begun his recitation by renouncing the corruption of the word
and of writing by modern society. He had begun saying that to do this we
had to "return to the innermost adchemy of the word," and he had ended
in the order of Cathalic liturgy. He writes that he does not know what gave
him the idea of this liturgical singing but that

for a moment it ssemed as if there were a pae, bewildered face in my
cubig mask, that haf-frightened, haf-curious face of a ten year dld boy,
trembling and hanging avidly on the priest's words in the requiems and
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high messssin his home parish. Then the lights went out, as | hed ordered,
and | wes carried down df the gage like a megicd bishop."*!

The trandation in MotherwelFs edition reads, "I was carried, moist with
perspiration, like a magica bishop, into the abyss™* John Kldarfidd daims
that the recitation was privately planned by Bdl as his find performance,
but despite the planning, it "not only darmed the audience but dso so
unnerved Bdl himsef that he had to be caried off the stage when the
performance ended." ‘Dadaism was at once the dlimax of Bal's commitment
to an activist aesthetic, notes Hidefidd, "and the point beyond which he
dared not move." This event is commonly portrayed not only as the climax
of Bdl's dadaism, but his rgjection of it as well.

The steps subsequent to Bdl's fdl into the aiyss, however, were not
without significant ambiguity. For while he spent the next three years
severing himsdf from the Zurich dadaists, partly in exile in the countryside,
he was a0 griking out into the world of politics as a radica journaist on
Die Freie Zeitung, in Bern, aswell as becoming absorbed into a mysticism of
saints and angds which was, after 1920 and his and Emmy Henning's
disappointment with German revolutionary movements, to cdlam him so
firmly.

It is hard to resist a particular mythification of Hugo Bdl's Magicd Bishop,
in part because it has become a legend of dada, and in part because of the
drama so eedily read into that truer-than-life performance of the hero
strugglingj to transcend the disordered order of his time, taki ng disorder to

its limit in a new type of dramatic art, only to bresk under the strain and,
a the mercy of forces beyond his control, find himsdf sutured into the
rhythmic order of the Church. In destroying the word, he was brought back
to the Word. What began as art and anti-art, became a derailed sacred act.
Was Bdl perhaps too serious, too religious, and too political to transforma-
tively enact the political implications of the arbitrariness of the sgn? But
might not it have been the case that just this degree of seriousness was what
was required for dada's playfulness and purpossful lack of purpose?
Because he provokes these questions, Bdl is for me the most interesting
of dl the dadaists. He establishes an agenda for our postdada and postmodern
age with which to reconsider the socid and indeed political history of the
sign and its relation to primitivism where the word and the Word stand in
such marvelous tension as in his sound poem performances. To appreciate

the stakes involved, we need now to turn from his flight out of time to the
pervasive aura in our time of shamanic flight and its implications for narrative
order.

Shamanic Flight: The Magic of Narrative

The celestid ascent [appears] to be a primordial phenomenon, that is, it belongs
to man as such, not to man as a historical being; witness the dreams, hallucinations,
and images of ascent to be found everywhere in the world, apart from anv historical
or other "conditions." All these dreams, myths, and nostalgias with a central
theme of ascent or flight cannot be exhausted by a psychologica explanation;
there is dwavs a kernd that remains refractory to explanation, and this indefinable,
irreducible élement perhaps reveds the rea situation of man in the cosmos, a
situation that, we shall never tire of repesating, is not solely "historical."

—Mircea Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Technique of Ecstasy"

If later, in regard to the traditional philosophical texts, 1 not so much let myself
be impressed by their unity and systematic coherence as 1 concerned myself with
the play of opposing and conflicting forces which goes on under the surface of
every self-contained theoretical position, [it was certainly Segfried Kracaeur who
showed mcj how the most eloquent parts of the work are the wounds which the
conflict in the theory leave behind. .

—T. W. Adorno, "Der wunderliche Redist: Ubcr Siegfried Kracauer""

Mircea Eliade's classic Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy epitomises
the way anthropology and the comparative history of religion established
the "shaman" as an Object of Study—first area "type" to be found in the
wilderness of Sheria (among the Tungus), now everywhere from New York
City to fcthnopoetics. Crucial to what | take here to be a potentially fascistic
portraya of third world heding is the trope of magicd flight to the Other
World, from life to death to transcendent rebirth, across the treacheroudy
narrow bridge or through the perilous way by means of "archaic techniques
of ecstasy,” generdly and mightily mysterioudy male. Here we encounter,
in one of its more potent manifestations, not only the mystifying of Otherness
as atranscendent force, but the reciprocating dependence on narrative which
that mysterious stress on the mysterious entails.

But if we try to scrutinize the evidence—taking into account how
extraordinarily dippery such evidence must be—concerning the narrative
character of these magnificent and perilous flights, severa cautions emerge,
suggesting that the narrative form (one step bound to the following, begin-
ning, middle, cathartic end) is the exception, not the rule, and that it is a
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certain sort of anthropology and socia science, geared to particular notions
of the primitive, of story-telling, of boundaries, coherence, and heroism, that
has thus recruited "shamanism” for the heady task of ur-narrativity.

| want to arpue that the evidence, such as it is, suggests a type of
© ' to Jr

modernism in which parts are only loosely connected one to the other, there
is no centralizing cathartic force, and there exists an array of distancing
techniques involving and disinvolving the reader or spectator and thus,
potentially at least, dismantling all fixed and fixing notions of identity. If we
search for a reference point in western history, Benjamin's commentary on
Brecht's epic theater springs to mind (certainly with regard to my own
experiences with "shamanism" in Latin America) because it suggests ways
by which this "modernism" has a long, if underground and repressed
genealogy:

Often in conflict with its theoreticians, such drama has deviated time and
again, dways in new ways, from the authentic form of tragedy—that is
from Greek [Aristotelian] tragedy. This important but badly marked road
(which may serve here as the image of a tradition) ran, in the Middle
Ages, via Hroswitha and the Mysteries; in the age of the baroque, via
Gryphius and Calderon. Later we find it Lenz and Grabbe, and findly in
Strindberg. Shakespearian scenes stand as monuments at its edge, and
Goethe crossed it in the second part of Faust. It is a European road, but
it is a German one too. If, that is, one can spesk of a road rather than a
staking path adong which the legacy of medieval and baroque drama has
crept down to us.z

Also at issue here is the degree of certainty attached to the "shamanic"
experience, a point poignantly made by Roger Dunsmore in his extraordinary
commentary on the famous visions of the Oglala Sioux, Black Elk, but which
never seems to be made by professional anthropologists or folklorists. In
Black Elk's "words" (as we know them after being translated verbally by his
son Ben into English, then edited with a pretty strong hand by John Neihardt
from the transcription made by his daughter, Enid Neihardt):

As | lav thinking of my vision, | could sec it dl again and fed the meaning
with a part of me like a strange power floating over in my body: but when
the part of me that taks would try to make words for the meaning, it
would be like a fog and get avay from me ... It was as | grew older that
the meanings came clearer and clearer out of the pictures and the words;
and even now | know that more was shown me than | can tell.??

"If we take him as a sort of paradigm," writes Dunsmore,

of what it means to be a man of vison, he ovatum? our expectation that the
holy man arrives somewhere at the Truth, which is recognizeble to him
and to us. Instead Black Elk is deeply involved in nat knowing, and in the
risk that when he gives his vison awav it will be ignored, misunderstood,
or misused. -

It is to that not knowing, and to that risk, that we must, | fed, refer
shamanic discourse-—very much including the great trope of flight out of
body, out of time. And if we but pause a moment, to let sink in the
significance of the depth of the physical violence that the U.S. colonia
relationship, together with the appropriation by White mysticisms, has by
and large entailed, then the risk involved in giving the vision away looms
very high indeed, and we then begin to realise what is incumbent upon us
who receive the vision as members of a colonial institution—Anthropology,
Comparative Religion, or whatever names and ciphers are here relevant.
"What becomes clear through his life story," notes Dunsmore, "is that a
great vision is only a beginning, a starting place or point of departure, not
an end, not final." What we do with that radical uncertainty is the measure
not only of our ability to resist the appeal for closure, but aso of our
ability to prise open history's closure with the lever of its utterly terrible
incompleteness. After the battle at Wounded Knee, Black Elk (through a
chain ending with John Niehardt) recalls:

And 0 it wes dl over.

| did not know then how much was ended. When | look back now
from this high hill of my old age, | can till see the butchered women and
children lying heaped and scattered al aong the crooked gulch as plain
as when | saw them with eyes 4ill voung. And | can.sec that something
else died there in the bloody mud, and was buried jn the blizzard. A
people's dream died there. It was a beautiful dream.”

Retracing the History of the World: The Magic of Origins

No matter how often the critique of the search for origins is made, no
matter how sophisticated the person, origin is the goal. Its promises are as
tenacious as they are vague, lost in a melee of yearning energizing the
discipline of history itsdf. The Euro-American fascination with shamanism
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is a specially revealing strand in this alure of origin in which the shaman
becomes a figure combining Primitivism with Woman—with the womb of
time itself. For catharsis lies not only with narrative closure, but with the
return to origin, for which there is no better western model than Dante's
Divine Comedy, wherein the preeminently Christian Poet recruits the pagan

Virgil as his shamanic guide from the dark woods of confusion down to the
(o] to

pit of hell in which the awesome confrontation with the spirit of evil takes
place. This confrontation sets the preconditions for the finding of the sdf,
but the definitive act occurs in the encounter with woman in the transcendent
figure of Beatrice as guarantor of the mvstical illumination, thus fetishizing
one of the great "codings" of Western_culture. In his essay on Surrealism,
Benjamin singles out the importance of this encounter for (man's) profane as
well as mystical illumination. Breton's Nadja becomes the Modern, profane,
equivalent to Dante's Beatrice, and the profane illumination Benjamin directs
us to consider is no less intriguing than its mystical counterpart in that it
renders the everyday mysterious, the mysterious as everyday. This formula
condenses the heart of the importance the Surrealists would clam for the
"marvelous," no less than Benjamin, in al his own writing, struggles not

> to® too
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simply for a mode of critical analysis which demi/stifies, but instead one
which demystifies and reenchants. It is also a formula which in startling
fashion conveys the sense of the uncanny—the everyday as mysterious, the
mysterious as everydeiy—and it is the uncanny which Freud himself so
movingly illuminated as connected to both homesickness and a man's desire
to approach his place of birth, his mother's womb.

It is to the conflation as magical force of Woman with Primitivism, that

I now wish to turn, to examine the post-medieval vet "magicaly rea"

landscape of the first's world's third world, where time and space become

united in a geography through which, as through the sacred flightpath, the

Westerner undertakes the great odyssey of Self-Making, again and again.
to - J to to

to
Nowhere is this clearer for me than in Alcjo Carpentier's novel, Los Pasos
Perdidos (The Lost Seps), written in the mid-twentieth century. This work is
al the more fascinating in that Carpentier, a Cuban and his own sort of
Marxist, had by his own account self-consciously broken with the avant
garde of the first world to give voice to what he took to be a more authentic
and richer expression, in the popular culture of his third world, of what that

first world's avant garde, in Surrealism, was trying to achieve. With the
advantage of hindsight, it is now al too easy to claim that despite al his
claims to the contrary he was in fact carrying out a western European avant
garde project and perceiving the popular culture of the poverty-stricken
third world with exactly the same primitivistic optic that Surrealism itself
stimulated. (I say dl too easy because it is difficult, if not impossible, to elude
this defining power of the Center). It was to what he called o real maravilloso
(cf. Breton's "marvelous”) that Carpentier was drawn, the everyday magical
quality of lived experience he detected as powerful in times past as present
in islands such as Cuba and Haiti, and in Venezuela in whose wooded interior
the Lost Steps are traced.

Alienated from modern civilization, the protagonist undertakes a type of
magical flight from Europe to the interior of Latin America. Traveling from
city to town, from town to hamlet, from hamlet to the forest, he is also
passing back through time, into (what is, in effect, a European coding of)
history. At the end of his journey, deep in the forest with a peasant woman,
fecund and compliant, he finds the beginning of human history in the figure
of an Indian shaman trying to sing a dead hunter back to life. As he
approaches the Originary'which shamanism establishes with the same power
as does Woman, he notes:

We were intruders, ignorant outlanders—Ilate arrivals—in a city born in
the dawn of Higtory'. If the fire the women were now fanning was suddenly
to go out, we would be unable to rekindle it if we had to depend on our
own unskilled hand.*

There is this fear that life, for which we can also read Sdf, will disappear
if woman is unable to fan the fire at the dawn of history. As for his newly
found companion, Rosario:

It did not matter to her where we went, nor whether the lands we visited
were near or remote. For Rosario the idea of being far away from some
famous place where life could be lived to the full did not exist. The center
of the universe for her, who had crossed frontiers without a change of
language, who had never dreamed of the ocean, was where the sun shone
a midday overhead. She was a woman of the earth, and as long as she
wadked the earth, and ate, and was well, and there was a man to serve as
mold and measure, with the compensation of what she caled "the body's
pleasure," she was fulfilling a destiny that it was better not to andyse too
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much, for it was governed by "bi? things' whose workings were obscure
and, besides, were bevond man's understanding. *

Deep in the forest he encounters Indians whom he sees as "human larvae,
from whose loins hung virile members, like mv own,' ensurlng the narrative's

to -J

questing thrust in a spate of dizzy regression to origins. Yet there is further
to penetrate. The striving for completeness finally locates its most othered
Other, the pre-Oedipal phdlic mother. Amid the reed hammocks

where they lay and fornicated and procreated, there was a clay object
baked in the sun, a kind of jar without handles, with two holes opposite
each other in the upper part, and a nave outlined in the convex surface
by the pressure of a finger when the day was dill soft.

This was God. More than God it was the Mother of God. It was the
Mother, primordia in dl religions. The femde principal, genesia, womb,
to be found in the secret prologue of dl theogenies. The Mother, with
swollen bdly, which was a one and the same time breasts, womb, and
seX, the firgt figure modeled by man, when under his hands the possibility
of the object came into being. . . . The Mather, "lonely, beyond space and
even time, whose sole name, Mother Faust twice uttered with terror."#2

Where the Indians lie fornicating, this sun-baked belly-dimpled earthen
pot empties out the heavy atmospherics of Eliade's "celestid ascent” that
"belongs to man as such." His "archaic techniques of ecstasy” and Rothen-
berg's "technicians of the sacred” (a figure taken from tliade), are indeed
revelatory (es Kliede clams) of “the red situation of man in the cosmos'—
in which the flight to the shaman, no less than the flight of the shaman is,
for us, a home run to mom (not to mention that dimple in her turn). It is
here, aso, that language itsdf is born. For following the Mother, what the

' ' & fa fa '

hero now sees is a shaman trying to snatch a till-warm corpse from the
jaws of death. He is shaking his pebble-filled gourd rattle over the body and
as he does so, he sings—aor, rather, voices emerge from his mouth, spirit-
Voices hagglinog over death. It is here, then, that the Mother of God gives

birth to the shaman's song in the primal enactment of the phallologocentric
order—and, lest we forget, of the ever-present, imminence of its dissolution
as well.

-"And in the vedt junglefilling with night terrors," continues the narrator
of h real maravilloso, "there arose the Word. A word that was more than
word." A word that imitates both the voice of the speaker and that of the

spirit of the dead man. They aternate. They harangue each other; one from
the throat of the shaman, the other from his bely. Trills, panting, guttural
portamenti ending in howls, the hint of a rhythm every now and again, the
vibration of the tongue, "the panting contrapuntal to the rattle of the
gourd. This was something far beyond language, and yet ill far from song.
Something that had not yet discovered vocdization, but was more than
word."** We pay homage to Hugo Bdl.

The shamanic flight rests at this point, poised permanently between word
and the inarticulable where narrativity begins. The dead man stays dead. The
Word grows fant but the melody lingers on. And |f through darmg or

/ f a
necessity we go back farther in time we encounter the loneliness of the
Creator "when the earth wgs without order and empty and darkness was
upon the face of the deep.”

Soul-Loss: Vaginal Odyssey

Westward aong the Caribbean coast from Carpentier's Venezudan en-
counter in the forest with the origin of the word that is more than word,
a woman lies heaving in obstructed labor in the Sen Bias idands off Panama
and Colombia. She fdls unconscious. She has logt her purba, "essence” or
"soul."3s The. midwife rushes for the shaman. Cocoa beans are burnt under
the sck woman's hammock, strengthening the clothes of the shaman (who
is wearing Kuropean trousers, clean white shirt, tie, and fdt hat) in the
presence of his wooden spirit-helpers carved in the form of Huropcans (p.
167), giving them the courage to begin the voyage that will bring them face
to face with Muu who is not only the spirit creator of the fetus, but is
responsible for abducting the labori ng woman's soul as well.*

Thus, for what continues for some twenty-four printed pages (first
published in 1947 by the Swedish ethnographers Nils Holmer and Henry
Wassen), begins the shaman's two to three hours long song aimed at
recapturing the woman's soul from Muu—who is aso, (according to Holmer
and Wassen's mentor, Baron Hrland Nordenskiold) "in some measure" the
same person as "the origina mother" from whose womb dl being becomes.”
Together with seven other women, she rules over a city of the dead, recycling
the dead into fetuses.™ Once agan the Great Mother beckons as the telos

of shamanic fllght OnIy here W|th regard to the shaman singing for the
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woman in labor, the flight is not only explicitly male, but is tracked by
Holmer and Wass6n and, following them, in a justly celebrated essay, by
Claude Lévi-Strauss, "The effectiveness of Symbols" as identica to the
movement of the penis dong her vagina
It is this phalic penetration, according to Levi-Strauss (who, like me,
never did fieldwork amongst the Cuna), which gives to this text its "excep-
tional interest." Indeed, he regards it as "the first important South-American
magico-religious text to be known," and this on account of its "striking
contribution" to the solution of the problem of how "specific psychologica
representatives are invoked to combat equaly specific physiologica distur-
bances."*” To the native mind, he writes, Muu's way and the abode of Muu
"are not smply a mythica itinerary and dwdling place. They represent
literdly the vagina and uterus of the pregnant woman, which arc explored
by the shaman and nuchu [meaning wooden figuring/spirit-helper] and in
whose depths they wage their victorious combat." « He refers to this as "the
myth being enacted in the internal body [which] must retain throughout the
vividness and the character of lived experience." He emphasises how the
spirit-helpers, "in order to enter Muu's way, take on the appearance and
the motion of the erect penis," and he advises us that "the technique of the
narrative aims at recreating a red experience in which the myth merely
shifts the protagonists. The nelegan [spirit-hel pers] enter the naturad orifice,
and we can imagine that after dl this psychologicd preparation the sck
woman actudly feds them entering.",,

This is indeed extraordinary, and for dl the tak here of merely shifting
the protagonists and of "recreating a real experience [for the woman]," it
surely stretches credulity to clam that the shamans and/or their spirit-
helpers assume phallic form such that they actualy enter the actua vagina
and the sck woman "actudly feds them enteri ngf" | cannot but fed that
the rhetorical device here wherein Levi-Strauss writes, "We can imagine
that after dl this psychologicad preparation the sick woman actualy feds
them entering,” is indicative of a strategic move for his own technique of
narrative whereby through "the first important South American magico-
religious text to be known," he is mimeticdly evoking a wildly improbable
yet stunningly dramatic mis en scene for the staging of his own magicd
performance. "We can imagine. . . ."

And what do we imagine? Where will our imaginings through this body
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Guillermo Hayan's drawing of wooden figures used in song for
obstructed labor.”

- of (Indian) Woman take us? Why! Into the rhapsody of ordering chaos,

creating meaning and therewith a physiologica cure. Lévi-Strausss am is
nothing less than to provide an explanation of how symbols work, of how
this song can have a beneficid physiologica effect on the laboring woman
and, beyond that, to use this song as a vehicle for illustrating how Structural-
ism, derived from the linguistics of Saussure, serves to explain the effect of
mind on body. All this in a handful of pages hanging from the thread of a
heder's chant.

Hisprincipal caimis that the song provides the woman with a"structure,”

which, like a language, makes her condition meaningful—"meaningful” in
' fa o' b o)

such a way that the form developed by the song becomes the form to be
developed by the laboring body on its way to cure. Obvioudy a great desl,
indeed a world, depends on the power of the meaning here of "form," an
innocuous word, not like "magic" or "spirit." He fortifies his argument by
characterizi ng the woman's initid state of soul-loss as one in which the pl u%

has been pulled from structural cohesion. In other words, we are back in
the familiar terrain not of Indian but of Western mythology in which, as
with Dante, logt in the woods of confusion, ritual's am and the source of
its transcendent power is to establish order (through the encounter with evil
and then with woman), and order is a one with the Godhead itsdf. And
just as the woman's body is designated chaotic, so likewise the spirit Muu,
having abducted the woman's soul, is described by Levi-Strauss as a "force
gone awry." Hence his (ethnographicaly unsupported) assertion that "In a
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difficult delivery the 'soul® of the uterus has led astray dl the 'souls' belonging
to other parts of the body. Once these souls are liberated, the soul of the
uterus can and must resume cooperation.

Can and must!

This metaphysic of order is pursued with relentless vigor. Where he
introduces the argument that the laboring woman becomes incorporated
into what he calls the myth of the shaman’s song, for instance, Levi-Strauss
characterises the Cuna world as one in which the spirits and the monsters
and the magic "are dl part of a coherent system on which the native
conception of the universe is founded."* Given the ethnography available
this is pure supposition, dogma, with immense consequences, allowing Levi-
Strauss to come down pretty hard on what he calls incoherence identified
no less than as alien, the enemy of meaning, and the sign of pain. It's as if
some Natural Law has been transgressed, bringing into natural reaction the
soothing harmonies of the (Holy) Whole. He assures us that whereas the
sick woman accepts (or at least has never questioned) the existence of the
mythical beings that make up this "coherent system,” what she does not
accept "are the incoherent and arbitrary pains, which are an alien element
in her system but which the shaman, cafling upon the myth will re-integrate
within a whole where everything is meaningful."** Structure itself becomes
a magical operator, not for the Indians but for their analyst restructuring
the disordered body of Woman, as where he writes: ’

The shaman provides the sck woman with alanguage by means of which
unexpressed, and otherwise inexpressible, psychic states can be immedi-
aely expressed. And it is the transition to this verbal expression—at the
same time making it possible to undergo in an ordered and inteligible
form a red experience that would otherwise be chaotic and inexpress-
ible—which induces the release of the physiologica process, that is, the
reorganization, in a favorable direction, of the process to which the sick
woman is subjected.

Everything hinges on this question of order. And what's redly crucid is
that the order of meaning has to hook up with the wisdom of the body, its
spontaneous and unconscious physical order. "Here too it is a matter of
provoking an experience," writes Levi-Strauss. "As this experience becomes
structured, regulatory mechanisms beyond the subject's control are set into
motion and lead to an orderly functioning."+

Homesickness & Dada

This naturalizing of "structure" pin-points the target of the analysis, the
demonstration that it is this ordering of order by Saussurian Structure which
transmutes myth into physiol ogic health. This not only explains the (alleged)
efficacy of the song, but effectively universalizes Structuraism and the
metaphysics of Order. Comparing the Cuna shaman's chant with psychoanal-
'ysjs, Lévi-Strauss writes:

It would be a matter, either way, of stimulating an organic transformation
which would consist essentialy in a structural reorganization, by inducing
the patient intensively to live out a myth—cither received or created by
him—whose structure would be, at the unconscious leve, andogous to
the structure whose genesis is sought on the organic levd. The effectiveness
of symbols would congist in this "inductive property,” by which formaly
homologous structures, built out of different materids at different levels
of life—organic processes, unconscious mind, raiond thought—arc re-
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lated to one another.

Here, then, is the transcendant claim for the supremacy of a metaphysic
of Order. By a process surely no less mysterious than the magic it purports
to explain, al of life is encompassed by "inductive properties’ cascading
through "homologous structures” in the body as much as in mind and
culture.

What makes this Cuna analysis so important is not that it success‘ﬁlly
demonstrates the role of a purported "structuralism" in the cure of a bodily
problem, but that the demonstration itself reveals a lust for order as the
movement of the phallus in its shamanic Hightpath along the vagina to the
womb as telos. Akin to Turner's mimetic recruitment of the dead hunter's
incisor's tooth to prove the underlying existence of British social structure in
Africa, so here Levi-Strauss pigg;/-backs on Indian magic to prove the
underlying existence of French structuralism in the New World.

The Representational Bleed

What | am concerned to argue here is not only the important point of
rhetoric, that the vagina staging grants dramatic power to Lévi-Strauss's
demonstration, and that this demonstration becomes in turn an almost
wilfully iconic performance of Western phallologocentrism, but that we have
to radi'cally rethink what it means to take an example or use some concrete
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event as illustration of an abstract idea. For | am arguing that in this Cuna
essy, there is a srategic dippage; something essentid to what is to be
explained enters into the power-apparatus used to explain. More than an
ends-means reversa, this is a fascinating, unnoticed, and probably very
common representational bleed in which the referent referred to, in this
cae the laboring woman's body and the curing mis en scene, creates the
sensuous correspondence—not formal or structural ones—necessary for the
conceptual thought and abstract theory brought by the anthropological
theorist to bear on it. Moreover, | am not so sure that this mimetic piggy-
backing procedure does not significantly paralel the mimetic magic, specifi-
cdly the Cuna magic, it purports to explain yet rests upon. In any event it is
dso crucid to point out that on closer perusa this representational bleed
infusing western structuralist science founders grievoudy, for the reason that
far from sustaining order, this infusion subvertsit in athdroughgoi ng manner.
That which is deemed chaos, the woman's body and the spirit of the womb,
turns out not to be so eesily recruited for the higher cause of structure; the
famous arbitrariness of the sgn turns out not to be so eadly systematized,;
and the mimetic principle, on which this representational bleed as much as
Cuna magic is based, turns out to be the Nervous Sysem par excellence in
that magicdly potent copies are fathful and faithless representations at one
and the same time. On this massve dilemma, in my opinion, both magic
and shamanism are founded, and the lust for Order proves to be yet another
feint in the Nervous System's phantom objectivity. This can be seen by some
further consideration of the famous structuralist incantation.

The Gang of Four

In good part this phalic narrative of redemption is deemed by Levi-
Strauss to work around a simple structural device whereby the spirit-helpers
fight their wav through the vagina in single file, followed bv their successful
return four abreast with the woman's soul. The chant owes its (aleged)
effectiveness therefore to the fact that it thus widens the birth canal br
providing the laboring woman with a structure bv means of which the
disorder of her body can be made inteligible (to -her, of course), hence
orderly and capable of giving birth. "No doubt,” writes Levi-Strauss (in his
andysis which ignores the performative, socid, colonid and micro-historical
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contexts of the song-text), "the purpose of such an ateration in the details
of the myth is to dicit the corresponding organic reaction, but the sick
woman could not integrate it as experience if it were not associated with a
true increase in dilation [of the birth cana]." In point of fact the shaman's
song-text barely mentions single file/frows of four; the former once, the latter
twice, in atext that spans twenty-four pages. Nor does the song indicate in
ways direct or metaphoric that this transition is a key feature in the dilation
of the birth cand. Rather, rows of four is first mentioned when the forcible
entry into Muu's abode occurs (line 388), and the second and final mention
is made (line 428, but merely as "march in a row," not quite the same as
"rows of four") at the same anatomical juncture, namely Muu's gate, now
juxtaposed with the woman's "gate" when her soul is restored into her from
outside her body and not, as Levi-Strauss writes, smply when the spirit-
hel pers emerge from Muu's abode in some alegedly cathartic release cascad-
ing through "homologous structures." That line reads in a far more complex
fashion: "The spirit helpers go out, the spirit helpers march in a row, they
are going to enter by the woman's gate." Exit is conflated with entry, indde
with outside, and leaving with restoration. What must be grasped here is
that the mimetic evocation becomes an eusive and complicated action, no
less 0 than the representation of the body in question and its relation to its
simulacrum in the soul upon which the m‘agicd mimesis so utterly depends.
Moreover, one cannot ignore that "rows of four" is here to do with forcible
entry into the body, and not with "downwards' movement out of it,
"isomorphic" with the expulsion of the fetus.

What needs emphasis, therefore, is that this body of primitive woman,
as represented, does not so essly provide the raw materiad for the staging
of a structuralist psychodrama empowering Theory. Indeed Holmer and
Wassen, the authors of the song-text used by Levi-Strauss, had dready
struggled manfully with contradictions within the text. There was a deeply
puzzling feature about this body of woman being traversed internaly by a
spirit-helpers who, when they gained possession of the lost soul, addressed
it: "Your body lies in front of you in the hammock" (line 430). Previoudy
al the action appears to have been inside the woman's body. Now, suddenly,
it's outside, just when the laboring woman's soul is being restored. Holmer
and Wassen sy here that "The Indian trend of thought is neither dways
strictly logicd nor consistent in a text of this kind."** Yet they seem
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concerned by this apparent inconsistency. In the song lines immediately
following, in which the shaman, likened to the penis, that is, to the action
of the penis, wipes the inner place dry, they rather anxioudy reaffirm the
interior—the vagina—location of the action in language that is a study in
indeterminacy, combining the interrogative with the subjunctive moods.
"The dessication . . . again indicates that the place in question is supposed
to be located inside the woman."*

Penis or Hummingbird?

There s, furthermore, every reason to be skeptical of the major frisson of
the work, where erotics and exotics were conflated into their ateric best,
namey the identification of the narrative movement as one of the penis
moving vaginaward to telos. For it is confidently stated by an anthropologist
comfortable with the Cuna languages (everyday and spiritual), Norman
Macpherson Chapin, that theword nuspane, trand ated by Holmer and Wassen
as penis, is woefully mistrandated and in fact means 'hummingbird'! This
puts a rather different complexion on things, most important of which, to
my mind, is the sacrifice we are now facing—the sacrifice of clarity, the
inability to salvage meaning from the third world for the sske of Theory.
It's not smply the penis that has gone up in smoke. Chapin's rendering of
this problem in a truly beffling footnote serves as one of the great illustrations
of Nervous Sysem poetics. It reads:
Theword penis isamigrandation of nuspane, which means humming-
bird,' This error was made because both nusu (‘worm’) and pane (frigete
bird) are common euphemiams for ‘penis in colloquid Kuna [which is
different to the spirit-language sung by the curer]. The correct correspon-
dence, however, is nau (‘worm'’) + aipane (‘to move back and forth').
Thus: ‘the worm that moves beck and forth,” or “hummingbi rd. >

And he goes on to sy that he questioned his informants repeatedly as to

the possibility that nusupane meant penis. At first they were amused; later

they were impatient.

Mimetic Worlds: Invisible Counterparts

So much for the (mis)representation of the male organ as it dips from
colloquid Cuna to the language of the spirit, the spirit world being, according

to Cuna ethnography, the invisible replication of the materid world. It is this
massvely important quality of the Cuna world, its replication in spiritual
realms, that dlows for magicd power—the power of mimesis. For by acting
on spiritual copies, as in the song, the shaman can affect materia redity. "In
this way one evidently can say," wrote Baron Nordenskiold in the 1930s,
after lengthy discusson with the Cuna Ruben Perez in the Ethnologica
Museum in Gothenburg, "that everything, people, animals, plants, stone,
things made by man etc., have invishle counterparts which we sometimes
see in dreams and which leave the body or a least for the most part leave
it when it dies."* "Kven when we awake," he added, "we can sometimes
fed manifestations of this invisble world, in the warmth of the sun, the
noise of thunder, in music, etc." More sdf-assuredly, Chapin explains from

his fiddwork in the Sen Bias idands fifty years later:

The world as it exigs today hes a dud nature: it is composed of whet is
termed 'the world of spirit' and ‘the world of substance” The world of
Spirit is invisble to a person's waking senses, yet surrounds that person
on dl sdes and resides insde evary materid object. Human beings, plants,
animas rocks, rivers, villages and so forth, dl have invisble 'souls which
arc spiritud ocopies of the physcd body.*

And he points out that the purba or "soul" of ahuman being is, "in its general
form and appearance, a representation of the body in which it lives The
purba of a man with one leg, for example, aso has only one leg."™*

The heding chants are themselves mimetic with this mimetic world of

invisible counterparts. They create word-copies of the spirit-WorId, itsdf a
replica of the material world, and thus, as Jod Sherzer so neatly puts it,
"The subsequent narration of actions and events, addressed to the spirit

world, causestheir,simultaneous occurrencein the mirror image physica world"

(emphasis added).

Yet there is deep-seated mischief afoot here. For while every material
thing has its spirit double visble to the specidists, and it is this doubling
which provides the basis for both misfortune and curing practice, the fact
of the matter is that the spirit world is characterized by its tremendous
capacity for trickery, transformation, and fantasy. Chapin notes, for instance,
that "while dl the inhabitants of the spirit world are able to change their
shapes at will, and are therefore sometimes seen as animals, plants, or
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grotesque distorted monsters, they are frequently pictured in human form.
They are dso dedlt with as if they were human."*

In other words, the spirits can be considered the mimetic principle
unleashed; not just passive copies but copiers, not just prototypes, but
chameleons. It is this quality which makes them not onlv materia for the
shaman to work with, but a power for confuson and evil. You see this
particularly, but by no means solely, with the nia or evil spirits who often,
to quote Chapin, "disguise themsalves as aluring men or women and try
to seduce Kunas of the opposite sex."** Indeed we could say that it is this
capacity of spirits to serve not only as copies but as copiers that makes
shamans necessary, for it is the shamans who have to figure out the red
spiritual copy from the "fake" and it is they who can work on the copy,
through song, s0 as to dfect its materid "origina." Ruben Paev. told
Baron NordenskioM about a girl in the Nargana community who used to
dream a lot about people who had died. Perez took a curiﬁg figurine that
she had held in her hands for a fev minutes to a shaman who was then
able to diagnose her visons as those of evil spirits and not of deceased
persons. He declared that unless she bathed in certain medicines she would
go mad.**

As | read the evidence, the crucial point is that this is not so much a
gystem as a Nervous Sysem. As such it resists structuraist machinery via
the penis or the hummingbird if only because the system is composed of and
requires copies that are not copies. There is this faeful power for deceit and
confusion at the heart of the mimesis, and yet mimesis lies at the heart of
the world, its manifestations, its misfortunes, its curings. While spiritual
access to mimetic copies—to the ater world of spiritud reality—is both
necessary and magically empowering, and while that other world is deemed
mimetic of this world of substance, and modeled on it (or is it vice versa?),
there is dso this curioudy noncopied and fake-copied aspect to this mimetic
doubling which creates acute and life-threatening representationa dilemmas
as well as strange fantasy worlds such as the Kdus or spirit-fortresses. A
glance at a Cuna drawing of such a spirit fortress suggests not merely the
degree of contradiction involved in claiming that the spirit world is modeled
on the physicd or "real" world, but the strange beauty of that contradiction.
The arbitrariness of the dgn is here construed in terms dragticaly different
to the totaizing closure claimed for it by Saussure and Levi-Strauss. We are

A Spirit-Fortress as Drawn by Alfonso Diaz Granatlos in 1973.59

in a mobile world in which meaning, or at least reference, is both fixed and
dipping—and what this Cuna song and Cuna woman, now so famous in the
world ethnologicd industry which has so enthusiasticaly recruited them,
show us, is that the womb, the telos of the shamanic night, is precisay
where reproduction creates, as Derrida might have it, Mng under erasure,
copies that are both copies and not copies.

Homesickness & Dada
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Mimetic Vertigo

A dramatic illustration of representational dizziness is provided by the
nature of the body traversed by the shaman's helpers. We have dready had
occasion to note the perplexity it created for Homer and Wassen, when
being inside suddenly became being outside. An apparent solution to this
disorientation is provided by Chapin, who dams that Holmer and Wassen's
rendering (and therefore that of Levi-Strauss too) is grievoudy in error
because, in this world of spirit replicas, these interpreters have too literal an
understanding of the woman's body. Instead of it being an actua woman's
body that is penetrated, says Chapin, the song depicts (and therefore, on my
argument, gains mimetic magicd force from) a spiritual journey through a
spiritual copy of the woman in question. For those with supernatural vision,
he writes, the soul of the woman "is in every detail, identica in appearance
and behavior to the body in which it is housed."® What is more, this copied
body of the laboring woman becomes in some inexplicable manner the body
of the Great Mother, Muu, from whose womb came dl things (including the
magicdly powerful wood, such as basa, from which the shaman's curing
figurines are made). During pregnancy a woman's soul becomes "one with

the cosmos itsdf. The two spiritual reams are fused together in the never-
r o}

ending process of creating offspring and replenishing the Earth's stock of
living beings." Thus the song enacts a vagind journey in two spirit-streams
a one and the same time; into the cosmic body of the Great Mother, and
into the soul or spiritual copy of the actua women's materia body. This
puts Levi-Strauss, "We can imagine ..." on a new footing.

So far, so good. At least everything seems matched up, copies of copies,
plus a little magica fuson between the soul and the cosmos. Then comes
i to

the decisve play of scene-changing. To quote Chapin once again. "When
the spirit helpers arrive at Muu's house [cosmic level], they come to the
[real woman's] spiritual womb. At thispoint intheir journey, however, thelandscape
alters (as often happens in the &xotic world of spirit) and Muu's house becomes
the woman's spiritua body." The wadls of Muu's house are now her ribs,
the door is her vulva, the door frame is her thighs, and the door chain is
her pubic hair—all this, 1 might add (emphasizing the terms of my own

interpretation), in a song designed to ater redlity by acting on faithful copies
of it.

A dizzying passage indeed—"as often happens in the exotic world of
spirit"—just when they reach telos, the cosmic womb, no less, the arche-
organ of reproduction of smulacra with which the magician and hesler st
to work. Far from ensuring the fiddity of his master's voice, to evoke this
telos for the cdestid harmonies of order is to merely give the Nervous
System another fix.

Understanding Understanding and the Chaos of Woman

But maybe dl this concern with the true and real meaning of the text is
irrelevant, anyway. For not only does it appear to crumble at our andytic
touch, resisting interpretation that would reduce it to another sphere of
reference, such as the chaotic body or the straightened-out-body, but one
has to bear with a considerable weight of hermeneutic doom because—and

one can hardly over-emphasize this—we have to serioudy question how
much of the song the laboring woman actudly understands. (And of course
once one raises this doubt, it takes root. What, after al, is meant by "actually
understands'?) All this on account of an observtion in the Holmer and
Wassen text that Levi-Strauss overlooked:
Like so meny other species of literary composition of amegicd or mydticd
nature, the song of Mu-Igala cannot be rightly understood except by the
Indian medicine men himsdf or by those initieted by him.”

The point, in Cunatheory, is that the chant is addressed not to the patient
but to the spirits and therefore has to be sung in their language, not that of
colloquid Cuna. Yet for Levi-Strauss it is crucid that the woman herself
understands, Everything depends upon this. "The shaman provides the sick
woman with a language" he writes with emphasis, "by means of which
unexpressed and otherwise inexpressible psychic states can be immediately
expressed.” This language makes it possible for her

to undergo in an ordered and intdligible form a red experience that
would otherwise be chaatic and inexpressble—which induces the relesse
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of physologica process, that is, the reorganization, in afavorable direction,
of the process to which the sick women is subjected.”

In short, "Once the Sck woman understands/' she gets well.

But not only are we now saddled with ineradicable doubts about what
it is that the woman "understands,” this woman for whom so many men
are speaking, but we have aso to question whether in fact she does "get
well." The am of the essay is in its title, "The Effectiveness of Symboals'
(L'Efficacite symbolique). Yet what if the symbols are not effective? Surely
their efficacy cannot be assumed but has to be demonstrated. More to the
point, what is it that is being made efficacious? Is it the birfhing of a child
by what Levi-Strauss cdls organ-manipulation through symboals, or is it the
recruitment of the magic of Indians and the body of soulless woman o give
birth to something dse? And in the latter eventudlity, are we not, in reading
Levi-Strauss explanation as the great drama of birthing from chaos to order,
being sutured into yet another system of signs in which the arbitrariness of
power is channeled into one of the truly great sysems of power—that of
"explanation” as man amidst magicaly empowering smoke singing unintelli-
gible text into the birth cana of the world, forever chaotic and femade, so

(o]

as to reproduce "structure"?

Homesickness

Given their neglect of questions of afect, it is impossible to tell from
ethnographic sources whether magic creates a sense of the uncanny amongst
the Cuna. But.it certainly can have that effect in Euro-American societies
for whose men, at least, in what is by now a homely quotation, Freud wrote:

This unheimheh [unanny] place, however, is the entrance to the former
Heim [home] of dl human beings to the place where each one of us lived
once upon atime and in the beginning. Thereisajoking saying that "Love
is home-sickness'; and whenever a men dreams of aplaoeoracoumry
and sas to hmsdf while he is ill dreaming: "this plaoe is familiar to

me, I've been here before" we may interpret the plaoe & bang his
mother's genitds or her body.
And he adds, "In this case too, then, the unheimlich [the uncanny] is what
was once heimisch, familiar; the prefix un is the token of repression.”
In keeping with this little dance of repression and desire, it should be
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noted that discusson and witnessing of sex and birth are severely taboo
amongst the Cuna, while a the same time no medicine will work unless it
has sung to it the history of its origin. Guillermo Hayans, one of Holmer
and Wassen's Cuna informants, supplied them with a such an Origin History,
that of the badsa wood—it being from basa that the most powerful curing
figurines are carved. He supplied a drawing of this history as well, in an
unmistakably homely framework (p. 180), and Baron Nordenskiold was
clearly impressed by the frequent accounts in which "these Indians imagine
that everything has, in a natural manner, sprung from her [the great mother's]
womb without there being any mention of fatherhood."® This notion of a
womb-sprung world is dso to be found amongst the Kogi in northern
Colombia (eastward dong the Caribbean coast from the Cund) as related by
Gerardo Reichd-Dolmatoff, whose work in this respect is referred to in
severd places in the Holmer and Wassen andlyss of the Cuna birthing song.

From Holmer and Wassen we learn that when a Kogi woman is having
a complicated labor, the shaman sings a song directed to the "primordial
mother."*From Reiche-Dolmatoff s ethnography itsf, we dso learn that
the Kogi world is conceived of as o many different manifestetions of the
womb—the men's ceremonial house being one such manifestation—and

that in a beguiling inflection of the Oedipa complex, bays are frequently
seduced at puberty by their mothers, continuing to have sexud intercourse
with their mothers even after they have achieved adulthood and are married.
Indeed many Kogi men assured the ethnographer that only with one's mother
could a man have a satisfying copulation. In the men's (there is no women's)
ceremonia house, however, the young men are, before dl else, warned of
the great danger their mothers represent. Thus, after describing ill more
entailments of the Kogi world as a uterine universe, Reichd-Dolmatoff is
able to conclude, "Therefore it becomes comprehensible that the mother

becomes the central flgure ina rellglon whose grest promise is the return
or

of the individua to the womb." Indeed, his own discursive process of sf-
comprehension provides confirmation of how seductive this cadl of the womb
can be and its decisive influence for the clear-sighted, scientific, systematizing,

o o> fa'

study of the Other. "At the beginning," he writes, of his work, "when |
dowly penetrated the Kogi world, | fet attracted by the exuberance of its
images; it was aworld made impressive by its coherence and organization.”

The resemblance to Levi-Strausss machine are obvious. It promises a totaliz-
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Drawing of Guillermo Hayans to illustrate the secreto of the curing song, the Xia-lkala™

ing (albeit "humanist") worldview, a philosophy created out of Anthropology.
“In redlity what | found amongst the Kogi " continues Reichcl-Dolmatoff,

i o to

"was not a dried out corpus of data that could be made into an academic
essgy, but the coherent knowledge of a redlity profoundly relevant for my
own cultural tradition. The vears | spent with the Ko? taught me that the
detailed study of the last remaining societies, ineptly celled 'primitive,
congtitutes the last opportunity to know our own cultural roots." ' There,
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the womb of the Great Mother. With us, "our culturd roots." The flight to
the former takes us back to the latter. This is the flight path of that activity
known as Anthropology. Origin is the god, and the exuberance of images
initidly encountered shdl serve as mere prelude to the discovery of an
orchestrating system. In the beginning.

We can imagine. . . .

Homesickness and Dada

When a man dies, nostalgia may set in, and an image is sought to capture
if not revivify his soul. This requires finding meaning in his life, and that
means tracing some sort of connecting thread. This is even more the case
with our mother's death, whose role it is (as with the Virgin) to hold that
man's soul in a certain image of truth, if not truth-seeking. Take the case
of Hugo Bdl and the Madonna. We try to read Bdl one way, but the
nervousness of his system throws us into an-other way, the opposite way on
which the firgt way depended. It is entirely plausible to see him as tripping
up power in its own disorderliness. That is what | would cdl a post-
modernist strategy. But it is dso entirely plausible to see him—at the very
same time of the Cabaret Voltaire cresting sound poems and destroying
language—as engaged in an "essentialist” recuperation of an Adamic Iangi;age
of naming. What we find here is the deeply perplexing question of realism,
which could be summed up by asking: So what if the sgn is arbitrary, given
that despite their Jictive character, socid conventions are nevertheless reaV
This is why it is smply not enough to belabor the point that gender, race,
capital, shamanism, Africa. . . are "merely" socid constructions. Their mere
"mereness’ is enough. This is where our criticism hes stopped, as againg a
brick wall, for the past few years, not knowing what to do with this strange
and often violent power once it has been thus identified (and, be it noted,
identified long before our present, post-structuraist, generation, as with
Durkheim's concept of the "socid fact" and as with Marx's conceptualization
of value and hence capital itsdf). The "arbitrariness of the sign” is constantly
poised between and dependent upon the dternatives of essentidism and
anarchy, and that is why we can read a dadaist like Bdl in both these ways.
His ritual performance of the Magica Bishop, now a dada-legend, aimed at
a return to origins with, amongst other things, his wearing of a shaman's
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hat and an angel's wings, and he relates (in his memoir, note the title, Flight
Out of Time) the dramatic climax to his attempt to break the logicaly
constructed sentence. He collapsed back into the rhythm of the Church and
subsequently broke with dada to renew his childhood infatuation with the
mysteries of the Church of Rome. In pondering why this dada-failure has
become such a powerful myth (for there is every reason to contest its
veracity, except as a myth) 7 we might note not only the attraction of tragic
despair, but dso the way the divine mother is recruited to hold the dead
man's image in flight not out of time but back to the beginning of time. Sure
we can read (Bdl) in two opposed ways, fixing and dipping, but either way
we have to remember tmmy Henning's remembrance—Emmy Hennings
whom Jean Arp described on the stage of the Cabaret Voltaire as a Madonna
doing the splits, Emmy Hennings who is criticized by Elderfield for trying
to clean up Bdl's dada act after his untimely death; Emmy Hennings who
lived with Bdl before, during and after dada (and serendipitioudy started
it). Bdl wrote that at the moment of (supposed) crisis, when his sound poem
was "saved" for rhythmic order, it seemed to him as if there was in his
cubist mask (as he now cdls it), the pae bewildered face of a ten-year-old
boy, haf-frightened, half-curious, hanging on the priest's words in the
requiems and high masses in his home parish—and it is a dightly earlier
verson (for we arc moving, still, back through time) of this boy whom
Emmy Hennings portrays in her introduction to my edition of Flight Out of
Time, the child who, because he could not seep at night without al his
family around his bed, made friends with the angels. Eor above his bed, she
writes, there was a picture of the Sistine Madonna with two little angels at
her feet, leaning on cushions of clouds. The boy's lips formed an outline
over their wings, and in the morning there they were, having kept fathful
watch. In this way he kept track of his growth; when he was seven, she says,
he had been able to reach the cloak, the skirt of the Queen of Heaven, with
his fips, without having to stand up or stretch his toes.
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