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Foreword

Hosted by the University of Macerata on October 4-6, 2007, the nineteenth
AISNA biennial International Conference USA: Identities, Cultures, and
Politics in National, Transnational, and Global Perspectives was animated by
approximately two hundred scholars involved in a debate rich in methodological
and critical approaches and fertile in interdisciplinary crossings. The issue of
identity for a nation like the United States, a multiethnic society rooted in a
variety of traditions, languages, and histories, and also interwoven in a complex
network of associative as well as antagonistic relationships, has never been
a simple one. Though the national narrative, until the 1960s had tended to
underrate or under-represent the richness of the contributions of the so-called
minorities, and had underplayed the relevance of social and cultural hybridity,
such is no longer the case, and has not been for a number of years now. Through
the 2007 Conference AISNA associates, however, also sought to engage the
international critical debate over American identities in relation to the role the
USA plays in a globalized world. 2007 was a critical year and it should not be
surprising to discover that a distancing response to American ‘unilateralism’
and ‘superpower nationalism’ is a common thread that runs through many of
the papers presented at the Conference and published in this volume.

The three key-note lectures highlight the role a transnational critical
‘perspective’ can play in re-locating the relative space American language,
literature and culture should occupy in a globalized world (Paul Giles); in
keeping American universalizing practices of national values well separated
and distinct from present-day ‘rooted’ cosmopolitanism (MaurizioVaudagna);
and in reconstructing the transcontinental roots of cultural genres like Film
Noir, usually considered typically, and representatively, American (William
Luhr). The entire volume bears witness of the number of issues that were
brought under scrutiny, and read through national, transnational and global
lenses, in and across the 14 workshops of the conference. It also bears witness
to the will in Italian and European scholars to debate the key issues of the
conference both as Americanists wanting to investigate their object of study
in dialogue with international scholars, and as active participants in the
construction of a common European identity in dialogue with individual and
national historical and linguistic differences.
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Lectures






Paul Giles

International American Studies and the Question of Circumference

Although the term “American literature” was first used in the 1780s, in the
immediate aftermath of the country’s political separation from Great Britain
(Spengemann 1989, 152), the first university course in this subject was not
taught until 1875, by Moses Coit Tyler at the University of Michigan (Graff,
211). Tyler also published in 1878 the first History of American Literature,
intended originally to be a “history of American literature from the earliest
English settlements in this country, down to the present time” (though the
later parts of this survey were never completed). Tyler took as the parameters
of his first two volumes the years 1607 through 1765, a chronological
span which, of course, preceded the birth of the new nation. His project
thus anticipated the style of prolepsis that was to become characteristic of
American literary scholarship, since, in the interests of what he called “unity
and completeness,” Tyler re-read “early” American literature so as to bring
it forcibly into alignment with the post-Revolutionary world, in order to
create discursive space for his narrative centered upon an emerging “single
nation” (Tyler 1879, v-vi). This nationalist agenda, in different guises, was
also to inspire key critical works in the early part of the twentieth century,
when there was a consistent attempt to explicate American arts and letters
by setting them in the context of cultural conditions constitutionally different
from those of Europe: we see this in V. L. Parrington’s Main Currents in
American Thought (1927-30), in The Reinterpretation of American Literature
(1928)—which was edited by Norman Foerster on behalf of the newly-formed
American Literature group of the MLA—and in F. O. Matthiessen’s American
Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson and Whitman (1941).
After 1945, these systematic mappings of American literature in relation to
domestic culture were often mediated institutionally through the academic
practice of American studies, an interdisciplinary matrix predicated upon what
Vicente L. Rafael has described as an “integrationist logic,” through which a
science of society might shed light on cultural matters (Rafael 1994, 98). The
purpose of American studies in the decades after the Second World War was
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to mediate between disciplines, examining African American traditions and
issues of civil rights, for example, within a holistic framework through which
the literary and historical dimensions of US culture would mutually illuminate
each other.

Since the beginning of the Reagan era in the early 1980s, however, American
studies has often seemed like an extended dirge for the loss of that progressive
idea associated with “America,” an iconic investment that sustained the subject
through its golden years in the 1950s and 1960s. The JFK Institute at the Free
University in Berlin, for example, was founded in 1963, a few months after
Kennedy’s famous visit to that city, at a time when the youthful exuberance
of American democratic polity seemed to offer a compelling alternative to the
exhausted conditions of post-war Europe. Indeed, the 1960s have now taken
on for American studies the character of an Ur-decade, the point of reference
to which subsequent analysis inexorably returns. The 1996 novel by Chinese-
American author Gish Jen, Mona in the Promised Land, pointedly sets itself in
this utopian location of 1968, drawing upon the iconography of a “promised
land” to evoke a world where the fluidity of social and ethnic transformation
(in this case, a metamorphosis of Chinese into Jewish) can be valorized: “Tell
them this is America,” says the heroine’s best friend, “anything is possible”
(Jen 1996, 84). The notion of a promised land is associated here with old
American pioneers such as Lewis and Clark (Jen 1996, 148), with the “spirit
of the day” as manifested in the hippie paradise of Haight-Ashbury (Jen 1996,
84), and ultimately with Ovid’s testimony to the powers of change, flux and
motion, as cited in the novel’s epigraph (Jen 1996, viii). It is also noticeable
how much of Jen’s narrative takes place in educational settings, both Mona’s
high school and her elder sister’s Harvard, thus creating for this rite-of-passage
novel something like a pedagogic imaginary, where coming of age involves
being initiated into the moral circumference of American civic life. Even Ovid
is being read in Mona’s high-school English class, and indeed at one point
the novel draws this analogy between education and civic life directly, saying
how Mona “understands that this is how life operates in America, that it’s
just like the classroom. You have to raise your own hand—no one is going
to raise it for you—and then you have to get ready to stand up and give the
right answer so that you may gulp down your whole half-cup of approval”
(Jen 1996, 67).1

It is true that there are in Jen’s novel elements of pastiche and irony
hedging in all of these invocations of a promised land, which is both evoked
and revoked simultaneously. What this book does suggest, however, are the
powerful institutional and pedagogic reasons for wanting to cling on to an
idea of American promise, even at a time when the theoretical premises of
US exceptionalism have been all but exhausted. In his response to the 2006
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address by the president of the American Studies Association, JFK professor
Winfried Fluck brushed aside the “transnational turn” as merely “an
extension of [the] romance of . . . intercultural space beyond the borders of
the nation-state” (Fluck 2007, 26) and he talked instead about the necessity
for American Studies scholars to focus not on perspectives from the “outside”
but on the traditional “center” (Fluck 2007, 28). But it is precisely the burden
of transnationalism that binary oppositions between inside and outside,
center and margin, have become increasingly difficult to quantify, and Fluck’s
nostalgia here for a mythical center, apparent also from his tribute to the
“still exemplary” status of de Tocqueville (Fluck 2007, 29), is of a piece with
the retrospective projection of 1968 in Jen’s novel. The utopian narratives of
the 1960s have, of course, modulated into the dystopian narratives of today,
which ritualistically indict the folly and stupidity of George W. Bush, as
though his policies of a drive for global supremacy in political and economic
realms and an equally powerful desire not to lose the sense of America as
a privileged and protected space were the result of some private madness,
rather than a structural inconsistency arising from the contradictory nature
of the relationship between the United States and the rest of the world at
the beginning of the twenty-first century. This is not, of course, to seek to
justify Bush’s programs. It is, though, to suggest that to regard them simply
in dystopian terms is merely to perpetuate (by reversal) a utopian impulse
that seeks still to read US culture in mythical terms, as promise or jeremiad.
Such a formulation ignores the complicated and unstable ways in which US
culture has entered into negotiations with globalization, preferring instead to
shore up its nation-based analysis of what Fluck calls “the cultural sources of
American power”—a phrase which in too many cases needs to be understood
self-reflexively, implying as it does the cultural sources of American studies
power.2 It is of course by now well known that the development of American
studies after 1945 was underwritten by US diplomatic missions, and half a
century later the need to attract funding for institutional centers continues to
skew the academic agendas of American studies programs in unaccountable
ways.

What I am suggesting here is a division between the civic pressures of
American studies on the one hand and the subject’s intellectual evolution on
the other. The issue here revolves around cultural protectionism, which might
be seen as an analogue to US attitudes toward free trade in the economic
sphere. As Joseph Stiglitz has remarked, although Washington supports free
trade in theory, when a poor country finds a commodity it can export to the
United States, domestic protectionist interests are quickly galvanized, as for
examplein a tariff of 350% on steel imports from Moldova (Stiglitz 2002, 269);
not surprisingly, these fair trade laws are known outside the United States as
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“unfair fair trade laws” (Stiglitz 2002, 172). Similarly, much of Paul Gilroy’s
work since The Black Atlantic (1993) has sought to dissolve the concept of
racial and national identity by focussing on a shift away from the molecular
scale, a transition deriving partly from “biotechnological” developments
(Gilroy 1993, 201) paving the way for more mutable and “postracial” forms
of genetic science (Gilroy 1993, 218), and partly from globalization; however,
as Kenneth Warren has acknowledged, there has been a tenacious desire,
not only among African American critics, to retain categories of racial and
ethnic identification for strategic rather than strictly intellectual purposes, a
paradoxical cycle that has led to a partial rehabilitation in Southern studies
of old-fashioned white scholars on the grounds that “black distinctiveness
is preserved by rediscovering the southernness of America” (Warren 2003,
76-77).3 Again, one reason for this clinging to “distinctiveness” is the civic
imperative: as the economy has moved from a manufacturing to a knowledge
base, so the Fordist regime of industrial production, which David Harvey
described as lasting until about 1973, has now been displaced from the
factory shop floor to higher education, so that universities have become the
places where future American workers get their credentials certified (Harvey
1989, 140). An openness to questions of diversity has of course become a
key component of this information economy, which is one reason for the
widespread visibility of eminently teachable works such as Mona in the
Promised Land.

The interface between local and global cannot, however, always reconcile
itself comfortably to these narratives of liberal accommodation. In 1950,
Lionel Trilling was able to write persuasively of a “liberal imagination,”
through which the domestic virtues of flexibility and open-mindedness would
counter the deterministic dogmatism of social conditioning, a philosophy
at that time popularly associated with the malevolent power of the Soviet
Union. But, as Martin Jacques has noted, such conceptions of liberalism have
tended often to be regarded by the West “in a strangely ahistorical way”
(Jacques 2004, 17), and the shift from a twentieth-century liberal consensus
to the kind of “neo-liberal hegemony,” in Harvey’s phrase, prevalent at the
beginning of the twenty-first has radically altered cultural conditions within
America (Harvey 2003, 96). Most of these social and economic developments
are familiar enough, at least in broad outline. Saskia Sassen, for whom
“the global age launched in the 1980s” (Sassen 2006, 143), has discussed
the reshaping of the modern state away from assumptions about stable full
employment and the pre-eminence of nuclear family households toward a
condition in which the mobility of international capital and the circulation
of global commodities typically engender more short-term, contractual labor
arrangements. The displacement of economic activity offshore, in other words,
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has contributed to the displacement of the factory and of state government,
which during the twentieth-century “hypernational era” (Sassen 2006, 140)
were the key strategic sites where the structural dynamics of the Fordist regime
were regulated; instead, “global cities” (Sassen 2006, 54) have taken over as
the crucial nexus of social process and power. The formulation in the mid-
twentieth century of a national public through network media has also been
supplanted by a proliferation of television (and, increasingly, Internet) outlets
dominated by transnational media interests.

None of this has rendered the idea of the nation redundant, of course, but
it has brought about what Sassen calls “a debordering of the liberal state”
(Sassen 2006, 410), a process of “denationalization” within which any national
narrative now finds itself needing to engage with the pressures of globalization
(Sassen 2006, 233). Richard Sennett has written of how, as production of
all kinds has become increasingly automated within the framework of what
he calls the “new capitalism,” the old pattern whereby experience gained
in the workplace was conducive to a “sustaining life narrative” (Sennett, 5)
has been superseded by a situation in which 20% of the U.S. labor force are
employed on short-term contracts and a further 20% of men in their fifties
are under-employed (Sennett 2006, 49, 102). 9/11 contributed massively
to this general sense of insecurity and displacement, exemplifying Etienne
Balibar’s point about the increasing difficulty of differentiating inside from
outside and of how, within the transnational domain, borders are “dispersed”
everywhere, rather than being situated just “at the outer limit of territories”
(Balibar 2004, 1). As David Simpson noted, the Iraq war and the Abu Ghraib
photographs that came to epitomize it, also heightened a sense of uncertainty
among Americans “about who ‘we’ are and what ‘we’ stand for” (Simpson
2006, 109); those comfortable binary oppositions between “us” and “them,”
integrated immigrant and hostile alien, that propped up the spirit of American
exceptionalism during the Cold War era have been thrown increasingly into
disrepair. The less obvious but potentially much more sinister threat to the
nation of global warming, in the light of which the scientist Paul Brown
has claimed it is not worthwhile for anyone under the age of 30 to save for
a pension (Brown 2006, 13), has also contributed to this sense of a world
spinning out of national orbits. Environmental change, like multinational
corporations and global terrorism, is an operation that recognizes no state
boundaries.

My purpose here is neither to construct apocalyptic scenarios, nor to propose
solutions to these problems, but, more impartially, to consider ways in which
they have entered into the realms of everyday experience and therefore impacted
upon American literature and culture. One key word here is representation,
encompassing both aesthetic and political representation, categories running



20 PAUL GILES

theoretically in parallel to each other that globalization has rendered equally
problematic. Politically, the dilemma is, quite straightforwardly, that the most
urgent issues of the day are no longer susceptible of being resolved through
national jurisdictions, even though, as Caren Kaplan has observed, national
governments have been intent upon using every “tool in their bag of tricks” to
stave off threats to their sovereignty (Kaplan 2002, 39). The bottom line here
is the tax system, the capacity of a state to gather revenue in order to enact
policies based on government decisions that themselves arise out of processes
of democratic representation; however, this virtuous circle has come under
threat not only from the global mobility of capital, which has forced down
the highest domestic tax rates and thus substantially reduced the proportion
of GNP available to any given administration, but also from the increasing
mobility of citizens in an international labor market, many of whom no
longer feel inclined to stay put and passively accept whatever tax regime a
government may choose to impose upon them. A few political philosophers
such as Jirgen Habermas have explored the possibility of “postnational”
systems of governance, but in political life generally there has been a massive
failure to confront these issues. Such unwillingness can certainly be explained
by a natural reluctance on the part of career politicians to canvass election by
addressing the limitations of their own power, but it has also contributed to
an increasingly distorted process of democratic misrecognition, where lines
of authorization between electoral choice and political agency have become
blurred, and where the relationship between the American people and their
political representatives has become increasingly less transparent.

The problem of how to reconcile “global multilateral institutions with
democratic accountability” is, as Joseph J. Nye Jr. acknowledged, one to
which there is no easy answer (Nye 2002, 168). George Soros, who has
argued for some kind of structures of international governance to provide
a more systematic approach to issues bound up with each other on a global
axis, has talked of the United States as “a ‘feel-good’ society, unwilling to face
unpleasant reality” (Soros 2006, xxiii); and while such an analysis may be
unduly simplistic, it does highlight a deeply-felt constitutional disinclination
to surrender the sense of individual and national agency that is traditionally
held to be part of the American birthright. There is also a marked generational
conflict beginning to become evident here, with older Americans who grew
up within a different model of fiscal insurance now finding themselves
protected by relatively comfortable schemes of social security, while younger
workers have developed much more unstable ties with the labor market, with
the result that their pensions and medical provisions are correspondingly
weaker. From this perspective, American paranoia around the question of
homeland security might be understood in allegorical terms, as an epitome of



INTERNATIONAL AMERICAN STUDIES AND THE QUESTION OF CIRCUMFERENCE 21

its anxieties about global displacement more generally; to refurbish Voltaire’s
Enlightenment quip about God, if al-Qaeda did not exist, it would be necessary
to invent it. Monolithic conceptions of American empire, and of President’s
Bush’s preference for appropriating the entire globe as an extension of the
homeland security state, would seem in this light to be misleading, since they
overlook the impact of globalization upon America itself, those structural
adjustments endemic to the twenty-first-century world economy and balance
of power which, as US government advisers themselves have noted, could
ensure a relative reduction in US power, so that by 2020 globalization will
“be equated in the popular mind with Asia, replacing its current association
with Americanization” (Mapping, 12).* As Sassen notes, a “lack of legibility. . .
is frequently a feature of major social changes in the making” (Sassen 2006,
12), and one of the most revealing aspects of contemporary US discourse is
the way it expands and contracts uneasily between national and transnational
parameters, manifesting uncertainty about how exactly to describe its
circumference.

As Don H. Doyle has argued, in the long run of American history the idea
of universalism has perhaps been more important than exceptionalism; the
Declaration of Independence was based upon universal ideals—“We hold these
truths to be self-evident”—rather than upon any supposed distinctiveness of
the American people, and Thomas Paine’s Common Sense proposed America
as an asylum not just for Americans, but for all mankind. In this sense, to map
ways in which the United States interfaces with a global matrix is to invoke
a long and venerable heritage, one which the liberal traditions of patriotic
empathy that developed in the nineteenth century did much to obscure.
Commenting on the emergence of this kind of liberalism, Ian Baucom has
suggested how conceptions of shared sentiment and fellow feeling arose
largely in reaction against the global system of slavery that was integral to
the movement of international capital in the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries: “liberalism,” he remarks, “is constitutively guilty in conscience”
(Baucom 2005, 238). To see the latter-day American studies movement
as linked genealogically with white abolitionism would help to explain its
resistance to repositioning locality in relation to a wider circumference,
since the abolitionists naturally viewed global exchange as a potentially
dehumanizing prospect. The missionary qualities of American studies were
addressed in a 2002 piece by Allan M. Winkler from Miami University, who
recalled teaching for a year on a Fulbright grant at the University of Nairobi:
“Kenya is a developing country,” he said. “It is also a country nominally
democratic, but governed by a longtime dictator. My job was to teach American
history broadly defined in such a way that it was really American Studies, in
an effort to encourage some sense of civic responsibility and commitment to
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democratic involvement” (Lenz 2002, 100). But this assumption that American
studies should be synonymous with “civic responsibility” and “democratic
involvement” is intellectually naive at best. It is easy to see here the heavy
hand of US diplomatic agencies seeking to spread their political gospel across
the world, as they have done systematically since 1945; but more disturbing is
the apparent willingness of Winkler to foreclose analysis by simply assuming
that “civic responsibility” is a lesson Americans need to export to Kenya.
Rather than interrogating associations between Africa and America, Winkler
takes it for granted that American studies should by definition incorporate a
certain set of enlightening values. Nor is this attitude, though it often takes
ostensibly more progressive forms, at all unusual within the American studies
community. At the American Studies Association convention in San Francisco
in 2006, international members were asked by one domestic participant what
they hoped to “get out” of American Studies if they were not committed to
it, as was this ASA member, to further the spirit of activist engagement and
democratic community.

The point here is neither to demean political activism on its own terms,
nor to suggest that ideological neutrality or detachment on this or any
other subject is ultimately possible. It is, though, to suggest that insisting a
commitment to democracy be a prerequisite of American studies scholarship
is like insisting that you have to be a committed Christian fully to understand
medieval English culture. This is, to use Werner Sollors’s phrase, the kind of
“claim to speak from a privileged ‘in-group vantage point’” that, in medieval
studies, used to hold sway in the days of C. S. Lewis, but which has long
since become anachronistic (Sollors 1989, xix). When Gayatri Spivak writes
about the need for “greater transnational literacy,” her concern is with ways
in which local experiences have been at least partially determined somewhere
else, with ways in which the local and the global are often obliquely intertwined
(Spivak 1999, 399). Although Spivak defines “transnationality” as an effect
of the “financialization of the globe” (Spivak 1999, 3), it is not necessarily
the case that any narrative of globalization must therefore be a hostile master
narrative, coded masculine, which seeks simply to eradicate local difference;
instead, a critical narrative of international American studies would seek to
locate precisely those junctures where the proximate and distant illuminatingly
converge and diverge. Over the past hundred years or so, in the wake of
Arnold Toynbee and his like, “world history” has acquired a not undeserved
reputation for being vague and amateurish, as academic historians have
increasingly turned to specific areas of professional specialization; but, as
recent work in postcolonialism has amply demonstrated, any circumscription
of an area of expertise in this way necessarily risks occluding geometries of
power that would spiral beyond its narrowly drawn circumference’.
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Looking back from 2004, Malini Johar Schueller observed that the
“‘postnationalist’ agenda of the New Americanists in 1992 was to question the
coherence of national identity and to demonstrate its constructedness based
on an exclusion of raced and gendered others, not to broaden the field beyond
the nation” (Schueller 2004, 163). Since that time, however, many of the most
interesting studies of American culture have engaged with points of encounter
and crossover between domestic and foreign territories: Brian T. Edwards’s
Morocco Bound, for example, traces the complex interconnections between
US and Maghreb culture in the middle years of the twentieth century, while
Brent Hayes Edwards has written compellingly about the francophone aspects
of black internationalism in the 1920s. More fundamentally, however, what
such works imply is both the allegorical dimension of American studies as a
discursive phenomenon and also ways in which this allegorization has been
suppressed in the interests of advancing a naturalized version of the subject,
where particular objects could emerge in an unmediated way as symbols of
the national heritage. This, of course, is precisely the Whitmanian tradition:
eschewing the distractions and estrangements of allegory, Whitman in “Song
of Myself” sought to position himself as a natural embodiment of an emerging
American national consciousness, and the pedagogic imaginary of American
studies has willingly encouraged such an apparently intuitive bond between
producer and consumer: “what I assume you shall assume” (Whitman, 28).
But as Brent Hayes Edwards notes, the whole process of linguistic translation
disrupts such tautological cycles by implying a wider “process of linking or
connecting across gaps—a practice we might term articulation” (Edwards
2003, 11); and part of this articulation of internationalism involves a reverse
projection that throws light on the forms of alienation that have always been
implicit within romantic forms of nationalism, including the Whitmanian
paradigm. Francophone black internationalism, in other words, effectively
throws shadows on the construction of US literary modernism, showing what
it deliberately included or left out.

To reconceive American literary studies in global terms, therefore, is not
to reject the significance of spatial location or corporeal embodiment, but
to make place contingent. American literature has always sought to find
space for itself, to locate the grounds on which the authenticity of its voice
is predicated, but there have been tensions between an inherent partiality of
perspectives and a desire to achieve the status of discursive synecdoche, to
speak symbolically on behalf of the nation. This rupture between allegory
and symbol has become even more marked in the era of globalization, when
writers invested in the idea of America have found themselves increasingly
perplexed about the coherence or otherwise of the term. Marjorie Perloff, for
example, has expressed skepticism about the idea of “global consciousness”
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(Perloff 1995, 181)—how many languages and cultures, she asks, can one
possibly know?—but the crucial factor here is not what we know, but what
we know that we do not know: the interplay, the Derridaean brisure, between
circumference and its insufficiency. Thus, an international reading of American
literature should not seek simply to abolish phenomenology, nor to minimize
the value of its thick descriptions of various kinds. Rather, such a reading
should demystify metaphorical maps of the world that position the USA at
their subliminal center, a cartographic model that has frequently taken on
a normative character, and replace them with an alternative grid in which
relations between text and place are theorized more self-consciously.

In intellectual terms, as Amanda Anderson has noted, there is a long tradition
privileging an “ideal of critical distance” (Anderson 2001, 4) stretching from
eighteenth-century conceptions of cosmopolitanism through the Victorian dandy
and Jew to more recent articulations of queer theory (Anderson 2001, 26).
With respect to American literature, though, such categories of alienation are
often seen as potentially disruptive because they threaten to interfere with that
constitutional romanticism that would identify a subject as the source of its own
integrity. We see these kinds of tensions emerging in the late work of Adrienne
Rich, who in an essay written in 2000 expressed discomfort with the “feverish new
pace of technological change” and complained of “how profit-driven economic
relations filter into zones of thought and feeling” (Rich “Foreword,” 1, 4). Citing
Marx on the alienation of the senses, Rich chose explicitly to position her poetic
language as a form of resistance to such a “calculus” (Rich “Foreword,” 1), an
attempt deliberately to reclaim the human body. What gives Rich’s poetry its
frisson, though, is precisely the conflict between a drive for democratic forms of
emancipation on the one hand and various threats of corruption within language
and society on the other. Rich looks back to Whitman as the guarantor of her
assertion that poetry should be “liberatory at its core” (Rich “Poetry,” 116):
Whitman, she remarked in 2002, is one of America’s true Founding Fathers,
unlike the slaveholding politicians usually credited with that title (Rich “Six
Meditations”). But for all of Rich’s invective against “the compression of media
power and resources into fewer and fewer hands, during and beyond the Reagan
years” (Rich “Foreword,” 3), along with her disgust at the “self-congratulatory
self-promotion of capitalism as a global, transnational order” that she judged to
be characteristic of the Clinton era (Rich “Arts,” 147), the force of her aesthetics
lies in the way her poems textually embody internal dialogues that speak to
a decentering and fracturing of the self by the very forces the speaker herself
abhors. We see this most overtly in the “Contradictions: Tracking Poems”
section of Your Native Land, Your Life (1986):
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Don’t let the solstice fool you:

our lives will always be

a stew of contradictions

the worst moment of winter can come in April. . .
(Rich Your Native Land, 83)

This is not, of course, to underestimate the strength or simply to bracket
off the significance of Rich’s political commitments. It is, though, to suggest
how powerful has been the tradition within American literature linking what she
called in a 1984 essay “a politics of location” with the authenticity of a discursive
subject, something apparent within the symbiotic equation that comprises
her book’s title: “Your Native Land, Your Life.” Rich’s poetry is thus torn
compulsively between place and displacement, with her personal investments
coming reluctantly into collision with a wider geographical consciousness:

As a woman I have a country; as a woman I cannot divest myself of that country merely
by condemning its government or by saying three times ‘As a woman my country is the
whole world.” Tribal loyalties aside, and even if nation-states are now just pretexts used by
multinational conglomerates to serve their interests, I need to understand how a place on
the map is also a place in history within which as a woman, a Jew, a lesbian, a feminist I
am created and trying to create. (Rich “Notes,” 64)

As someone who dates individual poems assiduously and often locates
them geographically—as, for example, in “Baltimore: a fragment from the
Thirties” (Rich Your Native Land, 69)—Rich specifically endows her poetry
with an open-ended quality which exposes it to temporal change, while also
charging it with the dynamic of spatial relativity. Rich’s poetry thus rotates
upon a rhetoric of contradiction, and the richness and complexity of the
internal dialectics within her poetry testify to ways in which globalization and
American literature need not be mutually exclusive terms.

To reconfigure American studies for the twenty-first century, then, is not to
understand the idea of America as inherently emancipatory, nor to outline the
convergenceofdifferentdisciplinary discoursessoasto produceaninterdisciplinary
synthesis centered upon an American national model. Instead, it is to bring near
and far into juxtaposition, to remap the field according to a logic of parallax so
as to elucidate spaces where local, national, and transnational overlap, often in
potentially troublesome or even incoherent ways. Bercovitch’s argument that
“America,” in the wake of Biblical typology, has traditionally conceived of itself
not as “a territorial definition. . . but the symbol of an ideological consensus”
(Bercovitch 1978, 161) needs to be set against a counternarrative of “geographical
materialism,” in David Harvey’s term, where the relative position of the United
States on the world map is made plain (Harvey 1989, 359). One repercussion
of the increasing consciousness of globalization within the United States has
been to bring the whole idea of mapping more into the public domain, since it
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has become generally apparent that people tend to operate, either implicitly or
explicitly, with imaginative conceptions of borders. This visibility has manifested
itself at various times in art and culture, as for example in Jules de Balincourt’s
2005 series of paintings US World Studies, which delight in reversing received
assumptions about territorial locations and hierarchies (USA Today, 36-39). De
Balincourt’s paintings provocatively and colorfully resituate the United States in
relation to the rest of the globe by imagining what the map of the country would
look like if turned upside down or inside out. To re-read American cultural texts
in the light of this global consciousness is to illuminate their “blind boundaries,”
in Julia Kristeva’s term, the often problematic and uncertain way in which
they locate themselves, consciously or unconsciously, between proximate and
distant (Kristeva 1981, 124). American literature is, in other words, not just
a natural growth from a particular place, but also a discursive phenomenon
that makes the idea of place contingent. Instead of being understood simply
as a narrative of national affiliation, whose teleology is directed inexorably
toward emancipation, the circumference of American literature should rather
be described on an international axis, as a field whose perimeters expand and
contract in accordance with the maps it projects and the particular atlas it is
enclosed by. To draw a global map of American literature is to suggest how the
subject could be configured differently, while to restore a cartographic dimension
to American literary studies more generally is to highlight ways in which these
maps have changed, and are continuing to change, over time.

Notes

1 Jen’s earlier novel featuring the same Chinese-American family, Typical American
(1991), similarly focusses on rituals of assimilation during the 1950s.

2 Tellingly, Fluck cites in a footnote how “the institute at which I am teaching in Berlin—the John
F. Kennedy Institute for North American Studies of the Freie Universitit Berlin”—has recently “deve-
loped a graduate program” funded by the German government “that will focus in systematic fashion
on the analysis of contemporary American society and culture.” He goes on to suggest it “is hard to
imagine such a comprehensive approach taken in an American studies program in the United States at
the present time, where American studies has progressively dissolved into programs for the study of
particular ethnic or gendered groups, a development that would be further intensified in hemispheric or
similar studies” (Fluck 2007, 31-32).

3 Warren cites in particular Houston Baker’s argument for a return to W.J. Cash’s The Mind of
the South as a way to understand the “psycho-dynamics” of contemporary America (Warren 2003,
76-77).

4 On the global security state, see Pease 2004, 193.

5 On the theory of world history and the problems associated with it, see Geyer and Bright 1995,
1036.
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Maurizio Vaudagna

Looking Inwards, Looking Outwards: The United States and the World in
the Tradition of American Nationalism and Cosmopolitanism

This essay! discusses different interpretations of the intellectual and
political history of American nationalism, patriotism, and cosmopolitanism
in the postwar years. As a result, it will briefly examine the following:

a. the scholarly unwillingness to discuss an American nationalism in the
context of the exceptionalist interpretation of U.S. history from the 1950s
to the early 1960s;

b. the controversy between liberal and radical historians over the assessment
of American nationalism from the 1970s through the 1990s;

c. the rise of a cosmopolitan-oriented critique of nationalism, particularly
that of the United States in the 1990s;

d. the controversy, among present-day progressive scholars and public
intellectuals, between those who assert the need for a “patriotic Left”
and those who take a cosmopolitan perspective and criticize the rise of
patriotism and nationalism that resulted from 9/11.2
For quite some time after the Second World War, the notion of nationalism

was rarely attached to the United States. When the great historian of world
nationalism and western civilization, Hans Kohn, published American
Nationalism: An Interpretative Essay in 1957 3 his attempt was rather unique.
As Boyd C. Shafer, another distinguished historian of nationalism who gave
only passing attention to the United States, commented in his review, “It is
surprising that American historians have so far done so little work upon it”

(Shafer 1958, 577-578).

In the fifties, the memory of the dramatic outcomes that European
nationalisms had led to in both world wars was still fresh. Even if Kohn himself
was developing a notion of “civic nationalism,” which he identified with the
liberal West and which would then enter the language of the trade, nationalism
was still mainly a disparaging, aggressive concept, one whose main feature
was, as Shafer put it: “the doctrine that the nation (the nationalist’s own) is
or should be dominant if not supreme among other nations and should take
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aggressive action to this end” (Shafer 1955, 37). “If nationalism was mainly
that of ‘blut und boden’,” as a famous line goes, then it was typical of a
“society united by a common error as to its origins and a common aversion
to its neighbours.”

Until the 1960s, the prevailing sense among both conservative and liberal
historians was that the notion of nationalism would not fit the American
experience, imbued as it was with the universalist values of the Enlightenment
and its constitutional tradition, and free as it was from the romantic
mythologies of the organic, superior nation that had framed the dangerous
brands of European nationalism. The so-called insular/continental theory of
nationalism seemed to strengthen the point about a non-nationalistic America.
Continental states, with many nations placing pressure at the frontiers,
would be more authoritarian, nationalist, and war-prone. “Insular states”
like Great Britain and the United States—with maritime frontiers and fewer,
weaker neighbors—would instead be more peaceful, more liberal and less
nationalistic.

As the “European pathology” that historian Charles Maier identified with
the first half of the twentieth century in the Old World receded in time, na-
tionalism came to embody new meanings and new value implications. Ac-
cording to Hutchinson and Smith, “it is really only since the 1960s, after
the spate of anti-colonial and ethnic nationalisms, that the subject has begun
to be thoroughly investigated by scholars from several disciplines” (Hutch-
inson and Smith 1994, 3).* Out of these new scholarly interests emerged a
revival of the subjectivist interpretation that defined nationalism not in terms
of the alleged objective commonalities of a human group, such as language,
ethnic origins, or shared culture, but as the personal and group perception
of belonging to a common type of community called “the nation.” The sub-
jectivist interpretation, which Ernest Renan first advanced in 1882 using the
impressive image of the “daily plebiscite” (Hutchinson and Smith 1994, 15),
became increasingly popular after the 1960s and achieved a triumph in the
famous 1983 book Imagined Communities by Benedict Anderson®. After a
timid start in the fifties, “civic nationalism” grounded “in the aspirations of
its people for democracy and equal rights for all” (Bodnar 1996, 3)¢ became
more popular too. An unanticipated revival of nationalism and particularistic
ethnic demands in Europe, together with the breakdown of the communist
world, risked transforming the dangerous flames of ethnic nationalisms into
new tragedies, as has been the case with civil wars among former Yugoslav
countries.

Because of these trends, nationalism became an ambiguous, multi-faceted
term that could be turned into a positive or a destructive force depending
on the meaning it came to assume, instead of a disgrace. National identity,
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patriotism and other words now appeared together with nationalism, formerly
the dominant word, as strategic analytical terms with subtle differences in
meaning.

After the critical sixties and seventies and the “Vietnam syndrome,” interest
in American nationalism experienced a revival in the eighties and nineties. It
was probably unavoidable in a country where, according to the Gallup Poll, in
1994 more than 60% of the population defined themselves as very or extremely
patriotic, whereas only about 30 % of the sample said that their interest in national
patriotism was average or scarce (Bodnar 1996, 16). Was it possible that such a
large portion of the American population was prisoner to a combative ideology,
inimical at some deeper level to the rest of the world? How could one assess
the legacy of Wilsonianism—a major example, according to Liah Greenfeld,
of the non-particularistic brand of nationalism that had become so rare after
the tragedies of the twentieth century—in which a supposedly universalistic set
of values with great potential for exportation to the outside world became the
distinguishing feature of American national identity?

This presentation focuses on two postwar phases of historiographical and
public controversy over American nationalism: that which coincided with
the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, when the radical “new historians” revived the
study of American nationalism and redefined its meaning; and the two-to-
three-year period after 9/11, which witnessed a great surge of nationalism and
patriotism after the attack on the Twin Towers and the Pentagon. One of the
intellectual consequences of the latter was that it revived the controversy over
both the relationship between nationalism and patriotism and that between
nationalism/patriotism and cosmopolitanism, which first emerged in the 1990s.
What followed was, among other things, a heated debate among progressive
intellectuals—those who Richard Rorty in Achieving Our Country has called
the “cultural Left”—over whether to use the patriotic/nationalistic framework
to expound their goals or whether to embrace a cosmopolitan perspective
in American public conversations. An attempt will be made to relate these
cultural and historical controversies to public issues and events, as another
example of the “public uses of history.” This presentation, furthermore,
will attempt to place the reading of postwar intellectual attitudes towards
American nationalism in the context of what young Italian scholar Marco
Silvani has said about the nature of nationalism: “[It] has always pursued two
goals, one domestic and one external (or international)” (Silvani 2003, 37).
American nationalism and its study will be viewed as a pendulum swinging
from a prevalent, early interest in the international scene of the 1940s and
1950s, to the main domestic focus of the 1970s and 1980s, back to the revival
of an international perspective after 9/11, even if the dichotomy is more a
matter of nuance since the two sides of nationalism are so closely related.
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The concept of nationalism, as opposed to that of “national identity,”
which is less geared to a spirit of militant separateness from other nations and
peoples, has remained rather controversial among many American and foreign
U.S. historians, as well as most of the American public, down to the present
day. Until the late 1960s, the prevalent scholarly opinion was that the idea of
“American exceptionalism” made the category of nationalism inapplicable to
the American experience. However, the rapid process that in some thirty years
destroyed huge European empires in the name of anti-colonial nationalism
spurred a revival of scholarly attention to studies of nationalism, which could
not help but deal with the United States as well.

At that point, the scholarly conversation shifted and American nationalism
became a controversial issue between liberal historians and the radical so-called
“new historians,” because the notion of exceptionalism was being increasingly
abandoned by most of the Americanist historical profession. Many liberal
historians accepted that an American nationalism did exist, but it was then
portrayed as drastically different from the dangerous, romantic, ethnic, and
organic European versions. The notion of “civic nationalism” that Hans Kohn
developed in the 1950s to identify its democratic brand, which in general had
not been applied to the U.S., became the prevalent opinion of the trade. For
example, George Mosse, a major authority on the history of nationalism who
has devoted almost no attention to the United States, said in 1989:

This nationalism, [that of the United States] . . . had a different flavor than the European

. . the very structure of American society, its multiethnic composition and its strong

regionalist character required the keeping of a national conscience based on universal

values and on an individualism based on the Enlightenment (and according to the language

of the Enlightenment, individual liberty and self-determination were sufficient warrant of
justice and progress). (Mosse 1989, 14)

The Enlightenment stopped being the reason for the absence of American
nationalism and became the foundation of a benevolent, different kind of
nationalism, one that went hand-in-hand hand with the principle of democracy.
The result, as Marco Silvani says, is that:

Domestically, [democratic nationalism] has been a struggle to give people a sense
of unity through the vesting of democratic rights in all individuals. Internationally, the
principle of national self-determination of the people allows for national independence and
a foreign policy of the nation-state based on popular will without interference from other
states. (Silvani 2003, 37, my translation)

A fundamental characteristic of US-style civic nationalism was the merging
of nationalism and pluralism, itself a central feature of liberal democracy. For
example, in a recent, fundamental book on comparative nationalisms, Liah
Greenfeld says of the United States:
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Yet although America was now seen as a unitary polity, rather than as a federation of
states, it differed significantly from unitary continental nations in Europe, for it still was an
association of individuals and therefore a composite body rather than a higher individuality.
Underneath the nation in the singular, the original nation in the plural remained. In contrast
to the European nations, where the primacy of the nation over the individual imposed
general uniformity, the unchallenged primacy of the individual allowed—even guaranteed—
plurality of tastes, views, attachments, aspirations and self-definitions, within the shared
national framework. Pluralism was built into the system. (Greenfeld 1992, 482-483)

In his recent book The Liberty of Strangers: Making the American Nation,
British sociologist Desmond King shows the strength of group affiliations that
are supposedly inimical to a unified, collective national identity yet characte-
rize US nationalism. He stresses the persistence of group loyalties that have
often been treated in the past as excluded, racialized communities in a highly
hierarchical understanding of American identity. According to King, nowa-
days the new definition of American nationality is characterized by the per-
sistence of group loyalties, brought together by the sharing of constitutional
principles and democratic procedures.”

Add the trend toward enlarging the ranks of political, economic and social
citizenship to the virtues of civic nationalism, and the result is that universalism,
pluralism, inclusion and loyalty to democratic institutions became the defining
features of liberal (and American) nationalism and basically reiterated the
main qualities of liberal democracy. Since, in the great debate over the wars
of the twentieth century, democracy was understood to be peaceful and
totalitarianism aggressive, the marriage of democracy and nationalism was
seen to tame the latter’s “animal instincts,” which had instead had full sway
on the dictatorial European nationalisms of the early twentieth century.

The radical “new historians,” whose scholarship peaked in the 1970s,
1980s and 1990s, brought about a double shift in the former notion of
American nationalism. On the one hand, they helped re-legitimize its use as a
strategic category in the socio-historical reading of the American experience.

Yet their studies were more often directed toward domestic issues than
toward the more traditional areas of international relations. Merging ideals
of popular pluralism, people’s empowerment, and a prevalent focus on the
lower, marginalized ranks of American life, these historians, who profoundly
changed the view of the American past with extraordinary vigor and skill,
concentrated more on domestic issues than international ones. Scholars like
John Bodnar, David Waldstreicher, Gary Gerstle, and, much more recently,
Patrice Higonnet, have re-examined the place of American nationalism in
U.S. society. On the one hand, Gerstle for example has found out that in
the 1930s, industrial workers could use the language of Americanism, as op-
posed to what many consider the unavoidably conservative, even reactionary,
nature of nationalism, to foster progressive, egalitarian causes in an effort to
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expand the rights of American citizenship. On the other hand, a number of
events and trends in American history, from the racialized ideologies of late-
nineteenth-century imperialism, to the Ku Klux Klan trying to purge “real
America” of blacks, Jews and Catholics, to the popular protests under the
American flag against “antiwar hippies and radical blacks” of 1976, show
that ethnic, racial nationalism is far from absent from the American experi-
ence. The result of these “dreams of power and dreams of fairness,” in the
words of John Bodnar (Bodnar 1996, 14),8 is the contradictory, ambiguous
character of American nationalism in terms of both the trend toward mental
and social unification—one of the main features of nationalism in general—
and the effort to encompass all the members of a national community in the
“circle of we.” As Gerstle commented:

Any examination of American nationalism must, sooner or later, contend with
its contradictory character. On the one end, it offers a civic creed promising all
Americans the same individual rights, irrespective of colour, religion or sex. That creed
has strongly influenced American policy and society, imparting social cohesion to a
sprawling, heterogeneous population and inspiring countless democratic movements.
On the other hand, American nationalism has long harbored racial ideologies that
defined the United States and its nation in ethno-racial ways and have sought to prove
American racial superiority through economic might and military conquest. (Gerstle
1999, 1280)°

In The American Prospect (1999), Robert B. Reich, President Clinton’s
former Secretary of Labor, had this to say:

There are two faces of nationalism: one negative, one positive. The negative face wants
to block trade, deter immigrants, and eschew global responsibilities. The positive one wants
to reduce poverty among the nation’s children, ensure that everyone within America has
decent health care, and otherwise improve the lives of all our people. (Reich 1999, 64)

The double nature of nationalistic politics with a domestic focus seems
to be the main contribution made by the “new historians” to the study of
American nationalism and patriotism.

The rise of neoconservatism, the insistence on military solutions to
international issues, the new threats of the post-Cold War world, the sense
of unlimited discretion held by the leaders of the “only superpower” and in
particular the terrorist attack of 9/11 have led to a new, drastic change in
the prevailing understanding of American nationalism and patriotism. In his
latest book, David Farber has moved the point of view from the domestic
to the international and has analyzed how the United States is assessed and
viewed worldwide. Consequently, it is not by chance that in a recent paper of
his he invited scholars to focus on a new type of American nationalism, which
he has called “superpower nationalism.” As he writes in his paper:



LOOKING INWARDS, LOOKING OUTWARDS 37

We need to accept that the fundamental role the United States government, supported
by a great many Americans, has played as world hegemon and as creator of a domestic
security state has become a central aspect of American nationalism. (Farber 2007, 2)10

As Bodnar has stressed, “most nationalisms...have emerged from
encounters with external forms of power and fears of further domination by
others” (Bodnar 1996, 7). A focus on the transnational dimension is therefore
somewhat inbuilt in the very idea of nationalism. It would be surprising if
neoconservatism, international turmoil, the terrorist attack of 9/11, the
prevalent international tinge that has characterized the Bush administrations,
and the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq in the context of the “global war
on terror” had not affected the perception of American national identity and
the studies thereof. John Bodnar makes the point very clear in his definition
of ethnic nationalism:

Ethnic nationalism fosters the idea that a community of racial, ethnic or religious groups
defines the individual and the nation. The fundamental appeal to loyalty is fundamentally
made as part of an effort either to defend the political community against external threats
or to purify it of unwanted elements within the community. (Bodnar 1996, 6)

The attacks of 9/11 have been the decisive spark that has ignited a
change in the attitude of many Americans with regard to the place of the
United States in the world, one that had been maturing for quite some time
among conservatives and neoconservatives. Going back to conservatives of
the 1950s, via Barry Goldwater, Ronald Reagan and the coming of age of
radical republicanism, the rosy vision of America in the world—that which
historian Tony Judt has called “optimistic universalism” and has been the
legacy of Woodrow Wilson, Franklin D. Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy but
has also encompassed moderate republicans of Ike Eisenhower’s brand—has
been substituted by a darker vision. In the Wilsonian tradition, the exportable
American national identity of democracy and abundance was supposedly easily
recognized by world nations because they were essentially inhabited by people
of goodwill and good sense. International organizations, multilateralism, and
American leadership conducted the world along a path of prevailing peace
and economic growth in a paternalistic but helpful hegemony that probably
came to peak in the great boom of the western 1950s. The interdependence
between the international and the domestic scene in the Wilsonian vision of
American nationality was represented by the fact that the same optimism
characterized the liberal vision of American democracy, in which a sovereign
people of common sense—in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s perception of democratic
nationalism—could make beneficial decisions for the present and the future
of their own country (and of the rest of the world as well). In the 1970s and
1980s, the merging of the cult of the “American people” and the discovery
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of ethnicity and multiculturalism caused the nation and internationalism to
magically join hands and appear to work once again. Since the American
people were part of a “melting pot” in which they encountered many cultures
and ways of life from all over the world, each contributing its own richness
and creativity to the common American “fatherland,” then the meeting
between America and the world allowed for the merging of populist, pluralist
nationalism on the one hand and multilateral internationalism on the other.

With the decline of liberalism, its global optimism has been challenged by
a neoconservative mental landscape that has picked up the basic pessimism
of the conservative tradition and has redesigned it in radical terms. In the
new rationale, the global thrust of America is not taking place in a world
of goodwill, but one of alleged hostilities, third-world anti-Americanists,
“Euroweanies,” unfair East Asian competitors, “rogue states,” and Muslim
terrorists. International aid, nation building, multilateralism, and the
international community have allegedly been of little help, and the United
Nations is an (ineffective) stage from which to voice anti-American invectives.
America has had to be pre-emptive, unilateral, counting on its military
superiority to discipline a threatening world gone astray.

As with Wilsonian optimistic liberalism, neoconservatism too has extended
the pessimism of the conservative tradition to the domestic scene: the vision
is that popular sovereignty is a fiction, that wise decisions are for the elites to
make, and that democratic consensus and elections do not register “real” needs,
preferences and values but are instead a matter of competing skills in publicity
and campaign management. Since the post-1989 world, against all hope, has
turned out to be one full of tension, the tragedy of 9/11 has given this vision and
its consequent foreign policy a legitimacy it had never gained at the polls.

Shifting focus through the multiple meanings of the word, the
neoconservative vision of the United States tends to move the understanding
of American nationalism dangerously close to hegemonic and neo-colonialist
perceptions. The danger is in reviving the sense of hostility, the superiority
complex vis-a-vis other peoples and nations, and the “intimate connection
between nationalism and war” (Hutchinson and Smith 1994, 9), which are
all part of the multiple interpretations of nationalism and have emerged
from time to time throughout American history. Deeply rooted in notions of
nationalism is the concept of separateness, “a heartfelt detachment from other
peoples” (Trommler 1998, 21), a longing for exclusive loyalty, for freedom
from external constraints, that feeds into ideas of international hierarchies,
differentiated dignities, and unequal human values. The notion of equal
nations coming together in brotherhood that has characterized the brightest
moments of the cosmopolitan, universalist nationalism of the nineteenth
century, as in the work of Giuseppe Mazzini and Johann Herder, runs the risk
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of being replaced again by one based on enmity and inequality, as in many
tragic moments of the twentieth century and, as far as the United States is
concerned, in the peak years of the imperialist pressure between the Spanish-
American War and World War One. As Philip Schlesinger has stressed,
national identity is an individual and collective perception that may or may
not be part of a nationalist program, while “nationalism...tends to carry
the sense of a community mobilized...in the pursuit of a collective interest”.
(Trommler 1998, 28)

The terrorist attacks on 9/11 caused a sudden surge of patriotism and
have confirmed that patriotic temperature peaks in times of war and armed
conflict, when a human group has the sense of being under attack. The results
of intense patriotism are well known: a strong support for the incumbent
president, an enhanced spirit of cooperation and community among citizens,
a stronger sense of belonging, exemplified by the slogan “United We Stand,”
and the ubiquitous showing of the flag. In general, the United States is one of
the most patriotic/nationalistic countries in the world, but the 9/11 terrorist
attacks intensified its patriotic heat. Patriotic mobilization in the U.S. has
obviously benefited incumbent officials, it has legitimized a very assertive (to
say the least!) foreign policy, which never received support from voters before
9/11, and it has stabilized the “rally around the flag” effect of perceived
violent threat. Looking at Bush’s support rate after 9/11, political scientists
Marc Hetherington and Michael Nelson have said:

The September 11 rally effect is distinctive for at least three reasons. First, of all the
recorded rally effects, it is the largest. Bush’s approval rating soared in the Gallup Poll from
51% on September 10 to 86% on September 15. This 35-point increase nearly doubles
the previous record, the 18-point boost triggered by his father’s launch of Operation
Desert Storm of January 1991. Second, the further increase in Bush’s approval rating to
90% on September 22 represents the highest rating ever recorded for a president. Third,
the September 11 rally effect has lasted longer than any in the history of polling. As of
November 10, 2002, Bush’s approval rating was 68%-22 points below its peak but still
much higher than his rating 13 months earlier. (Hetherington and Nelson 2003, 37)11

The Bush administration has interpreted the aerial attack as an “act of
war,” the answer to which could not but be a “war on terrorism,” instead of
a matter for international criminal police. The purpose of the “act of war”
interpretation of 9/11 was, among other things, to mobilize and then stabilize
over time the increase in patriotism, to make it the “normal” context of a “long
war,” not the frenzy of an emergency. However, according to writer Susan
Sontag, we are dealing with a “phantom war”: “real wars have a beginning
and an end; Bush’s war has neither. This is one sign,” says Sontag, “that this is
not a war, but, rather, a mandate for expanding the use of American power”.
(Sontag 2002, 32)
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In the months immediately after 9/11, dissenting voices were few and the
later mea culpa of some leading newspapers, wondering whether they had
accepted a wartime discipline and adhered to the administration’s political
goals in the name of security, was a symptom of patriotism as silencer. Calls
for national cohesion and critics being blamed as “anti-patriotic” and “anti-
American” were frequent and basically successful. “Describing America’s
new foreign policy,” added Sontag, “as actions undertaken in wartime is a
powerful disincentive to having a mainstream debate about what is actually
happening . . . Those who objected to the jihad language used by the American
government (good versus evil, civilization versus barbarism) were accused of
condoning the attacks”. (Sontag 2002, 32)

However, as 9/11 has receded in time and there has fortunately been no
successful terrorist action on American territory since—contrary to what most
Americans expected initially—the atypical nature of the “war on terrorism”
has come to light. This has made it impossible to sustain a long-term consensus,
as has often been the case with traditional wars. As the public has become
increasingly aware that the issue of terrorism has been used to legitimize the
assault on Iraq, the “war” has essentially come to mean the invasion of foreign
countries: the less domestically fought-over Afghanistan, and the increasingly
controversial Iraq. Alleged ties between Saddam and al-Qaeda have not
been proved, weapons of mass destruction have not been found, and a sense
of shame and regret has hit at least part of the American public vis-a-vis
prisoners being mistreated and tortured at the Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo
detention centers. Then President Bush boldly proclaimed that the war in Iraq
had been won while at the same time continued infighting proved that armed
confrontation was anything but over. Furthermore, the present chaos and
quasi-civil war in Iraq shows that reasonable plans to manage the country
after conquest were either non-existent or amateurish, to say the least, as
meanwhile a trail of blood from people of every nation has accompanied the
“coalition forces” in their attempt to keep the country under control. All of
this brought the former patriotic unity to an end. “Gitlin and his wife took
down the American flag,” says reviewer Neil McLaughlin of Todd Gitlin,
the former SDS leader, historian of the 1960s and pundit of communication
studies at Columbia University who has recently published a book entitled
Intellectuals and the Flag, “since American solidarity with the 9/11 victims
had morphed into nationalist fervor over George W. Bush’s war on terror”
(McLaughlin 2007, 1). Not every American moved into the opposition camp,
even if Bush’s rates of popularity plummeted; many Americans believe that,
even if the security dividend of the Iraq invasion is in utter doubt, as long
as “the boys” are still over there and putting their lives in jeopardy, then a
decline in the support of the war would basically imply a price to be paid in
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American lives. Critics of the war, however, are now in the majority: they
stress that not only has the war most probably been lost, but it has been an
unjust war from the very beginning and American lives need to be rescued by
withdrawing U.S. troops away from “the mess.”

In the context of the hot patriotic temperature of the period immediately
following 9/11, a rather bitter controversy emerged over how the American
intellectual “Left,” both inside and outside the Democratic Party, would
interpret patriotism. Was it a value to be shared per se, for its intrinsic worth,
as a potential avenue for progress and justice, as democratic nationalism had
allegedly been in the past? Was it to be embraced for reasons of political
expediency, which suggested that a public and progressive discourse could
have some impact on the larger public opinion only if it set itself within the
vast moral and mental arena of American patriotism? How much overlapping,
proximity or distance was there between patriotism and nationalism, and
how could the cultural Left avoid being swallowed up by a conservative
neo-nationalism which was exclusionary domestically and “muscular”
internationally? Cosmopolitan values also came to the fore: were American
progressive intellectuals to share a patriotism that was in any case based on
the preference given to one’s own nationals vis-a-vis the whole of mankind?
Should they embrace instead a cosmopolitan point of view based on the equal
worth of all human beings, which in the past had been advanced by pacifists
and international democratizers who wanted nations to obey international
laws and put an end to their anarchy and violence? Was cosmopolitanism still
an abstract, elitist, uprooted vision, distant from people’s real life, as critics
had often objected in the past?

The controversy was not new: it had already emerged in the 1990s, and
was revived in new terms after 9/11. There were two sides to it: one was
the relationship between patriotism and nationalism, and the other the
contrast of the former and the latter with cosmopolitanism. In the 1990s,
the discussion was launched because of a new set of events: globalization,
the new assertive American foreign policy, and the disillusionment caused by
the fact that the end of the Cold War had not inaugurated an era of peace
and world harmony as had been predicted in high political and intellectual
circles in the wake of the western victory over communism. However, the
most important area of controversy was the insistence of both conservatives
and many traditional liberals on a renewed sense of national pride against the
“politics of difference” advanced by multiculturalists and ethnic pluralists.
Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr.’s The Disuniting of America of 1992, against the
supposedly fragmenting effects of institutionalized and politicized ethnic
affiliations, was the pivotal intellectual voice of the new insistence on national
identity. Its supporters stressed the alleged precondition of a unified notion of
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“one people,” objecting to the multiple affiliations that progressive historians
and social scientists have identified as typical of American nationalism(s).

Another new development consisted in the emerging of novel social
groups whose culture, education, social and economic positions would—it
was hoped—Ilead cosmopolitanism to rely on larger constituencies than just
the pacifist intellectuals of the past. These included a new breed of young
people who had familiarized themselves with many countries and peoples: the
supranational community of research technology, those involved in culture
and the media, the transnational managerial stratum of the multinational
corporations, and the new migrations ultimately connected distant countries
and continents. It is interesting to note that some of the leading voices to
uphold cosmopolitan values in recent years, like Edward Said or Kwame
Anthony Appiah, are themselves of post-ethnic origins that are difficult to
place in a definite national context (Said for example is Palestinian-British,
Appiah is Ghanaian-British, and both have lived at different times in Africa,
Europe and America).

In the 1990s the most notable intellectual criticism of nationalism, national
identity, and patriotism, and their American versions in particular from the
vantage point of cosmopolitan values, occurred in the fall of 1994. It was then
that the distinguished political philosopher Martha Nussbaum, who shared
the worldwide cooperative ideal of Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen, had
herself worked on global issues at the United Nations and had close ties with
Indian culture, published an essay entitled “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism”
in the Boston Review, which was later reprinted and commented on in the
well-known book For Love of Country. Nussbaum’s piece has remained
central to the framing of some fundamental principles and morals of the so-
called “globalists,” while the post-9/11 intellectual champions of “patriotic
progressivism” have tended to cite her as the standard-bearer of the opposing
opinion.

Citing Rabindranath Tagore, Nussbaum stressed the moral primacy of
cosmopolitanism, based on the equal dignity of all human persons and the
moral duty of giving our primary loyalty to the “imagined community” of
mankind as a whole. She has outlined a “citizenship of the world” that would
prevail over national citizenships:

I believe . . . that this emphasis on patriotic pride is both morally dangerous and,
ultimately, subversive of some of the worthy goals patriotism sets out to serve; for example,
the goal of national unity in devotion to worthy moral ideals of justice and equality. These
goals. . .would be better served by an ideal that is in any case more adequate to our
situation in the contemporary world, namely the very old ideal of the cosmopolitan, the
person whose allegiance is to the worldwide community of human beings. (Nussbaum

2002, 4)
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Caring for “one’s own sphere” (Nussbaum 2002, 13) can certainly be
justified in universalist terms, Nussbaum added as she engaged in the never-
ending effort of cosmopolitans to match the worldwide ideal of general
humanism with the specific pressures, relations and potentials of everyone’s
immediate environments; but, she continued, the utmost care should be
taken so that local or national focus does not give rise to a set of principles
encompassing unacceptable hierarchies of dignity between “my own nationals”
and all the rest of mankind. In spite of the attraction of “the warm, nestling
feeling of patriotism” (Nussbaum 2002, 15), the “politics of nationalism,
is self-defeating.” “To worship one’s country as if it were a god is indeed
to bring a curse upon it” (Nussbaum 2002, 16), as it encourages inclusive
nationalism to shift towards exclusion and make those very ideals of justice
and equal citizenship proclaimed by civic patriotism impossible.

With her essay, Nussbaum tried to carve out a “third way” in a debate
that was juxtaposing the supporters of the “politics of patriotism and national
identity” against the partisans of the so-called “politics of difference,” based
on the multiple contributions to “what it means to be an American”—to cite a
famous essay by Michael Walzer (2004)—from different ethnic, racial, gender
and religious groups. If Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr.’s 1992 The Disuniting of
America was a pivotal, early statement of the national “patriotic” stand,
Nussbaum’s criticism was especially directed at philosopher Richard Rorty’s
article of February 1994 (which then became a book entitled Achieving Our
Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth Century America). In it, he argued that
the American intellectual “Left” (meaning radicals and leftist-liberals) had
caused its own marginality, political impotence, and intellectual disaster by
rejecting the basic patriotism of the American people and the values embodied
in the American experience. Rorty held that national pride was the political
equivalent of individual self-respect and that it was impossible to criticize
America unless one also “rejoiced” in the common American identity (Rorty
1994, 27). Nussbaum retorted by saying that “[Rorty] nowhere considers the
possibility of a more international basis for political emotion and concern”
(Nussbaum 2002, 4).

It was in the 1990s, under the influence of global issues, anti-global and
peace movements, the controversy over the nature and political color of
globalization, and the growth of NGOs, that the old traditions of pacifism
and internationalism were redesigned in terms of what has been called a
“rooted cosmopolitanism,” which has now found significant social bases and
new, mobilized avenues to express efficient political criticism. The new social
bases of the cosmopolitan worldview could be an answer to Robert B. Reich’s
objection, put forth in an article significantly entitled “The Nationalism We
Need,” that “pure globalists have noble values...but I worry that globalists
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may feel less compelled to act than people whose sentiments are more rooted . . .
For most of us it is easier to empathize with compatriots than with humanity
as a whole . .. ” (Reich 1999, 64).

All observers are unanimous in stressing the intense surge of patriotism that
developed in the United States in the wake of 9/11. How profound or enduring
that patriotism will prove to be is a matter of some discussion. For some, like
Amy D. Burke, it has mainly concerned symbolic acts, with little change in
everyday habits (Burke 2002, 44-46). For others, it has at least temporarily
revived the ties of commonality among Americans. Its rise, however, has been
unmistakable. According to poll data, in the eighties the United States led the
list of the most patriotic countries, or at any rate was always in second or
third place. Harvard sociologist Theda Skocpol has stressed that “in the days
and weeks after 9/11 more than four fifths of Americans displayed the U.S.
flag on homes, cars, trucks, and clothing” (Skocpol 2002, 537).

Because of the surge in patriotism after 9/11, the discussion of the 1990s
has been revived in scholarly circles and among public intellectuals over
whether the “cultural Left” should embrace patriotism as a moral duty of
national solidarity and as a way to prevent marginalization in the national
conversation. In the context of this particular controversy, “the Left” is
meant to identify the intellectual milieu found in academic departments, in
reviews like The Nation, The New Republic, and Dissent, and among the
more thoughtful leaders of American radical and left wing liberal movements
and political associations. Editors and collaborators of Dissent have been
spearheading an attack on the so-called “anti-American” Left, vindicating
instead what they call a “patriotic left.” Historian Michael Kazin has been
most sanguine in stressing American-dream-style progressivism. One of his
Dissent articles opens with a sort of declaration of faith:

I love my country. I love its passionate and endlessly inventive culture, its remarkably
diverse landscape, its agonizing and wonderful history. I particularly cherish its civic ideals—
social equality, individual liberty, a populist democracy—and the unending struggle to put
their laudable, if often contradictory, claims into practice. I realize that patriotism, like any
powerful ideology, is a “construction” with multiple uses, some of which I abhor. But I
persist in drawing stimulation and pride from my American identity. (Kazin 2002, 23-24)

“Unfortunately,” Kazin adds, “this is not a popular sentiment in the
contemporary Left.” From allegedly uprooted, elitist intellectuals like Noam
Chomsky, who denounced the silencing and disciplining effect of patriotism,
to writer Katha Pollit, who said in an article in The Nation that “The globe,
not the flag, is the symbol that’s wanted now,” (Kazin 2002, 41) the patriotic
spirit is allegedly—in the opinion of most Dissent editors and other former
or present-day radicals—the target of elitist contempt among left-leaning
intellectuals. Americanism, says Kazin, has been the guiding star leading
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progressive radicals and liberals to pursue and achieve a higher degree of
justice, with the result that “the gap between promise and fulfillment is
narrower for Americanism than it is for other universalist creeds such as
communism, Christianity, and Islam” (Kazin, 42). On the other hand, the
widespread patriotic ethos of Americans makes the anti-patriotic left out
to be a bunch of “the rich and famous” who cherish an irrelevant cultural
cosmopolitanism that elicits Kazin’s disdain:

Disconnected as they are from any national or local constituency, global leftists
now live at risk of being thrust to the margins—abstract sages of equity, operatives of
nongovernmental organizations engaged in heroic but Sisyphean tasks, or demonstrators
roving from continent to continent in search of bankers to heckle. (Kazin 2002, 43)

Along similar lines, Todd Gitlin joined in inviting the cultural Left to share
in the patriotic ranks. Together with the editors of Dissent, Gitlin has stressed
that the globalist Left will never be credible to American public opinion as
long as it “expresses only a pro forma concern for the actual and potential
victims of terrorism”(Gitlin 2006, 42). As a result, the “patriotic Left”
embraced the “war on terror” and the need for military action, albeit with
many reservations. Michael Walzer, a leading public intellectual and himself
an editor of Dissent, discarded the argument that security against terrorism
was a matter for global criminal police, and in the spring of 2002, said that
large sections of the antiwar movement were “indecent” for their lack of focus
on the threat to American lives (Walzer 2002, 1).

The appeal to a “patriotic Left” that Dissent, among others, launched in a
controversial seminar held in New York in October 2002 provoked an intense
reaction among other progressive scholars. They challenged the wisdom of
the patriotic stand as potentially subservient to conservative public discourse
and ready to embrace a kind of realism that would cause the basic principles
of progressivism to be relinquished. Citing Mark Twain, who in 1908 called
patriotism a “grotesque and laughable word” (Wreszin 2003, 83) historian
Michael Wreszin wrote a letter to Dissent entitled “Confessions of an Anti-
American,” in which he radically criticized the project of the “patriotic Left.”
“Must one display the flag,” wondered Wreszin, “before criticizing one’s country
or engaging in a protest?” (Wreszin 2003, 83). He stressed the risk of acquiescence
and extolled the duty of “critical independence” to counter the argument that
public marginalization would result from an internationalist viewpoint:

I can still recall Irving Howe’s piece in the Partisan Review in the winter of 1954 on the
Age of Conformity. It was a lament for the acquiescence of intellectuals in accepting much
of the rampant nationalism, even patriotism of that time. He reminded his readers that the
glorious vision of intellectual life was a “readiness to stand alone” and to nourish a healthy
skepticism: “The banner of critical independence, ragged and torn though it may be, is still
the best we have.” (Wreszin 2003, 86)
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Howe notwithstanding, as Nussbaum already said in the 1990s, the
social vision held by the “patriotic Left” is outmoded, since globalization
causes cosmopolitan-leaning social groups to emerge in the post-national
society. People like Noam Chomsky and Edward Said (the two villains of
Gitlin’s book), many journalists from The Nation, historian Eric Foner and
others have, according to Wreszin, “disavowed a patriotism that demands
conformity and acceptance” (Wreszin 2003, 84) in favor of the principles of
justice and democracy, while Walzer and the “patriotic Left,” in Wreszin’s
opinion, “have been intimidated by the increasingly strident nationalism in
the country”. (Wreszin 2003, 84)12

The relationship between patriotism and nationalism is a locus of
uneasiness and controversy for members of the “patriotic Left.” The word
“nationalism,” in spite of all its reinterpretations, still sounds somewhat
sinister both in intellectual circles and even more in public conversation.
Some of the supporters of patriotic progressivism are acutely aware of the
issue, especially at a time when the field of American nationalism seems to
be dominated by conservatives who tend to revive its assertive, militaristic,
and exclusionary features. Central to Rorty’s book is the question of how
American patriotism and national sentiment have come to be regarded as an
endorsement of atrocities, of what Theodore Roosevelt, when dealing with
the Philippines, called “attendant cruelties,” from the slaughter of Native
Americans to the curse of slavery, to the Vietnam war, to the Abu Ghraib
scandal, to the rape of the environment. How is it, wonders Rorty, that “the
only version of national pride encouraged by American popular culture is a
simpleminded militaristic chauvinism?” (Rorty 1998, 4).13 Various answers
have been put forth. In 19935, for example, Italian intellectual Maurizio Viroli,
then at Princeton, wrote a treatise of significant scholarly success entitled For
Love of Country. The text was based on the notion that civic patriotism was
totally different from nationalism and was in fact a desirable alternative that,
vis-a-vis the new nationalist wave engulfing the Old World, could spare Europe
from the returning threats of its traditional ills. Viroli’s book was actually a
comprehensive history, one that has sometimes been criticized in terms of the
mission determining the analysis, of the distance between and opposition of
nationalism and patriotism through time. While his essay would resonate in
Europe, his argument also added to the ammunition of American patriotic
radicals.™

The relationship between patriotism and nationalism is, however, more
complicated than Viroli claims. For example, an online definition of patriotism
picks up the point:

Patriotism is closely related to nationalism. Differences between the two are commonly
claimed to be that patriotism is primarily emotional and related to positive attitudes to
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one’s own community, while nationalism combines both positive attitudes to one’s own
community and negative attitudes to other communities and is related to war. (“Patriotism,”
All Experts)

The proximity between nationalism and patriotism has been especially
problematic for liberals and patriotic radicals. Conservatives often posit the
identity of the two without any conflict. Samuel P. Huntington, one of the clearest
“neoconservative” (or what he calls “doctrinaire conservative”) minds, is adamant
on this point. In a 1999 article in the National Interest, he outlined a conservative
foreign policy program based on a “Robust Nationalism,” as the article is entitled.
“Like liberals,” says Huntington, “neo-conservatives wish to use American
power to promote the American dream abroad” (Huntington 1999, 7). The two
strategic values held by conservatives to further the “global mission of promoting
good abroad” (Huntington 1999, 7) are religion and patriotism: “conservatives
rank devotion to country along with the devotion to God. Patriotism is perhaps
the prime conservative value. Conservatives give their highest loyalty to their
country, its values, culture and institutions” (Huntington 1999, 10). Nor is
Huntington reluctant to embrace the military aspect of nationalism/patriotism:
“Neoconservatism emphasizes the role of United States as global policeman,
liberalism its role as global social worker” (Huntington 1999, 7).

While in the seventies the so-called “new historians” attempted to identify
an American nationalism that furthers reform and justice at home, after
9/11 the focus has moved full swing back to the world scene and what has
been called a “superpower nationalism.” The way to legitimize the use of
force by the “lonely superpower” is engineered by Huntington through
the “normalization” of war. While he concedes that for liberals war is an
aberration that should be eliminated, Huntington approvingly cites an article
by Robin Fox in the National Interest:

Wars are not a disease to be cured, but a part of the normal human condition. They
stem from what we are, not from some contingencies of what we do from time to time
(“history”). They are, like religion and prostitution, basic responses to basic human fears
and hopes. (Huntington 1999, 10)1°

The idea that the continuation of the present state of affairs lies at the
foundation of conservative thought, be it the essentialist “human nature” or
the refusal to see human ills as problems to be cured, is crystal clear in these
citations. They are also a notable program of what has been called “Wilsonianism
with boots,” despite the fact that the merging of Wilson and boots seems quite
paradoxical, since the purpose of Wilsonian internationalism was to realize the
slogan “A war to end all wars” and advance perpetual peace.

The interdependence between domestic and international aspects of
nationalism is also reaffirmed. The reappearance of an assertive, foreign-
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oriented nationalismin the United States leads, furthermore, to the re-emergence
of an exclusionary vision of American national identity in the domestic arena
that recreates the logic of stratified, racialized communities and attempts
to homogenize the definition of the American nation in one, imperative,
hierarchical meaning. Huntington, who has been a major spokesman for this
interpretation of American nationality, has publicized what he considers the
merits of an exclusionary, unifying definition of the American identity in Who
Are Wes: The Challenges to America’s National Identity of 2004. In it, he
portrays America as a “Protestant settlers” (not immigrant) society, one that
has developed the defining values of Americanness in terms of representative
institutions, religious beliefs and work ethic, all of which are foreign to
Mexican-Americans and dual citizens, cosmopolitans in the intellectual and
corporate worlds, and “deconstructionist” politicians and thinkers from
Bill Clinton to Michael Walzer, who support the allegedly fragmenting and
destructive vision of a pluralist American self. Reassured by the image of
Ronald Reagan, the cowboy president, neoconservatives have revived a vision
of the “American people” that has reverted back to a “Waspier” core, one in
which anti-intellectualism, the idea that becoming American means adhering
to a unified, mainstream identity, and a fear of “un-meltable ethnics” have
enjoyed new favor (Huntington Who Are We and “Dead Souls”, 5-18).

While Huntington’s hardened vision of patriotic conservatism may have
no problem equating patriotism and nationalism, liberals and patriotic
radicals who belong to a tradition that is deeply influenced by pacifist ideals
definitely have problems accepting their similarity, particularly at a time when
American nationalism seems to embrace a spirit of superiority. As a result,
many leftist-liberals and radicals, and in particular the intellectual leaders of
the “patriotic cultural left,” refuse even to consider the issue in order to avoid
the persistent taint of aggression that accompanies nationalism in everyday
language. A short search through relevant Dissent articles reveals that neither
is the proximity between nationalism and patriotism dealt with, nor does the
notion of an American nationalism appear in the language of the review.

The embarrassment of the “patriotic Left” is also due to the fact that their
preferences are critically appraised by globalists and cosmopolitans. There are
many critical points. In addition to subservience to conservative nationalism
and to the George W. Bush administration’s interpretation of security and the
use of force, two critical points on matters of principle are worth recalling in
particular. First is the need for nationalism to appropriate and particularize
values that belong to the generality of human beings, a position that has been
exemplified by the question posed by Yale philosopher David Bromwich: “if
we can get people to like the good things better with American names, then
why not call the good things American?” (Bromwich 1998, 586). Second is
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the point made by Nussbaum in the 1990s that civic and ethnic nationalisms
are not polar opposites, as most scholars have said in the past. They are
complementary and feed into each other. If the universality of mankind begins
with subdivisions within its overall unity into Americans, French, Italians
etc., then there is no intellectual obstacle; in fact, there is a psychological
inducement to subdivide further: Chinese-Americans, white French, Northern
Italians, and to therefore start framing an ethnic, geographic, social or religious
brand of nationalism.

The lack of focus on the interaction between nationalism and
cosmopolitanism on the part of the “patriotic Left” is, however, regrettable,
because that particular relationship is pivotal to both visions. In the twentieth
century, cosmopolitanism and nationalism were frequently at odds. This
was not always the case in earlier centuries, particularly the nineteenth when
nationalism and cosmopolitanism actually went hand-in-hand with the right
of all humankind to have a nation, as in the writings of Giuseppe Mazzini and
some of the German patriots. Political philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah
has reconstructed that identity by looking at the “spirit of cosmopolitanism”
in the writings of W. E. B. Du Bois and retracing the origins of his allegiance
to both a black American identity and a humanitarian cosmopolitanism to his
studies in Germany: “The European nationalism of the nineteenth century,
at least in the elevated and philosophical formulations that Du Bois would
have studied, as in the form he experienced, and more directly in Berlin,
recognized that the demand for national rights only made sense as moral
demand if it was claimed equally for all people” (Appiah 2005, 37).1¢ Appiah
approvingly cites, as had Du Bois, a line from Friedrich Meinecke in a book
significantly titled Cosmopolitanism and the National State, in which he said
that “cosmopolitanism and nationalism stood side by side in a close, living
relationship for a long time.” However, twentieth century nationalism became
much more threatening than the brotherly-oriented nineteenth century liberal
version. Consequently, the opinion that “cosmopolitanism—the idea that all
human beings are, in some sense, fellow citizens of the world—is the very
opposite of nationalism” (Appiah 20035, 35) has taken the upper hand.

Many Americanists have stressed both the importance of 9/11 as an
intellectually ordering date and the need for scholars to ponder the new
duties, issues, and methods emerging from it. Yet the intellectual “patriotic
Left” does not seem to be a powerful source of new ideas. Their adaptation to
the prevailing patriotism seems to lean more towards traditional intellectual
categories, like neo-exceptionalism, than towards creative new insights. Yet
cosmopolitanism seems to be on the rise. Its ability to find new constituencies,
its ability to avoid entrapment in the ambiguities of the new nationalism, its
potential to give a moral, intellectual and political vision to people in the post-
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national era (“post-national” as a trend, certainly not as a full-blown state
of affairs), seems very fruitful and promising. Scholarly books and articles
on cosmopolitanism and its multiple dimensions have increased. Present-
day public needs seem to vindicate the relevance of this trend of thought. In
Appiah’s recent book for example, Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of
Strangers (2006), he holds that the cosmopolitan worldview and moral ethos
is greater than liberalism or nationalism in that it embraces two seemingly
contradictory principles: that of a “universal concern” for all humanity above
nation, individual, and family, and that of “legitimate difference.” Instead of
the hostile potential of nationalism, cosmopolitanism takes an optimistic view
of that which human beings have in common, such as fundamental notions
of good and evil, in spite of multiple differences and varieties. To be sure,
cosmopolitans cannot and should not try to reduce multiplicity to shared
universal values. They can, however, install ‘habits of kindness’ towards
strangers that makes for a more peaceful and cooperative world (Appiah
2006).

It remains to be said, however, that the clearest recognition of the
rising importance of cosmopolitan ideas is the relevance given to them by
their archenemy Samuel Huntington. In his article “Robust Nationalism”
Huntington made cosmopolitans (in his view transnational intellectuals
and managers of multinational corporations) some of his major villains. He
framed his attack on the principle that the general people, who are nationalist
and American-focused, are the polar opposite of the cosmopolitan elite. If
popular support is the fundamental source of legitimacy in a democracy,
then cosmopolitan ideas in the United States are, according to Huntington,
irrelevant and uprooted. He therefore concluded: “American national identity
is under challenge from a multiculturalism that subverts it from below and a
cosmopolitanism that erodes it from above” (Huntington 2009, 12). There
can be no more blatant compliment to the rise of cosmopolitans and globalists
in the present-day United States. Who, in the 1990s, could ever have equated
multiculturalists and globalists as villains of the same weight?

It seems to this writer that cosmopolitan notions are more fitting for the
problems of tomorrow.

The twentieth century, Appiah has said, was “undeniably a Century in
which more of the cosmopolitan spirit—a little more in respect, that is, for
difference and a little more concerned for the moral interest of strangers would
have made a huge difference for the better . . . . if  were asked for an enemy of
human hope for our new century, I would say it was anti-cosmopolitanism”
(Appiah 20035, 39). These principles also suggest a lesson for non-U.S.-based
Americanists. Is it not a dignified civic purpose for these scholars to solidarize
with American citizens, as with the citizens of the whole world, for their
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security and their rights? Is it not, indeed, our duty to remind them, from
out of our tiny corner of the world, that as citizens of the superpower they
have a particular responsibility to foster the values of peace, democracy and
development (a Wilsonianism without boots indeed) that have characterized
the most brilliant pages of their history?

Notes

1 Let me thank AISNA, its board and its president for inviting me to give this presentation at the
Macerata conference in October 2007. T would like to extend my gratitude to the Macerata coordi-
nating team, especially Marina Camboni and Daniele Fiorentino. This article has been written before
the election of President Barack Obama whose access to the Presidency has deeply modified the public
conversation on American patriotism.

2 Some of the most important books on American nationalism are the following: Zelinsky 1988,
Wiebe 2002, Shafer 1955, Tonello 2007, Fousek 2000.

3 See also Kohn 1945 and 1972. On Hans Kohn see Liebich 2006.

4 See also Cohen 1996, 323-339.

5 See also Muller 2005.

6 See also Bodnar 1992.

7 See King, 2000, 2005.

8 See also Waldstreicher 1997.

9 See also Gerstle 1989, 2001.

10 See also, Farber 2006.

11 See also AA.VV. 2002, Hall 2002, and Skocpol 2002.

12 For an answer to Wreszin’s position from an editor of Dissent, see Barkan 2003, 91-92.

13 See also Higonnet 2007.

14 For a review of Viroli’s “For Love of Country,” see Political Theory 27, No. 3, June 1999:
379-397. On the history of American patriotism, see O’Leary 1999.

15 On neoconservative foreign policy, see Del Pero 2006.

16 See also Yegenoglu 2005, Roudometof 2005, Michalak 2004, and Muller 2005.
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Researching a Moving Target: Film Noir, Generic Permutations, and
Postwar US Social History

I am grateful to professors Marina Camboni and Charles Affron for their
vision and hard work in sponsoring the AISNA conference and similar events, as
well as professor Tatiana Petrovitch Njegosh for her generous technical help.

1.

This address draws upon research for a book I am currently writing on
film noir, an increasingly fertile topic that illuminates major shifts in both
American cinema and social history, with strong transnational implications,
over the past seventy years. Researching film noir is a complex undertaking
because the topic is not a fixed, widely agreed-upon entity, like Greek tragedy
or the works of Dante, Shakespeare, or John Ford. There is considerable debate
as to its very nature: some call it a genre, some a style, some a transgeneric
phenomenon and a few have even dismissed it as a mass illusion. To further
complicate things, its canon is constantly shifting. Neo-noir films are regularly
appearing while works from film noir’s canonical era (early 1940s to 1960)
are continually being reevaluated.

Film noir has become a catchphrase for an almost bewildering diversity of
films and aesthetic categories. One valuable book that addresses the complex
cross-currents of the form is James Naremore’s elegant More Than Night:
Film Noir in Its Contexts. Criteria for what constitutes film noir, even during
its canonical era, vary widely. For some, the term means thematically grim
films about tormented figures that were photographed primarily on studio
sound stages using low-key lighting with heavy shadows and disorienting
camera angles, like Phantom Lady (1944) or Scarlet Street (1945); for others,
it means violent, hard-boiled detective films that explore criminal and perverse
behavior, which may (as with Murder, My Sweet, 1944) or may not (as with The
Maltese Falcon, 1941, or The Big Sleep, 1946) employ expressionistic visual
strategies. Other critics include films with an altogether different visual style,
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such as semi-documentary films that do not have a dominantly expressionistic
“look” but rather use considerable out-of-studio, “location” cinematography
(like The House on 92" Street, 1945, or The Naked City, 1948). Rather than
focus on individual dilemmas, many of these films deal with governmental
investigative agencies like the FBI, emphasizing their corporate structures and
state-of-the-art surveillance technology.

Most of the films cited as noirs are set in the United States in the 1940s and
1950s but, where some explore profound psychic disorientation and sexual
torment, others show little interest in psychological issues and focus more on
criminal or treasonous conspiracies. Some place great emphasis on glamorous
style, with seductive women, witty wisecracks, elegant night clubs, art deco
luxury apartments, and stylistics of a bygone age; some, however, focus on the
hardscrabble lives of the socially dispossessed, and others on the desperate,
brutal, and delusional lives of petty criminals. Some have a contemporary
socio-political focus and deal with Nazis, anti-Semitism, political or industrial
corruption, or Cold War anxieties about communism or nuclear power.
Many include character types like a fermme fatale; a hard-boiled detective;
a successful businessman whose life is falling apart; a charming but possibly
criminal nightclub owner; an organized crime boss; a corrupt police official; a
desperate man or a young couple fleeing the police.

Many of the people who worked on these films during their canonical era
(including directors like Edward Dmytryk and actors like Robert Mitchum
or Marie Windsor) subsequently commented that they had no idea that they
were making film noir when they were making film noir. They were accurate.
No person or studio during noir’s canonical era set out to make a film noir
simply because no such category existed in the United States. The filmmakers
generally felt that they were working in established genres, such as melodramas,
detective films, thrillers, social commentary movies, dark romances, or police
procedurals. Many did, however, contemporaneously refer to the trend
for “dark” or “tough” films during the era. The form was retrospectively
categorized by critics who felt these movies embodied a significant shift in
the tone of Hollywood film during and after World War II. The fact that the
filmmakers did not contemporaneously have a term for the cultural changes in
which they were participating does not mean that their work does not reveal
those developing perspectives. The term, film noir, was seldom used in English
until the 1970s. After that time, however, those who made what have been
called neo-noir films, such as Chinatown (1974), Body Heat (1981), Mulholland
Falls (1996), or Sin City (2005), could no longer credibly claim that they were
unconsciously working in the #oir tradition; in fact, such filmmakers had little
interest in making such a claim. Many neo-noir films evidence an intense self-
consciousness about their evocation of film noir.
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The diversity of ways in which film noir has been and continues to be
categorized can be bewildering. To research film noir is to research a moving
target.

2.

This introductory address makes no attempt at comprehensiveness but is
instead organized around a few touchstone scenes that illustrate significant
trends in what has arguably become the most influential American film form,
more so even than the Western. It focuses upon aspects of the influence of
film noir over the past 60 years, its origins and development, its generic
permutations, and the historical/cultural era in which it emerged.

Consider the opening, pre-credit sequence from a recent neo-noir film, Sin
City (2005). An attractive woman in an evening gown stands alone at the
railing of a large apartment terrace looking out at a city at night. We hear a
man’s voice-over: “She shivers in the wind like the last leaf on a dying tree...” A
reverse angle shot shows the man suavely approach from behind and offer her
a cigarette. The scene has a dreamlike quality. Its cinematography is primarily
in black and white, with the exception of the woman’s bright red dress and lips
and, briefly, her green eyes. The smoke from her cigarette drifts languidly in
the air. The slow, reflective tone of the man’s voice-over gives the impression
that, although he speaks in the present tense, he is describing events from
long ago and far away, filtered through the mists of memory. Although the
couple seems to be meeting for the first time, they have an instant rapport. She
appears inexplicably expectant as she smokes and looks in his eyes. He tells
her she is everything a man could ever want. They embrace and we suddenly
see them in a dramatic long shot as stark, white-on-black silhouettes. Rain has
begun and soon falls heavily. As they kiss and his voice-over says, “I tell her
I love her,” we hear a muffled shot; he has shot her. An overhead shot then
shows him gently holding her limp body, her red dress spread out like a pool
of blood. His voice-over says that he holds her close until she’s gone, that he’ll
never know what she was running from, and that “I’ll cash her check in the
morning.” Suddenly we hear pounding music and the camera rapidly flies up
and whirls around the city. Blood-red letters form and announce the film’s
title, Sin City.

After the credits, the film moves on to other, more violent stories, loosely
connected by their location in this dark, corrupt city. All share themes of
eroticism, betrayal, violence, and death.

We never learn more about the woman in the opening sequence. Apparently
she had paid the man to kill her, and he did so with an unexplained compassion.
But what is most apparent in the sequence is its aggressive stylization—its use
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of black and white cinematography with bold slashes of color, its moody voice-
over narration and dialogue, its erotic tension, its shift from representational
figures to stark silhouettes, its atmospheric use of cigarette smoke as well
as falling rain, its ominous sense of mystery, of danger, of abrupt betrayal
as well as of unexplained murderous complicity. It should be apparent that,
from the outset, Sin City is not only telling its own story but it is also inviting
us to recall a tradition of films of the past, particularly films of the 1940s and
1950s—film noir.

This clip is not unique. I could have as readily cited segments from films
like No Country for Old Men (2007), Cache (Hidden) 2005), Kiss, Kiss,
Bang, Bang (2005), The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada (2005), Eastern
Promises (2007), A History of Violence (2005), Derailed (2005), The Ice
Harvest (2005), Sky Captain and the World of Tomorrow (2004), Collateral
(2004), or Twisted (2004). We could have gone back a bit to movies like Out
of Time (2003), Minority Report (2002), The Salton Sea (2002), Memento
(2000), Kill Bill, Volumes 1 (2003) and 2 (2004), Pulp Fiction (1994), the
Matrix films (The Matrix, 1999, The Matrix Reloaded, 2003, The Matrix
Revolutions, 2003), This World, Then the Fireworks (1997), L.A. Confidential
(1997), Fargo (1996), Heat (1995), Dead Again (1991), Kill Me Again (1989),
Blood Simple (1984), Blade Runner (1982), Body Heat, or Chinatown. The
list goes on and is not confined to American film. Film noir influenced and
was influenced by many national film traditions, such as the French New
Wave, the New German Cinema, Italian neorealist and Giallo films, Latin
American noir, and the Hong Kong action cinema.

It appears everywhere and not only in films. It has influenced television
series since the 1950s (such as Peter Gunn, Dark Angel, the multiple CSI
series, or Crossing Jordan), narrative radio since the 1940s (such as Richard
Diamond, Private Detective or Philip Marlowe), fiction such as the novels of
Walter Mosley or James Ellroy, video games, graphic novels (Sin City was,
in fact, based on a series of graphic novels with that title by Frank Miller, a
co-director on the film), theater, ballet, advertising strategies, graphic design,
and music. There is even a film noir lipstick.

Film noir emerged in the mid-1940s and, with the collapse of the
Hollywood studio system and the supplanting of black and white by color
cinematography, among other things, died out as a commercially viable form
around 1960. It reemerged around 1970 in a nostalgic mode, called neo-noir
or retro-noir, and has remained potent ever since. Intriguingly, of the three
credited directors of Sin City, Robert Rodriguez, Frank Miller, and Quentin
Tarantino (who is credited as “Special Guest Director”), two were born after
the initial phase of film noir ended. Only Miller was alive during its dominant
period, and he was three in 1960. Most of the people making neo-noir films
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now were not even living when the form they are memorializing appeared;
these filmmakers are invoking nostalgia for a form they never experienced first
hand. So what is that nostalgia for? Is it for the American 1940s and 1950s,
for Hollywood filmmaking practices of the classical era (1930s through the
1950s), for black and white cinematography, for a lost style of masculinity
and femininity, for the possibly simpler evils of a bygone age?

The question of what neo-noir filmmakers are attempting to evoke
from the past is complicated by the permutations within what has come
to be known as film noir, by the fact that the term is commonly used as
if it referred to a single, widely agreed-upon entity rather than a cluster of
intersecting, but often diverse, meanings. The term was initially seen as
referring to studio-bound films with dark, chiaroscuro lighting that dealt
with doomed, often sexually tormented characters. But by the late 1940s,
some of the films operated on entirely different imperatives. At times they
appear conspicuously anti-zoir in their visual strategies and themes. Many
employ a brightly-lit, semi-documentary look and represent “slice of life”
social issues rather than individual torment. Instead of voice-over narration
by tormented characters, many films employed oratorical “Voice of God”
narration speaking for governmental law-enforcement agencies like the FBI
or the Treasury Department. And yet these films have also been frequently
categorized as noir. Some of these films addressed contemporary political
issues, like anti-Communism, disease control, or nuclear anxiety.

Nearly all films noirs of the canonical era were set in the era in which they
were made. Their initial audiences would have seen little difference between
the look, dress, and behavior of the characters in the films and those of people
on the street when they exited the movie theater. The films were about their
“today.”

This is not the case with many neo-noir films. Some are “period” films
like Chinatown, set in the past, and those that are not, like Sin City, evoke an
earlier era, or filmmaking practices of an earlier era, in numerous ways. Both
Murder, My Sweet and Farewell, My Lovely (1975) are based upon Raymond
Chandler’s 1940 novel, Farewell, My Lovely, both are set in Los Angeles in
the early 1940s, and both have roughly similar characters and plotlines. But
where Murder, My Sweet was set in the time in which it was made, Farewell,
My Lovely is a “period” picture. By 1975, the early 1940s was a past era.
Unlike Murder, My Sweet, which was about “today,” Farewell, My Lovely is
about “yesterday.” Its costumes, hairstyles, and automobiles looked nothing
like what 1975 audiences would have seen when they exited the theater. Neo-
noir films are nostalgic in ways that films of the canonical era never were and
have very different agendas. They employ technologies and representational
strategies largely alien to canonical films noirs, such as color cinematography,
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graphic violence, profanity, explicit sexuality and nudity and, perhaps most
extreme, nostalgia.

Neo-noir films are more temporally and generically fluid than their
predecessors. They are not only set in past eras but also include futuristic
science fiction films like Blade Rumnner and Minority Report, and even
contemporary Westerns like No Country for Old Men.

During three distinct eras since its inception, the term film noir has signified
a very different relationship between the form and contemporary film culture.
The first era came in the mid-1940s when the French critics who coined the
term were describing a new, unexpected maturity in Hollywood films, a
maturity that was still developing. By the 1950s the term began to be widely
used in Europe. The first respected book on the topic, Panorama du film noir
Americain (A Panorama of American Film Noir), 1941-1953 by Raymond
Borde and Etienne Chaumeton, appeared in Paris in 1955. During this second
era, the term referred not to an emerging but rather to an established trend in
American film. By the third era, from the late 1960s to the present, film noir
has come to mean a trend of American film history. It is neither associated
with the evolving future of American film as in the first phase, nor with a vital,
contemporaneous genre, as in the 1950s, but rather with a past, nostalgic
form.

But to return to the question of what neo-noir films are attempting to
evoke, of why the makers of these films consider it useful to align them with
their own perception of film noir (particularly since many of the filmmakers
have differing perceptions of it), let’s go back to the beginning.

One of the earliest, canonical films noirs was Double Indemnity (1944). It
was based upon a novel by James M. Cain and, even though Hollywood had
optioned the rights to some of Cain’s work in the 1930s, its content then was
considered too scandalous and depraved for film adaptation. Cain’s Double
Indemnity was part of the “hard-boiled” tradition that would provide major
sources for film noir. This fiction, emerging from semi-reputable “pulp”
magazines of the 1920s and 1930s, often used the harsh, proletarian vernacular
to deal with topics, like manipulative sexuality, violence, corruption, and
depravity, in what were contemporaneously considered sensationalist ways.
But however disreputable, hard-boiled fiction produced writers whose literary
reputations have grown substantially over time, like Raymond Chandler,
Dashiell Hammett, Cornell Woolrich, Jim Thompson, David Goodis, and
James M. Cain.

The censorship climate in Hollywood was changing during the war and
Billy Wilder decided to take a chance and adapt Double Indemmnity for his third
American film. His writing partner at the time, Charles Brackett, wouldn’t
touch it, so Wilder hired the hard-boiled novelist, Raymond Chandler, to write
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the screenplay with him. Then he had trouble casting the movie. Although
Barbara Stanwyck saw its potential and was on board from the beginning,
the leading actors at Paramount turned it down. Wilder finally approached
George Raft, who asked him to summarize the story. As Wilder was doing
so, Raft interrupted him, asking, “And when do we have the lapel?” Wilder
did not understand what he meant, so Raft told him to continue but would
periodically ask, “Where’s the lapel?” When Wilder finished, Raft said, “Oh,
no lapel.” Wilder said, “What is a lapel?” Raft said, “You know, at a certain
moment you turn the hero’s lapel and it turns out that he’s an FBI man or a
policeman or someone who works for the government—a good guy really.”
When Raft learned that there was no lapel, that the main character really was
bad, he declined the role. Wilder finally got Fred MacMurray, whose career
playing happy-go-lucky saxophone players in light comedy was on the decline
at the time, to take the role (Grass 1977, 48-49).

The notion of “no lapel” defines much of film noir. Hollywood films at the
time were produced under strict censorship of their moral content, codified in
the “Production Code,” which was adopted by the powerful Motion Picture
Producers and Distributors Association in 1930 and strictly enforced after
1934. Much of film noir challenged or violated its rules. Central characters
became involved in anti-social, self-destructive or criminal behavior; the films
often explored the dark side of life without a safety net, without a “lapel.”
They often ended very badly for nearly all involved.

This exploration of troubling aspects of human behavior reflected cross-
currents of American wartime and postwar anxieties as well as diverse
intellectual influences of the time, such as Freudian theory, naturalist and
modernist literature and film, and the emerging Existentialist philosophical
tradition. The movies were the product of a society successively traumatized
by three troubled historical periods—the Great Depression, World War II,
and the Cold War. Many of the films generate a numbing sense of anxiety,
foreboding, and doom, a sense that something has gone terribly and irrevocably
wrong.

Consider the mood that the credit scene opening Double Indemnity sets
for the film that will follow it. Under the credits, the silhouette of a man on
crutches ominously approaches the camera, finally filling the entire frame with
his darkness. Something is wrong—with the man’s legs, with the man, with
what will follow these credits—and the grim orchestral music accompanying
the image reinforces this impression. The silhouette applies not to a single
character but to three men in the film: one a murderer, one his victim, and
the third an innocent man set up to take the blame for the crime. All three are
drawn into this ugly vortex by the same desirable woman who exploits them
and orchestrates their doom. The dark silhouette also menaces the viewer’s
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space—it comes at us, it somehow involves us in whatever is to happen, and
whatever it is won’t be nice. Something is wrong.

That mood reflects cultural imperatives of the time. More than sixty years
have passed since the end of World War II and differing perspectives upon that
era have emerged. The US television news commentator Tom Brokaw’s popular
1998 book, The Greatest Generation, depicts the American World War II
generation in heroic terms as one that, responding to the global menace posed
by the Axis powers, selflessly united in common cause to triumphantly win the
war and pave the way for a wholesome future. This perspective also appears
in films depicting the era that appeared at around the same time the book was
published, such as Saving Private Ryan (1998) and Pearl Harbor (2001), as
well as television shows like the mini-series Band of Brothers (2001). Film
noir, however, depicts precisely that same generation in a radically different
light. The characters in these films are not united in common cause, they
are isolated; they are not engaged in productive social activity, they are self-
destructive and dysfunctional; they are a doomed generation without a viable
future. The ideology of the “Greatest Generation” celebrates the ascendant
and utopian American Dream; that of film noir laments that dream’s failure.
Where the “Greatest Generation” gives us the world found in many of Norman
Rockwell’s paintings, film noir gives us the world of Edward Hopper.

A couple of paintings by American artists illustrate this. Norman Rockwell’s
brightly-lit “Freedom from Want” (1943), for example, depicts a family
gathered around a dinner table cheerfully awaiting a turkey dinner, and his
“Homecoming G.I.” (1944) shows members of a working class community
jubilantly welcoming a returning soldier home. These paintings celebrate
an integrated, purposeful society—cheerful, energetic, mutually supportive
people with a bright future. In contrast, Edward Hopper’s “Nighthawks”
(1942) depicts isolated, affectless people in an urban coffee shop at night.
They and their environment appear flat, drained of vitality, static. Hopper’s
“Early Sunday Morning” (1930) shows a street devoid of people. Both
paintings imply a desolate social environment that offers little sustenance,
and isolated, affectless people. The paintings give the sense that there is little
difference in the environment if it is day or night, if it is inhabited or not.
Where the Rockwell paintings imply both a meaningful past and a future,
those by Hopper do not.

3.

The sense of devastated lives, of people whose future is behind them,
is reflected in the very narrative structure of much film noir. The form is
associated with numerous innovations, one of which is the extensive use of
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flashbacks accompanied by retrospective, voice-over narration. A central
character, often facing death, recounts to the audience how things ended up
this way. Such a narrative strategy obviously eliminates the kind of suspense
traditionally associated with detective or crime films since the audience knows
from the beginning how it will all turn out. The film’s narrative progression
is really a backwards movement, by means of flashbacks, into its failed past.
Unlike the situation with traditional crime films, most of what we can expect
to see has already happened. The films offer no real hope for a “lapel” scene
because they begin when their stories are nearly completed. After its credit
sequence, Double Indemnity begins this way, with the character George Raft
did NOT choose to play, confessing his crimes into a Dictaphone. He makes
the recording to tell Barton Keyes, his supervisor and best friend, that he
committed murder for money and for a woman, and that he didn’t get the
money and he didn’t get the woman. The film then shifts into a flashback to
the time when he met the woman he didn’t subsequently “get.” Consequently,
we see two Walter Neffs. The one who narrates the movie and exists in the
film’s present tense, is exhausted, sweating profusely, depressed and has a
bloodstain from a bullet wound on his left shoulder that expands through the
film. He is probably dying. But we also see the Neff of a few months earlier;
cocky, optimistic, oozing sleazy seductiveness. However, as viewers, we know
from the beginning that everything the younger Neff attempts is doomed. We
have no traditional sense of anticipation while watching the film since we
know all along that it will end badly, and such fatalism provides a dominant
mood for film noir. As with the opening story of Sin City, we are introduced
to a character whose doom has already been sealed. Furthermore, both stories
climax in a similar manner. Like the man in Sin City, Neff will shoot his lover
as he embraces her.

This sense of doom is often apparent to the characters themselves, even at
times when they feel they are succeeding in their endeavors. This is evident
in the scene occurring just after Neff has murdered his lover’s husband and
everything in his plan seems to have gone off perfectly. In a final move to
establish his alibi, he leaves his apartment and walks down the street. As he
does so, we hear his voice-over: “That was all there was to it. Nothing had
slipped, nothing had been overlooked, there was nothing to give us away.
And yet, Keyes, as I was walking down the street to the drugstore, suddenly
it came over me that everything would go wrong. It sounds crazy, Keyes, but
it’s true, so help me. I couldn’t hear my own footsteps. It was the walk of a
dead man.”

This mood, despair at the moment of success, repeatedly appears in
postwar movies. While many Hollywood films of the era certainly celebrated
the Allied victory, many others reflect emptiness, loss, and dislocation. We see
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it in numerous movies about returning veterans, such as the one that swept
the 1946 Academy Awards, The Best Years of Our Lives (it received seven
awards). It depicts the homecomings of three veterans, one of whom has lost
his hands. All feel great anxiety about returning to the land for which they
fought and sacrificed. They fear that their homeland has gone on without
them, that they will be irrelevant to the postwar world. A more bitter film
from the same year is The Blue Dablia, which begins as three veterans return
home to Los Angeles. No parades are there to welcome them; no one even
notices them or seems to care about their sacrifice. When they go into a bar
for a farewell drink, their leader, played by Alan Ladd, gives a melancholic
toast, “Well, here’s to what was.” He then returns home to find that his wife
has been having an affair with a man who didn’t serve in the armed forces and
who grew rich during wartime. Soon after this, she is found murdered and he
is blamed. He becomes a fugitive. His long-anticipated homecoming, the fruit
of victory, then, has become a nightmare.

The above-cited statement from Double Indemnity in which Neff says that
he could not hear his own footsteps, that it was the walk of a dead man,
points to a major pattern in film noir—the pervasiveness of what might be
termed post-mortem characters, of people who are virtual zombies with no
expectation of a viable future. It is all behind them. The very title and the
opening of the 1950 film, D.O.A. (meaning “Dead on Arrival”), make this
clear.

Under the credits, the camera follows a man walking purposefully into
a large municipal building at night. Accompanied by pounding, orchestral
music, it continues to follow him through the building’s corridors and into
an office marked “Homicide Division.” Finding the detective in charge, he
tells him that he wants to report a murder. When the detective asks who was
murdered, the man replies, “I was.”

The man’s purposeful movement in this sequence echoes the movement
of the silhouette in the opening of Double Indemnity, only here he walks
away from the camera. But he is equally doomed and even speaks of himself
in the past tense. We don’t even see his face until he announces that he was
murdered. He has been poisoned and spends the film frantically trying to
learn who has poisoned him and why. Although he eventually learns these
things, it is to no avail; at the end of the film, he dies. The whole film, then,
unfolds in a kind of fruitless, post-mortem, depressive space. We see this
pattern again and again in film noir. John Garfield’s narrator in The Postman
Always Rings Twice (1946) is about to be executed; William Holden’s
narrator in Sunset Boulevard (1950) is, bizarrely, already dead; The Killers
(1946) begins as its central character, Burt Lancaster, inexplicably awaits
his own murder.
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Reflective of this mood is an exchange between Robert Mitchum and Jane
Greer in Out of the Past (1947) as Mitchum watches her at a gambling table.
He says, “That’s not the way to win.” She asks, “Is there a way to win?” and
he replies, “No, but there’s a way to lose more slowly.” That fatalistic sense
applies to the scene and to the overall film. And of course, Mitchum and Greer
are doomed.

The vision of life as a nightmare reflects the contemporary influence of
Freudian theory. Although Freud’s theories had been considered radical early
in the century, they had filtered into mass culture by the 1940s and often
provided models in movies for character motivation as well as narrative
construction. Important tenets of these theories were that dreams were not
meaningless, and that darker realms lay within all of us. Life itself could
resemble a nightmare.

Psychoanalytic criticism has provided important tool for investigating film
noir. Two particularly useful books elucidating this, among other issues, have
been Frank Krutnik’s Iz a Lonely Street: Film Noir, Genre, Masculinity and
E. Ann Kaplan’s Women in Film Noir: An Anthology. Both illuminate the
significance of gender representation in film noir, with particular attention
to its preponderance of weak men and powerful women. Such gender images
destabilized widespread presumptions about “proper” gender norms for the
era. The very image of the figure on crutches that opens Double Indemnity
suggests an emasculated man, and the three men in the film to which that
image refers are deprived of their potency by the movie’s fernme fatale. As
will be discussed later, a major motif of film noir is that of men who fail to
measure up to society’s model of dominant masculinity. At the same time,
film noir produced many images of dominating women who, thereby, did not
“know their place” and proved themselves more powerful than the men. Some
have called film noir a misogynistic form because of the severe punishment it
regularly heaps upon such women by the end of the films, but important
feminist scholars like E. Ann Kaplan have also pointed out that, while the
films certainly characterized such women as villainous, they also, perhaps
unconsciously on the parts of the filmmakers, rendered those women equal
or superior to the men in intelligence and in their ability to succeed at power
politics. In many ways this acknowledgment of intellectual equality, however
left-handed, marked a major advance in the depiction of women in film. But,
for many in mainstream culture, this gender imbalance also contributed to
the sense the films generated of a society turning topsy-turvy, of “normal” life
collapsing into a nightmare and bordering on realms traditionally reserved for
horror films.

The nightmare worlds of many Hollywood horror films of the 1930s
were presented as “other” worlds—exotic, foreign places containing strange
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characters and forces. This also reflected the xenophobia evident in many
American films of all genres during that time. It was not unusual for films like
The Maltese Falcon, for example, to characterize its villains by associating
them with foreign countries and cultures, implying a morally righteous “here”
in the U. S. as opposed to a decadent “there” in other places. By the 1940s,
however, a cultural space had also opened up to acknowledge that those dark
forces might not be inherently foreign but might also reside within the United
States, and that awareness is evident in film noir as well as in contemporaneous
horror films. In such films, our darkest fears are actualized not only in foreign,
“other” worlds but also in “normal,” middle-class American life.

Some films, like those produced by Val Lewton at RKO (such as Cat
People, 1942, I Walked with a Zombie, 1943, and Isle of the Dead, 1945),
can as readily be called EITHER horror or film noir because they are carefully
ambiguous about the origins of their grim events. While those events may have
been caused by supernatural forces, they may also have resulted from human
psychological dysfunction. Intriguingly, many of the directors who made such
movies for Lewton went on to make important films noirs, such as Jacques
Tourneur (director of Cat People) with Out of the Past and Robert Wise
(director of The Curse of the Cat People, 1944) with The Set-Up, 1949.

The retrospective narrative structure of many films noirs (like The Killers,
Out of the Past or Double Indemnity) also parallels the structure of popular
perceptions of the psychotherapeutic interview, in which someone delves
into his/her dark and possibly repressed past for the clues to his/her troubled
present. However, where the strategies of psychotherapy have popularly been
presumed to increase self knowledge and lead to a “cure” for psychological
troubles, in film noir, such retrospective explorations are often useless. There
can be no cure. In D.O.A. the central character finally learns who poisoned
him and why but, since he soon dies, even that discovery becomes irrelevant.

4.

Why did all of this anxiety, disorientation, and fatalism appear in Hollywood
film when it did? Where did it come from? Americans at the time didn’t
recognize it as an emerging trend. It took European critics to classify it. The
French had long been great cinephiles but the war prevented them from seeing
American films from 1939 through 1945. In the spring of 1946, when wartime
Hollywood films appeared in Paris for the first time, the French devoured
them. In August, the critic Nino Frank wrote in an influential article, “An
Exciting... Put-You-to-Sleep Story,” that he noticed a sea change in American
films, a new maturity that had emerged in the early 1940s; he called this new
quality film noir. Others, such as Jean-Pierre Chartier, rapidly followed him
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with this perception. The term means black film and the blackness applies not
only to the grim themes of many of the movies but also to their visuals. Many
used chiaroscuro lighting, sometimes called “mystery lighting,” or “Venetian
blind lighting” to create an ominous darkness, a sense of something sinister
just beyond the shot’s framelines. The look had appeared in earlier films like
Citizen Kane (1941) and was inspired by the visuals of German Expressionist
films of the 1920s, itself a cinema obsessed with madness, disorientation, and
loss. That cinema had emerged in a devastated Germany following World War
I, just as film noir would appear in the wake of World War II. Hollywood
had appropriated the Expressionist look in the 1930s for horror films like
Dracula (1931), Frankenstein (1932), The Old Dark House (1932), and The
Island of Lost Souls (1933). A decade later, film noir would also appropriate
that look, not for the exotic or supernatural, but for the everyday, for the
ambient doom pervading everyday, middle-class life. The troubled characters
inhabiting film noir did not look like exotic, foreign monsters but, rather, just
like the people that the initial audiences would have seen when they walked
out of the theaters in the postwar era—themselves.

A larger canvas frames these issues. In The Big Tomorrow: Hollywood and
the Politics of the American Way, the social historian Lary May argues that
a convulsive transformation in American culture and politics occurred during
the post World War II era when the US shifted away from the 1930s New
Deal ethos of ethnic pluralism, pro-labor inclusiveness, and acceptance of the
diversity of modern life, and moved instead toward becoming a monolithic
postwar national culture. This shift involved a fundamental redefinition of the
US national character, one that led some people of the era to feel that their
society was changing around them in disturbing ways.

May argues that the national movement toward consensus during World
War II led to the gradual abandonment of governmental policies of the
1930s that had encouraged ethnic pluralism and a broadly inclusive populist
agenda. At its worst, this drive for consensus led to social repression, racial
segregation, xenophobia, and the compromise of individual liberties. Many
considered such measures an unfortunate wartime necessity but presumed
that, once victory was achieved, they would be abandoned. However, the
postwar era did not bring a dissolution of the national drive toward consensus
and, with it, a return to New Deal pluralism as many had expected, but a
reformulation of that imperative toward consensus into a Cold War against
the Soviet Union. This imperative was buttressed by Keynesian economic
theories supporting deficit spending and a permanent wartime economy as
well as the National Security Act of 1947, which substantially reorganized the
US armed forces, its foreign policy, and its intelligence community (forming
the Central Intelligence Agency) in light of Cold War policies. Although
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those policies promised global peace and a domestic consumer paradise,
many found that they also supported an intolerant national culture. People
whose values had been formed and nurtured by the national mood in the
1930s found themselves stigmatized for those very same values and labeled
communist supporters during the postwar years. Those who had supported
the US wartime alliance with the Soviet Union and the opening of a second
front against Hitler in Europe, for example, later found that this endorsement
of their own government’s policies was used during the McCarthy Era to
indict them for holding “anti-American” leftist sympathies.

Although the postwar public image of the US currently valorized by
“Greatest Generation” ideology was of a nation victorious in war and
prosperous in peacetime, erosive signs of discontent were bubbling up from
below the surface from the beginning. Images of individual dislocation in film
noir correspond with this growing social instability. Repeatedly, we see that
the accomplishment of earlier national goals, such as freedom from economic
depression and war, were failing to produce a contented society. Many
Depression era films give the impression that, if only prosperity would return,
economically deprived people could again find happiness; many wartime films
give the impression that, if only victory could be achieved, people could again
live full, happy lives. The Depression ended and the war ended, and it wasn’t
enough. In the postwar era, people were noticing a disturbing gulf between
the resolution of national traumas and personal fulfillment. And at times,
even people who were supportive of the national ideology and agenda felt
guilty about NOT being happy, adding to their anxiety.

This discontent appeared in numerous forms outside of film noir, from
labor unrest and racial turbulence in the late 1940s to the Beat Generation
and images of rebellious teenagers in the 1950s. It finally came to the surface
and, paralleling student revolts in Europe after 1968, exploded with the
counter-culture of the 1960s, a time when the youth of the US was in open
rebellion against the values of their parents’ generation, against the Vietnam
War, against the national government, even against John Wayne. The nation
that had been united during World War II had become a nation divided only
a quarter of a century later.

The counter-culture generation was the one that revived film noir, which
had been considered a dead form in the 1960s. Part of its appeal for that
generation was that it showed the dark side of their parents’ lives. These were
not upbeat Alice Faye/Don Ameche Technicolor musicals depicting a benign,
happy-go-lucky world but rather a tortured prism into the dark corners of
their parents’ reality.

In laying bare many of the anxieties of the wartime generation, the films gave
the counter-culture both ammunition against and empathy with the images
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their parents had constructed of the era of their youth. The movies enabled
some of the youth of the 1960s to gain a greater understanding of the older
generation and of their own connection with it. Major sources of anxiety for
the postwar generation, for example, involved a perceived sense of the erosion
of individual agency and of masculine vitality. Some could not understand
how, after defeating global fascism, they were not feeling empowered and
triumphant but rather that they were losing control of their lives. One highly
publicized masculine fear involved losing individuating potency and becoming
simply a “number,” an “organization man,” a corporate “man in a gray-
flannel suit.” Numerous books appearing in the postwar era focused upon
the theme of loss of individuality; they include David Riesman’s The Lonely
Crowd: A Study of the Changing American Character (1950), Sloan Wilson’s
1955 novel and co-authored 1956 film, The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit,
William H. Whyte’s The Organization Man (1956), and Elias Canetti’s
Crowds and Power (1960).

Many people feared external forces, like Soviet communism and the threat
of nuclear war, which led to a trend in the 1950s of building home fallout
shelters. There was also, from the late 1940s on, an exponential increase in
UFO sightings. Other fears, however, involved not what was “out there” but,
rather, what resided within one’s own home, particularly the growing concern
about the ability of the World War II generation to control their own children.
The figure of the rebellious teenagers of the 1950s, who openly rejected their
parents’ values, was a new and highly publicized cultural menace. Many of
these anxieties are reflected in the pervasive images of doomed, impotent, and
demoralized men in many films noir.

5.

Much of neo-noir went farther in its social critique than film noir ever
did in explicitly condemning major national institutions like the FBI and
ideologies like patriarchy. Although film noir of the canonical era dealt
with political corruption, it seldom questioned the rectitude of the federal
government or the righteousness of white patriarchy. Neo-#oir regularly does
this. In Chinatown, for example, John Huston’s patriarch stands at the center
of the film’s public and personal evil. A powerful, ruthless business leader,
he secretly profits from ruinous urban corruption and is also the incestuous
rapist of his own daughter. In L. A. Confidential, the all-white, all-male LAPD
scapegoats people of other races and cultures for crimes that they, themselves,
are systematically committing. One of the corrupt detectives in the film acts
as an advisor for a fictional television series, Badge of Honor, which strongly
resembles the popular 1950s series, Dragnet, which glorified the LAPD. The
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heroic way in which the LAPD is characterized in Badge of Honor stands
in harsh contrast to the systematic corruption the film depicts. Furthermore,
when the show’s detective advisor attempts to repent, he is murdered by his
superior officer. Mullholland Falls details profound corruption within three
layers of postwar patriarchy—the LAPD, the FBI, and the US military. Each
has become so consumed with its own sense of power and entitlement that they
war with one another. Devil in a Blue Dress (1995) depicts such corruption
from an African American perspective, showing not only the effects of
systematic racism on African American life but also how such racism erodes
the presumptively empowered racial class.

I will close with reference to a film that satirized film noir. My Favorite
Brunette appeared in 1947, just a few years after the birth of the form. Its very
existence points to the widespread influence of film noir almost immediately
after its appearance. It would make no economic sense for a major studio
like Paramount to produce a film starring one of its biggest stars unless its
directors felt confident that a large audience would be familiar with the
form the film satirizes. In fact, its opening—ominous, exterior shots of San
Quentin—is almost indistinguishable from the opening prison shots in Brute
Force, a brutal film noir about prison injustice appearing that same year.

After the opening shots of My Favorite Brunette, we see a prison warden
solemnly walking into a cellblock to escort a condemned prisoner to the
gas chamber for execution. Everything about the scene—the warden’s grim
demeanor, the barred cells, the comments of other prisoners, and the oppressive
environment—recalls “death row” films of the era. But when we arrive at the
condemned prisoner’s cell, we see that he is played by Bob Hope using the
goofball, smart-aleck film persona for which he was widely known in 1947.
The film’s mood abruptly changes. Although its story is still about a prisoner
awaiting execution, Bob Hope’s star persona undercuts everything about the
situation. This is a comedy. Soon he is being interviewed by reporters in a
cell outside the execution chamber. His prison clothes, the dialogue about
execution, the images of him through prison bars, all recall dark films of the
era. And like the doomed characters in so many films noirs, this ostensibly
condemned man begins to recount his story in flashback. However, the comic
tone makes the cinematography, the voice-over narration, and the grim images
both recall, and satirize, the dark openings of many films noirs.

In his flashback, Hope’s character invokes other film noir conventions. He
is a professional baby photographer who yearns to be a hard-boiled detective.
He idolizes the private detective in a nearby office, played by Alan Ladd,
an actor then known for such roles in many films noirs. But where Ladd’s
character embodies the tough guy role, Hope’s character pathetically fails to
do so. He can’t drink hard liquor without choking, he drops the pistol he has
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bought—he simply looks silly when he tries to emulate the tough guy. And
of course, when Ladd leaves, a beautiful and mysterious woman walks in,
mistakes Hope for Ladd, and the story begins.

My Favorite Brunette satirizes the narrative structure, the anxieties
about masculinity and femininity, the malevolent environment, the visual
strategies, and the mood of film noir. Bob Hope wants to be a He-Man but
is an apparently doomed loser, like many of the men presented seriously in
film noir. Intriguingly, however, in his very failure to live up to the image of
masculinity he so admires, he in fact resembles many of film noir’s men who
might appear tough on the surface but are, internally, desperate and doomed.
Although the movie is clearly played for laughs, it also points to the centrality
of doom, failed ambitions, and delusional desire to the form. In certain ways,
given the complex nature of film noir, there is little difference between the real
thing and the satire.
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Sonia D1 Loreto

Introduction

This workshop focuses on the notion of smuggling across the Atlantic.
The term “smuggling” holds a number of fascinating connotations, and it is
a challenging and fit paradigm to describe possible practices and trajectories
between—or among—territories, but also relations between or within texts,
and it functions both as a metaphor and as praxis.

As some of these papers underline, the act of smuggling can become a
practice adopted by hegemonic systems, made of exploitation, conquest and
disruption; but it could also denote a non-linear, non-hegemonic (even counter-
hegemonic) resistant practice of using the same economic and natural routes,
for example, to smuggle merchandise, people, ideas and texts to bring forth
the hidden, subterranean, and untold. We are also interested—naturally—in
the metaphorical level of the term, and the papers in this workshop show
how the perspective of “smuggling” could be a useful critical lens, since they
offer a varied range of possible readings of this notion, including “smuggling”
as a metanarrative, textual strategy, that challenges the traditional borders
that separate fiction and non-fiction. In addressing, in fact, transatlantic
forms of smuggling, all the papers tackle problematic rewritings of texts and
identities: they describe purloined texts, ideas or genres; or even more radical
contrabanding of identities in transition.






Mara De Chiara

On the Road Again. Renee Tajima-Pefia’s My America... or Honk if You
Love Buddha

In My America... or Honk if You Love Buddha (1996), Japanese American
director Renee Tajima-Pefna chooses to inscribe her biography in the script of
one of the best known texts of the Beat Generation period, Jack Kerouac’s
On the Road.

In her film, Renee Tajima-Pena sketches a sort of ‘auto-ethnography’ where
she is in search of her own cultural origins: her journey, as she declares, is above
all a search for Asian America. We are not presented here, however, with the
search of the immigrant’s physical body just arrived on foreign shores after
suffering innumerable troubles, for recovery and food. Nor are we provided
dates and statistics about the numbers of foreigners trespassing dangerous
frontiers. We are, though, provided with the many voices and images assembled
by Tajima-Pena to express her own personal dilemma regarding the possibility
of finding hospitality in a foreign country. Here the place in question should
not be truly foreign for her, as she was born in Chicago. And yet, the question
most often asked of any Asian American seems to be the age-old “Why don’t
you go home? You don’t belong here.” This question, as the film shows, runs
deeply through the racist cultural foundation of the United States.

Commencing with her grandfather who in 1909 left Japan, Tajima-Pefa’s
journey begins immediately as a Californian journey, given that her grandfather
moved from San Francisco to Los Angeles in search of the “promised land.”
Unfortunately, that promised land would turn into a nightmare for many
Asian Americans during World War II. Pefna’s father, like many others, had
joined the Army to fight the Nazis overseas; meanwhile, her mother was
spending her teenage years behind barbed wire, in one of the internment
camps set up by the American government to detain Japanese Americans. For
so many immigrants, who had come to the States to work the railroads and
the canneries, their visions of liberty and equality were deeply frustrated.

We follow Renee Tajima-Pefa in her journey: to Chinatown (New York),
Louisiana (New Orleans), home of the oldest Asian pioneers—Filipinos who
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arrived in 1765—Mississippi, where there had once been the model camp
towns for interned Japanese; then Florida, Minnesota, Seattle (among the
Korean communities), and, finally, California. On the way, we discover that
Asian Americans were indeed an alien nation inside America.

However, in her Californian memories, Tajima Pefia remembers when she
was younger, in the Seventies, and had joined the libertarian struggles and
demonstrations for civil rights. In those days, the Black civil rights movement
was doing much work for Asian Americans, too. And those were the days, she
says, when she knew for the first time that she belonged in America, and felt
comfortable in her own skin.

In San Francisco, Tajima-Pefia interviews Victor Wong, an actor in the
famous movie Chan is Missing. Wong, a Chinese American, had been a
beatnik in the Fifties, but states that he failed to realize his rebel dream, his ‘on
the road’ life script. Speaking of his marriage to an African American woman,
he comments: “We thought there might be a New World, but America was
not ready yet.”

The text chosen by Renee Tajima-Pefia to track her cultural journey,
On the Road, published in 1956, is considered the cult text of the young
American generation of the Sixties. It narrates Jack Kerouac’s wanderings, in
company of his friend Dean Moriarty (Neal Cassady), from opulent American
bourgeois society towards a much freer and uninhibited south represented
by Mexico, which will soon become the favourite destination of most of
Kerouac’s journeys. Kerouac had created a new lifestyle for the beatniks
when he declared to one of his friends and a literary critic: “I will choose
trucks, where I don’t have anything to explain and nothing is explained, and
everything is just real” (Pivano 2005, 288). Taking to the road, to be free of
the constrictions of American society: that was the message.

As an “authorial” reference, Oz the Road is certainly the cultural manifesto
for a whole generation of young people who wanted a better and freer world;
but, at the same time, it repeats a quite traditional literary repertoire, which
portrays America as the land of innocence, of independence and individualism,
of moral quest and the spirit of adventure, and finally, America as the land from
which you could journey from bored “modernity” towards a more natural and
“wild” south (the journey is in fact from the States to Mexico).

In Kerouac’s On the Road, behind the apparent staging of America as the
“land of the free,” we definitely feel that America is also the centre of ethical
and existential signification, that is to say, America incarnates a Western
‘humanism’ largely constituted against the body of the exotic “other,” the body
of the “black” man, of the “wild” man, the not-yet-free, the not-yet-civilized.

The very title chosen by Tajima-Pefa for her film, My America... or Honk
if You Love Buddhba, points explicitly to this dialectic, with its reference to
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Buddhism as the spiritual destination for all beatniks searching for spiritual
truth, trying to find that truth “on the road.” Kerouac had been, in fact,
profoundly influenced by Buddhism, which was widely diffused in San
Francisco, especially within the Japanese district (Pivano 2005, 292), and
Buddhism, in its exotic appearance, incarnated the Western desire for another
place, for a place of authenticity and truth.

But, as My America... shows, the authorial text recalled, Kerouac’s On
the Road, cannot be appropriated by the protagonist; she cannot really
‘appropriate’ this mythical narration of the American spirit, that oz the road
spirit. She remains excluded from it, an outsider to this narration. Her attempt
to appropriate the role of the beatnik fails. In other words, a text has been
surreptitiously ‘stolen’ by the protagonist of the movie, but she cannot fully
identify with the story. Her face, her Asian features, exclude her from that
great American text of the Beat utopia. In other words, Tajima-Pefia tries to
insinuate herself into that original text of American innocence, pretending
that she can incarnate the dream of a free and liberal America. But she soon
finds out that she is an intruder in the land and in the text.

In fact, she comes from other clandestine, cultural pasts, different from
those of the official American past. She has no authority to re-write the same
text—is in fact excluded from it, because America, as the scholar José Saldivar
explains, transforms immigrants into human beings without documents and
identity: it transforms “people between cultures into people without culture”
(Saldivar 1997, 8).

In her book Mappings: Feminism and the Cultural Geographies of
Encounter, the feminist critic Susan Friedman insists on the centrality of
“narrative” in the construction of identity. Indeed, rhetorical strategies are
at the basis not only of textuality, but of the subject itself, which is always
constructed as if following a more or less precise script: what is experienced
as real life is, in fact, transformed into formal and linguistic aspects.! In this
construction of a “script” for the subject we often find mythical texts, which
dictate cultural and literary canons. In Tajima-Pefa’s case, the mythical text in
question is Kerouac’s On the Road, but we soon discover that her narrative is
made of discontinuous fragments which do not allow any coherent, confident,
stable and linear narration.

This may mean that the more urgent question which can be posed today by
theory, and especially by postcolonial theory, is aimed at the whole nationalistic
foundation of American literature which manifestly believes in one subject
only, one that is still “white” and preferably “male.” Excellent work, in
these directions, has been done by postcolonial scholars who have largely
questioned these concepts, insisting, for instance, on the Atlantic dimension
of forced enslavement and the complicated master-slave relationship;? on the
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diasporic and migrant movements from the ex-colonies to the motherlands,
and their impact on the idea of nation as a homogeneous and coherent body;?
on cultures as “border” spaces and the coexistence of plural voices and
traditions;* on the transnational and transatlantic dimension of cultural and
economic politics in the United States.’

After the so called linguistic turn, which since the Seventies has invested
many disciplinary fields through psychoanalysis and post-structuralism,
we now witness to a sort of spatial turn, to borrow the term used by Nigel
Thrift and Mike Crang in their book Thinking Space, published in 2000.
This theoretical “spatial turn,” which emerged during the second half of the
Eighties, has been responsible for the enormous proliferation, especially in
the field of human sciences, of titles which insist on terms like “mapping,”
“cartography,” and “location.” In his Border Matters: Remapping American
Cultural Studies, published in 1997, José Saldivar helps us better understand
the meaning of this “spatial turn.” Saldivar insists on the relevance that a
geographical location, specifically the border between Mexico and the United
States, has acquired, especially in most recent critical theory, within both
cultural studies and American Studies, which now tend towards a more
transnational perspective. The border becomes a paradigm of crossings, of
intercultural exchanges, of circulation and resistance, of negotiations and
conflicts, but, above all, it undermines the presumed homogeneity of US
nationalism, revealing the wide gap existing between nation-state and cultural
identity (Saldivar 1997, ix). Reflecting on many cultural and artistic instances,
as well as on current immigration policies, Saldivar exposes the deep racism
still present in the so-called legality which condemns and punishes Latino
immigrants, Chicanos, Mexicans, Central Americans, and Asian Americans,
all considered an ‘alien nation’ which is polluting the US territory.

These perspectives, which interpret US culture through its European and
continental interconnections, have strongly contributed to de-provincialize
the United States and the field of American Studies from their national myth
of ‘exceptionality,” pushing it towards an intercultural comparative approach
(Izzo, Mariani 2004, 95). Following this new development, it is possible to
re-read the powerful myth of American innocence and imagine the end of
American exceptionality.®

In this context, Renee Tajima-Pefia’s film can be read as a real “traveling
theory,”” in which the subject protagonist continues to explore more or less
familiar territories, transforming her narration into a “critical geography.” In
her journey, which is mainly a modern identity quest, Tajima-Pena also exposes
the specific gender oppression which her own cultural traditions impose on
women; for gender oppression, as scholar Susan Friedman maintains, differs
according to the many cultural contexts which constitute our identity.?
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Tajima-Pefia’s narrative condemns in many ways the traditions of cultural
isolation and racism of her Japanese ancestors: they were, in fact, obsessed
by the need to maintain their “purity” and their “race,” horrified at the
idea of mixing with people who had darker skin, including Mexicans. Asian
communities, in fact, as the film shows, did not intermarry. They were strongly
prejudiced about race. But the film ends with a happy wedding scene: Renee
Tajima-Pefia finally marries a Mexican American man.

I would like to conclude with another “spatial” metaphor, this time by
Nobel Prize novelist Toni Morrison. In her essay on racist America, Playing
in the Dark (1992), she says that, in order to extend the study of American
literature into “a wider landscape,” she wants to draw a map “of a critical
geography and use that map to open as much space for discovery, intellectual
adventure, and close exploration as did the original charting of the New
World—without the mandate for conquest” (Morrison 2000, 3). This
might also be taken as Tajima-Pefa’s message, in her subtle smuggling of an
American text into her private Asian America.

Notes

1 On this aspect, see also Smith 1993.

2 See, for instance, Gilroy 1993 and Fernandez Retamar 1989.

3 Tam especially referring to Stuart Hall’s work on diaspora, cultural identity, and new ethnicities;
Bhabha 1994; Anderson 1983.

4 T would suggest here Anzaldida 1987 and Chambers 1994.

5 See, for instance, Saldivar 1997.

6 On the myth of American exceptionalism and the still pervasive idea of “manifest destiny,” see
Stephanson 1995.

71 am appropriating here the term that Susan Friedman borrows, in her Mappings, from Said
1983.

8 Friedman especially acknowledges Anzaldda’s seminal work Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), for
its special attention to the “cultural geographies of the encounter.” Borderlands/La Frontera, with its
metaphors of borders as conflicting spaces of encounters, has provided, since its publication in 1987,
a very specific language for the theoretical debates in cultural studies, postcolonial studies and gender
studies.
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“The Poor Christians and Those Hellish Pirates”: A Sea Full of Smugglers

In an early part of his story, one of the first modern English novelistic
characters,! Robinson Crusoe, describes “the unhappiest voyage that ever
man made,” when he was a Guinea trader and his ship, while sailing between
the Canary Islands and the African shore, was attacked by what he defined
“a Turkish rover of Sallee” (Defoe 1985, 40). The implication was that a ship
sailing from Morocco, a location known at the time to be a haven for Barbary
pirates, could only mean trouble:

to cut short this melancholy part of our story, our ship being disabled, and three of our
men killed, and eight wounded, we were obliged to yield, and were carried all prisoners
into Sallee, a port belonging to the Moors. The usage I had there was not so dreadful as
at first I apprehended; nor was I carried up the country to the emperor’s court, as the rest
of our men were, but was kept by the captain of the rover as his proper prize, and made
his slave, being young and nimble, and fit for his business. At this surprising change of my
circumstances, from a merchant to a miserable slave, I was perfectly overwhelmed. (Defoe
1985, 41)

Like many other sailors and merchants of his time, Robinson Crusoe was
“perfectly overwhelmed” by his new station in life; his professional career had
taken a plunge—so to speak—when he found himself a captive and hence, at
least temporarily, a slave.

Along with the imaginary Crusoe, and probably less fortunate than the
fictional Englishman on his way to acquiring an empire, a great number of
sailors were captured by Barbary pirates: between 1785 and 1815 some thirty
five American ships, manned by seven hundreds sailors, were captured by
the so-called Barbary States, which consisted of the independent Sultanate
of Morocco and the three Regencies of Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli, which
were quasi-independent entities nominally belonging to the Ottoman Empire.
Algiers took twenty-two ships, Tripoli six, Morocco five, Tunis two large
numbers for a nation like the United States to lose.

The capture of American ships by North African powers signals important
shifts in how the United States was internationally perceived during this
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period. On the one hand, it confirms international recognition of American
independence (the former British colonies of North America could no
longer count on the protection of the British navy), and on the other hand it
illustrates the United States’ weakness as a player on the international stage,
and especially its absolute inadequacy as a maritime power, having in fact no
navy to speak of.

As Robert Allison explains in his The Crescent Obscured: The United
States and the Muslim World, 1776-18135, the United States, along with other
less powerful nations like Denmark, Sweden, and the states of Italy, was
constantly threatened by the Barbary States of North Africa. The British did
not waste time informing Algiers when the United States became independent,
and in 1785 Algiers captured two American ships and eleven more in 1793
(See Allison 1995, xv).

Becoming a captive, falling into the hands of the “Barbary pirates,” was a
professional hazard for sailors at that time. The Mediterranean was populated
by all sorts of vessels, privateers, and representatives of various allegiances, as
John Foss’s eventful travel back from captivity amply demonstrates:

On the 2™ of April [1797] I embarked on board the Madona del Rafario and fan
vincenzo? faeraro of Ragusa, in the capacity of a passenger, bound to Philadelphia, and
sailed on the 4%, and on the 11" was captured by a Spanish privateer, and carried into
Barcelona; was cleared on the 12" and sailed again, and on the 20" was captured by a
French privateer and carried into Almeria . . .. On the 29 the wind having been contrary
for several days, we run into Malaga, where we waited for a fair wind until the 21% of May.
We then sailed and on the 22" was boarded by his Britannic Majesty’s ship Petterel, treated
very well and permitted to proceed on our voyage. On the 23" . . . was boarded by two
Spanish privateers . . . and carried into Ceuta. (Baepler 1999, 101)

The Mediterranean was indeed crowded, and American sailors (like others)
were constantly at risk of being carried into unfriendly ports.

As the same John Foss recounts when describing the capture of his ship, it
was almost impossible to decipher the danger signs on the seas, and to discern
who were friends or who enemies. While sailing in the Mediterranean in 1793
Foss and his comrades

saw a strange sail . . . she had the English flag displayed at her peak. We supposed her
to be an English Privateer. . . . By this time we could see she was a Brig; and discerned by
the cut of her sails, that she was not an English vessel, although had still the English flag
flying; we then supposed her to be a French Privateer, hoisting the English flag to deceive
their enemy. . . . When she came near enough to make us hear, she hailed us in English . . .
The man who hailed us, was dressed in the Christian habit, and he was the only person we
could yet see on her deck. By this time the Brig was under our stern, we then saw several
men jump upon her poop . . . and saw by their dress, and their long beard, that they were
Moors, or Algerines. (Baepler 1999, 75)
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Not only did sailors need to try cross-referencing different identification
signs to make sense of the scene before them. They also had to second-guess
the intentions of the opposite party. Adding to the confusion, if no flag,
language, or dress could identify the parties involved, it became even more
difficult for American sailors to extricate themselves from this plethora
of uncertain signs. Furthermore, the United States at the time offered no
help in clarifying the sailors’ position or their identity. There was in fact a
substantial difference between other nations and the newly formed United
States. Unlike other countries, the United States did not have official political
and diplomatic procedures to deal with illegal captures or, specifically, with
the Barbary States. As Allison tersely put it, “Americans neither prepared for
war nor negotiated a peace” (Allison 1995, 11) when dealing with the States
of North Africa.

The United States, in fact, was completely lacking in terms of political and
military protection of American captives, was absent as a negotiator, and was
indeed an unreliable source of authority. Consequently the captives were left
to fend for themselves, making the most of their situation and trying not only
to survive, but to develop an image of themselves that would be acceptable
and recognizable as American.

James Leander Cathcart’s story, published posthumously as The Captives,
Eleven Years as a Prisoner in Algiers and now collected in White Slaves, African
Masters. An Anthology of American Barbary Captivity Narratives is an excellent
case in point. Captured as a young sailor in 1785, he was finally able to return
to Philadelphia in 1796. His narrative has the trajectory of a success story, a
veritable from-rags-to-riches paradigmatic story, the Bildung of an individual
who, unhindered by national limitations, language, religion, and ultimately, by
the fear of death (as he argues at the end of the narrative, when he describes the
outbreak of the plague in Algiers), could pursue a career in Algiers, climbing
all the economic and social steps allowed a Christian until he became—within
the Barbary state—the secretary of the Dey, and who, once returned to the
United States, was appointed the diplomat in charge of establishing a treaty
between Algiers and the United States. In a sense, Cathcart’s narrative, along
with similar stories, could come into existence and could be expressed precisely
because of the absence of the United States as a weighty political power, the
lack of the U.S. political and diplomatic response to the Barbary States, and
the lapse of time between captivity and liberation. The American weakness in
terms of political influence and its absence in terms of authority allowed for a
space in which these captivity narratives could be told.

Unlike the Puritan Indian captivity narratives, the Barbary captivity
narratives seem to abandon a transcendental (or typological) mode of writing
in favor of a substantially pragmatic position. The central ideas and topoi in
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these narratives draw from the economic and mercantile world, representing
material conditions rather than spiritual states of being. For this reason,
these narratives have some traits in common with the “involuntary migrants
narratives” written by indentured servants, who often wrote with a very
specific marketing and financial goal in mind. In both cases (in the Barbary
captivity narratives, and in the indentured servants narratives) the story is
driven by a desire to show not only the hardships suffered by the character,
but also how he was able to overcome these and be somewhat successful in
navigating a hostile economic context.

Whether the tale of captivity in one of the Barbary States was written
during the captivity or recollected afterwards, the moment of publication
signaled the public appeal by these individuals to an authority (be it the
U.S. Congress, the general public, or the diplomats in charge of paying the
ransoms) often embodied by what Cathcart, in his narrative called “my dear
but cruel Patria” (Baepler 1999, 141), an abstract entity that was supposed
to recognize these people as its children, redeem them from their captors,
and embrace them again as citizens. The interesting paradox inherent in this
situation is that the absence of the “patria” allowed for the creation of two
spaces: on the one hand it produced a discursive space in which the captivity
narratives could be written; and on the other, it established an economic
space where the captive, in his incarnation as “homo oeconomicus,” could
rise to economic independence and success, becoming an individual capable
of acquiring the means to survive. In some cases the individual even thrived
in his imposed exile. The captives’ temporal and spatial idiosyncratic re-
positioning (the captives were outside both national borders and national
time, since they were ignorant of events occurring contemporaneously in the
U.S., and therefore could only hope for future liberation, never for a present
and immediate one), interestingly complicated their self-representations
and elicited curious responses to these projections of American identities.
Furthermore, it allowed for encounters and crossovers between the domestic
and the foreign.

In some of the captivity narratives, such as the one written by
Cathcart—certainly one of the most entertaining and fascinating—despite
being detained as captives, the American sailors seemed to be holding onto
a sense of participation in the American revolutionary ideal, hence finding
in American emancipation from Britain a promise of a personal redemption
from captivity. In many instances the captives used the topos of the American
Revolution to locate themselves within a continuum strongly projected into the
future. The continuity between their situation and the American Revolution is
expressed quite explicitly by Cathcart in more than one instance. During the
early stages of his captivity he states that their
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captivity was really not so bad as we had expected, and that we had not been used
worse than many of our fellow citizens had been during the Revolutionary war in the
different British prisons, and, being confident that our country would immediately redeem
us, I resolved to bear my captivity with as good a grace as possible. (Baepler 1999, 111)

But posing as a graceful captive was not always a viable option for
Cathcart. In another passage of his narrative he eloquently expressed not only
an obvious attachment to the US, but also articulated a range of feelings,
including bewilderment and disbelief at the “cruel Patria”’s failure-bound
dealings with the Barbary states concerning the captives:

I could never have endured the anxiety and degradation under which I labored for any
length of time had I not placed the greatest confidence in the generosity of my country. I
thought it impossible that a nation just emerged from slavery herself would abandon the
men who had fought for her independence to an ignominious captivity in Barbary, when
they could be immediately redeemed for less than $ 50.000. (Baepler 1999, 119)

The failure of the United States to pay the ransom was not only threatening
Cathcart’s release from captivity, but also undermining his self-representation
as an American citizen naturally endowed with rights. In the confused
Mediterranean sea, and on the tricky coast of North Africa, Cathcart’s
attempt to sustain an integral self-representation of the exemplary American
citizen was at risk of destabilization.

Indeed, his predicament—finding himself outside the nation-state and
attempting to trace a personal link with the American revolutionary ideal of
enfranchisement and independence—provided him with insight into the not-
so positive consequences of the revolution: “I hesitate not to assert that no
class of men suffered in any degree so much by the consequences attending the
American Revolution as those who were captured by the Algerines in 1785”
(Baepler 1999, 119).

Along with doubts about American foreign policy and the authentic status
of the captives as American citizens, Cathcart’s self-representation was shaken
to its roots by his captors. His personal quandary and his condition as a
Christian captive involved a radical role reversal: instead of being recognized
by his captors as the American individual he claimed to be, he found himself
recast in the image of the exotic, racialized, ethnic native. This is quite clear in
his account of the meeting between the captives and the Moors:

The next day we were taken, in a kind of procession, to several of the Grandee’s houses
whom we had not visited on our arrival and who were curious to see Americans, having
supposed us to be the aborigines of the country, of which, some of them, had an imperfect
idea from viewing figures which ornament charts of that continent, and were very much
surprised to see us so fair or, as they expressed themselves, so much like Englishmen.
(Baepler 1999, 110)
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Rather than acceptable instances of the Indians represented in the maritime
maps of the time, the hopeful American captives turned out to be disappointing
likenesses of the same Englishmen they wished to be distinguished from.

Notes

! Daniel Defoe’s The Life and Strange Surprising Adventures of Robinson Crusoe was published as
a fictional memoir in 1719.

2 I believe that there are some misspellings in the transcription of manuscript, caused by print conven-
tions in the Eighteenth century, so this part should read “Madona del Rosario and San Vincenzo.”
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Cinzia Schiavini

Smuggling Identities, Myths and Goods across the Atlantic: Hector St John
de Crévecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer and Jonathan Raban’s
Hunting Mr Heartbreak: A Discovery of America

This essay focuses on the textual, cultural and economic relations between
the Old and the New World in Hector St John de Crévecoeur’s Letters from
an American Farmer (1782) and Jonathan Raban’s Hunting Mr Heartbreak. A
Discovery of America (1990), and in particular on the two different forms of
smuggling these texts stage: the construction (and deconstruction) of a national
identity largely based on a trans-Atlantic cultural milieu nourished by European
hopes and fantasies; and the interweaving of hidden social and economic
forces that apparently menace the United States borders but ultimately lead
to the creation of border zones where smuggling is finally unveiled first as an
act of resistance to the American social pressures, and second as an unofficial
practice disquietingly colluded with the national economy.

De Crevecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer has long been seen as
one of the most important literary praises for “the new American man.” The
text consists of twelve letters written by a fictional American farmer, James,
addressed to a European nobleman who is interested in the geography, culture
and economy of the colonies. James first describes his life in the Northeast,
then in the Southern states and finally ends with the wish to move westward to
the unsettled regions on the frontier. Although Letters has been long perceived
as a positive depiction of the life in America at the end of the 18% century, this
text incorporates and stages the contradictions that undermine the ideological
background of the new nation—its cultural, economic and political principles.
Many critics have recently emphasized how Letters follows a model of decline,
shifting from optimism to pessimism as far as the future of the colonies is
concerned. The first eight letters depict the life of the American farmers in
enthusiastic tones, while subsequent letters unveil the disadvantages, rather
than the advantages, of life on the new continent.

Two hundred years later Jonathan Raban, a “sophisticated” English tra-
veller (as Paul Fussell would define him?), decides to follow de Crevecoeur’s
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footsteps and relates his experience in Hunting Mr Heartbreak. A Discovery of
America, a first-person travelogue in which Raban recounts his journey from
the shores of England to New York and then across the Unites States—first
to the South, then the Northwest, and finally south again to the Florida Keys.
Even though Raban does not seem to follow merely his predecessor’s path, his
fidelity to de Crevecoeur’s search is unquestionable. The similarities between
the two quests extend well beyond geography. Aside from the general outline
of the journey (from the Northeast to the South and then westward), parallels
of themes and structures indicate that Raban’s interest also lies in the process
of construction and de-construction of the mythic American background. His
travelogue dissects the ideological and economic short cuts de Crévecoeur
suggests in his narrative, and their evolution in contemporary American so-
ciety.

My analysis is divided into three parts, each related to a distinct form of
trans-national exchange that these texts outline: the sharing of myths; the
cultural and economic creation of new identities; and finally the economic
smuggling across political borders.

Smuggling Myths

Both de Crévecoeur and Raban well know that the idea of “America” was
born outside its borders, well before its discovery. This imaginative realm has
long been a magnet that has attracted Europe to America, fostered in great part
by the geographical distance between the two continents. It is precisely in the
void of the ocean that what Malcolm Bradbury defined as the “transatlantic
mythology” that bonds America to Europe lies:

these explorers, migrants and travellers have long been drawn not only by realistic needs
and interests—the search for freedom, the hope of opportunity, the hunger for wealth—but
by an elaborate and dense body of notions that seated themselves first in the European,
and then later in the American mind . . . Over the centuries the most important trade has
been, in mutual fantasy, the barter of myths and illusions: American dreams, American
Nightmares, European Fantasies. (Bradbury 1993, 1)

Despite the long, continuous encounter between the Old and the New World
during the last four centuries, even in recent times the United States has again
been perceived and represented as a hyper-real environment, the summa of
multiple simulacra and virtual realities.2 While the two continents have often
been represented in oppositive terms, the mutual debts and deep connections
between the two Atlantic shores play a fundamental role in American history.
The incorporation or exclusion of these transatlantic exchanges are crucial in
de Crevecoeur and Raban’s narratives, since the hidden forces of this mutual
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exchange surface in the texts and break apart the image of the Atlantic as an
insurmountable barrier that divides the historical contingency and the utopian
elsewhere.

An opposition between Old and New World is the textual strategy chosen
by de Crévecoeur at the beginning of his tale. The pleasures of the new life on
the American soil are emphatically stressed in the first letters. de Crévecoeur’s
choice of a fictive open interaction with an addressee across the Atlantic seems
to emphasize even more the opposition between Old and New World. At the
beginning of the Letters, de Crévecoeur identifies America with the future. James,
who feels inadequate writing letters to a cultivated European nobleman, is finally
persuaded to recount his experience by the Minister, who suggests to him that
“|the nobleman’s] imagination, instead of submitting to the painful and useless
retrospect of revolutions, desolations, and plagues, would, on the contrary, wisely
spring forward to the anticipated fields of future cultivation and improvement, to
the future extent of those generations which are to replenish and embellish this
boundless continent” (de Crévecoeur 1782, 12). De Crévecoeur’s tale begins with
a resurrection: James is (or has already become ) an American, one who waits
for the arrival of European emigrants at dockside, considering them “a valuable
cargo” (de Crévecoeur 1782, 74). Europe and the Atlantic crossing remain
invisible in the text: instead of the glittering fiction imagined by the emigrants,
de Crevecoeur closes focussing on the distressed, pale and emaciated appearance
that the Old World (and the journey) has impressed upon them.

While de Crevecoeur has already turned into an American at the beginning
of his narrative, looking forward into his new life, Raban’s glance is backward-
oriented. He devotes the first part of his travelogue, “The Atlantic passage,”
to a re-creation of the immigrants’ transatlantic journey on a cargo ship
from Liverpool to New York. “Before it was anything else, America was the
voyage itself,” Raban states. “Few of the emigrants (and very few of those
who traveled in steerage) could think sensibly beyond their coming trial-by-
water. Many of them, from landlocked villages and towns in central Europe,
had never seen the sea before this day. The United States was a sketchy, if
glittering, fiction, its unreality sustained by the ungraspable breadth of the
ocean” (Raban 1990, 3).

Raban stresses connections rather than divisions, and underlines how the
Atlantic incorporates both the immigrants’ fantasies about the United States
and the images of the real world they were leaving:

My ghostly fellow travelers were emigrants; they were not, or at least they were not
yet, immigrants. At ten degrees west, America was still an empty hypothesis; it was the
land, the family, the village or the city they were leaving that must have occupied their
thoughts at this stage of the voyage. They were making their exit—a phrase which, in
Roget’s Thesaurus, leads straight on to “resign, depart the life, die.” (Raban 1990, 17)
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To Raban, as to the poor immigrants of the past, crossing the Atlantic by
boat is a travail; however, unlike de Crévecoeur, Raban includes and analyzes
the event and the dreams that continue to fill travelers’ minds two centuries
after de Crévecoeur’s journey.

Although James’ perspective is future oriented while Raban’s Europeans
seem to look behind them, from the moment the glances of Raban’s immigrants
and those of de Crevecoeur’s Americans meet on the New England shores their
paths prove similar. Both writers take their first steps in the new continent in
the Northern regions, even though their ultimate geographical destinations
are quite different: de Crevecoeur focuses mainly on Nantucket (five letters
out of twelve are devoted to this small island) while Raban describes his
uneasy encounter with New York and life in that metropolis. However, in
the East James feels bonded by too many ties: to the new country and to his
mother country as well; to local society and to the international society of
intellectuals. Raban also has many ties although, as we will see, the English
traveller is forced to confront something more tangible than de Crévecoeur’s
intellectual worries.

After their experiences in the North, the second stage in both authors’
journeys are in the Southern rural communities. First, de Crévecoeur describes
his sojourn at Charlestown (de Crévecoeur 1782, 159), and then Georgetown.
The image of a New Eden already corrupt from its very beginnings is suggested
by de Crévecoeur’s descriptions of poisonous snakes (an element reintroduced
by Raban in his account). But natural perils are only the initial difficulties de
Crevecoeur must face. More important, he cannot avoid noting the paradox of a
democracy that tolerates slavery within its borders, and his account of witnessing
a slave imprisoned in a cage and left to die for killing an overseer (de Crévecoeur
1782, 173) becomes the epitome of Southern violence and injustice.

In the smalltown of Guntersville, Alabama, Raban too tries to relive the
Jeffersonian pastoral ideal. The author’s utopian fantasies are bolstered by the
image of a town that “is not the end of the world, but you can see it pretty good
from here” (Raban 1990, 123). The centrality of the self in a community based
on the sense of individual identification, with minimal references to social and
political institutions, allows Raban construct a new life in six hours: a rented
house, a rented dog, and immediate acceptance by Guntersville society. This
freedom to settle, however, has its dangers, as the author will soon find out. Raban
too must face a segregated society, where blacks live in a poor neighborhood
outside the town (Raban 1990, 165). Xenophobia seems to be the prevailing
heritage: many Guntersville citizens literally hide a double life in their closets,
where KKK robes hang among everyday clothing (Raban 1990, 179).

After the disappointment and the dangers of life in the South, de Crévecoeur
decides to re-enact the dream of a new life in a virgin land and pursue his
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fortunes in the West. The myth of the frontiersman is well embodied by
James, who feels the pioneer’s restlessness and discontent . Torn by too many
loyalties, he decides that self-preservation is the only solution, and leaves for
parts unknown in the hope that his children will not be too taken with Indian
ways of life and will retain their “culture.”

Like James, Raban moves to the place that, at the end of the twentieth
century, can be perceived as “the last frontier”: the Northwest. Although
Seattle becomes the final destination of Raban’s “private” journey (the author
moved there for good shortly after the release of this book), this epilogue
would not serve as a faithful reassessment of Crévecoeur’s travelogue. Because
James’s experience on the frontier causes him both hope and trepidation,
Raban pursues de Crévecoeur’s in both directions, and his narrative bifurcates
into two different endings: the author contrasts Raban/Rainbird’s brand new
life in Seattle with the consumpted existences he finds in the Florida Keys.
While Seattle re-enacts the dream of a new beginning, these islands represent
in many ways “the end of America” (Raban 1990, 317), as Raban points
out:

Most things came to an end down on the Keys: English drifted into Creole, religion into
natural magic, work into play and crime. In the industrious north, I had often dreamed of
the Keys as the great American haven of un-American activities. On these islands, loafing
in the sun counted as a respectable occupation . . . . People lived under assumed names
and carried false passports. Retirees couples with alibis locked themselves into anonymous
waterbed motels, for sticky sex conducted behind the shutters under a creaky overhead fan.
If there was any place on the map of the United States where the elevated ideology of being
an American finally unraveled, it was on the Keys. Morally and geographically, the Keys
were terminal. (Raban 1990, 318)

The Keys are the place where the American fear of contamination becomes
reality, or, as Raban puts it, “the place where you could actually see the South
American tail wagging the North American dog” (Raban 1990, 333). Here the
fagade of the myth crumbles: the Keys undermine United States integrity but,
as we shall see, they also reveal more disturbing evidence of the permeability
of national borders that reach down deep into the United States past.

Smuggling Identities

While the myth of a democratic and wealthy American society remains
only a fantasy in both authors’ work, there is another crucial element
in the immigrants’ expectations that progressively turns from dream to
bargain: the search for new lives and new identities across the ocean. The
hope of a new life is probably the main reason why emigrants made the
transatlantic crossing, and both authors weave this hope into their texts as
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a fundamental thread in the fabric of the relationship between Europe and
America. Like their fictional counterparts, both authors chose to move to
the United States? and treat in their texts their diasporic sense of belonging
to two different continents.

The quest for a new identity and the diasporic tensions are represented by
de Crévecoeur and Raban first through the ambiguous interplay between the
authors and their fictional alter-ego(es). Here again, the textual strategies they
adopt differ considerably. While de Creévecoeur chooses a neat dichotomy
and fictionally opposes himself (the French author) to his American alter-
ego, Raban states his aim to explore the continuity between Old and New
World and the hybrid nature of trans-national identities in the wake of
de Crévecoeur’s journey in the title of his work itself: the hunted “Mr.
Heartbreak” is clearly the English translation of his predecessor’s surname;
“Heartbreak” is an entity already suspended between two continents, the
ambiguous yet powerful synthesis of James the narrator and de Crévecoeur
the author. Moreover, while de Crévecoeur ‘smuggles’ a European identity
into an American character, once in the United States Raban postmodernly
multiplies de Crévecoeur’s James into a series of alter ego(es)—Alice,
Trav, Rayburn, Rainbird—who resemble their author more and more as
the narrative proceeds. Raban’s deconstruction of de Crévecoeur’s James
into multiple identities aims at representing what an immigrant can hope to
become in America at the end of the twentieth century. Every place Raban
visits corresponds to a new identity, a new mask he wears, a new life and
new habits he adopts to plunge more deeply into the local environment. As
soon as Raban arrives in New York he becomes Alice, the urban, middle
class/new age/cultivated metropolitan dweller who lives in a cubicle in the
trendy neighborhood near Irving Place. When the author leaves New York
heading South, he turns into Trav, the proletarian, main highways rider,
who listens to rock music and uses a gutsy slang. If these first two masks
remain just fantasies, from here onward Raban tries to adopt not only a
name, but also a new life that makes it real.

As soon as the author arrives in Guntersville, he becomes John Rayburn;
his new identity derives from the mispronounciation of his surname by
Southerners. The Raban/Rayburn dichotomy contains the discrepancy
between original (European) and hybrid identities, which turn out not to
be the traveler’s choice, but are imposed by society—as often happened to
immigrants once they reached American shores. Whereas a new surname may
not have practical consequences, other involuntary switches of identity can
turn into dangerous thefts. Shortly after Raban moves into his new house, he
is persecuted by the previous owner’s acquaintance, “Bri,” a dangerous figure
Raban imagines and describes quite vividly:
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It was one thing to play at being Alice; quite another to be taken for Bri. I was seriously
scared of being Bri. I knew Bri, or at least Bri’s kind. He’d been twenty-three, maybe twenty-
four, with skinny whippet bones, thin fair hair spread over his low forehead like stalks of
moldy hay, no lips, chips of dull flint for eyes, cheek bones like ax-blades. Bri was the kind
of person who gets killed in back alleys outside bars. (Raban 1990, 134)

Here the author’s new life turns into a dangerous attempt to walk in another
man’s shoes. A “new life” seems here available only nominally: the identity
Raban chooses is not vacant. Bri’s presence threatens him as a memento of
the past and of the history of the place—a ghost that destroys the illusion of a
new beginning in the southern community.

The two final destinations in Raban’s journey stress the polarization of
a positive/negative ending also as far as the individual search is concerned.
When the author reaches Seattle, the fictional identity he adopts is the one
closest to Raban himself: the writer/journalist J. Rainbird (another misspelling
of his surname) “was trying to turn Seattle into the kind of inky, bookish city
he knew best. Charmed by the view, by Seattle’s seeming ease and openness,
he was seriously wondering if he could make a convivial living here” (Raban
1990, 282).

While Seattle encompasses the promise and premises of convivial living,
in the Florida Keys Raban meets people who do not look for a new life, but
rather seek escape from their previous lives in the perfect hideaway that is the
labyrinthic geography of the archipelago:

Last 1 heard of him, he was down on the Keys was a sufficient epitaph. You plopped
into the silvery liquid air, and that was that. You entered a Limbo between the Americas;
a place where social security numbers were in short supply and final demands from the L.
R. S. were returned to sender, marked NOT KNOWN AT THIS ADDRESS. (Raban 1990,
318-319)

The Keys are a place where identities are not created, but erased; here
the author himself turns quickly into a nameless, disquieting outcast: “With
his bloodshot eyes and patchy, graying stubble, he looked criminalized”
(Raban 1990, 355) Raban comments, staring at his image in the mirror.
It is not surprising that, among the outcasts who hide in the archipelago,
Raban meets his most dangerous alter-ego, Bri, the presence that haunted
him in the rural community of Guntersville (Raban 1990, 366). While in
Seattle Raban had managed to plan his new life; on the Keys he can only
organize his own death, and he tries to buy a tomb on one of the islands.*
Instead of brand new names, in the Keys Raban finds only remnants of
consumpted lives that are virtually nameless, with only “aka s” (Raban
1990, 338) which are again not the runaways’ choice, but the consequence
of their social and economic status which profoundly conditions the process
of “becoming other.”
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It is precisely the nature of the social and economic forces that mold new
American identities that Raban investigates as soon as he arrives in New York:

Identity in Europe wasn’t a matter of individual fancy. Even if you had the money
for the materials, you couldn’t dress as an aristocrat simply because you liked the look
of the local nobleman’s style. If you were Jewish, you couldn’t even pass yourself off as
a gentile without incurring punishment under the law. Every European was the product
of a complicated equation involving the factors of lineage, property, education, speech
and religion. . . . For anyone brought up in such a system, arrival in New York must have
induced a dizzy sense of social weightlessness. Here identity was not fixed by society’s
invisible secret police. The equation had been simplified down to a single factor —dollars.
(Raban 1990, 50)

Since the reduction to a single economic factor implies the possibility for
every immigrant to buy a new identity, it is not surprising that Raban sees
the most famous department store, MACY’s, as a goldmine of identities
for new immigrants, “not so much a store as the store of American life—a
three-dimensional encyclopedia, in commercial and vernacular form” (Raban
1990, 53). The summa of mainstream models is here at its best: the consent,
the acceptance of a common way of being American, is subtly mixed with the
“just for you” (Raban 1990, 56) whispered to buyers by every object on sale.
Even the desire for a strictly Anglo-Saxon aristocratic past is commercialized
and sold here—through the allusion to the fake tradition of the good old
days that the elite brands rely on, from Ralph Lauren on, culminating with
the antiqued portraits of false forefathers painted by an American painter.
However, Macy’s “just for you” whisper turns into a “not for you” in the
streets outside the store. Beggars, recent immigrants and everyone “who’d
fallen short of the appallingly high standards that Manhattan set for staying
properly housed and fed” (Raban 1990, 64) fill the streets of the metropolis.
This process of exclusion soon involves the author too: Raban realises that
Alice’s identity is economically beyond his reach and he, as a writer/journalist,
cannot afford to live in Manhattan.

The economic pressures leading to the creation (and the erasure) of identities
are reversed in the Keys: here the outcasts are often nameless precisely because
of their active role in illegal economic practices and their non-existence within
legal economic exchange as “producers” and as “consumers” as well (only
few goods are needed to live on the islands). Not only do the Keys subvert
the economic dynamics related to the reinvention of the self; they also fully
reveal illegal, transnational practices dangerously conniving with the national
economy.
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Smuggling Goods

For both de Crévecoeur and Raban economic practices have played a
key role in the definition of national identity from the very beginnings of
US history. According to de Crévecoeur’s farmer James, being an American
means owning land, and he considers this ownership as the basis for liberty
and power (de Crévecoeur 1782, 25, 41). Two centuries later, Raban depicts
property (and, in general, economics) as a useful instrument for investigating
the United States’ internal fractures and its ambiguous relations with outer
spaces.

The interest in economic practices may account for the geographical
discrepancies in de Crévecoeur’s and Raban’s routes in the North. As already
shown, while the Frenchman focuses in particular on Nantucket, the English
traveller chooses New York as his first stop-over. The choice is determined
by the economic significance of the city. New York is for Raban what
Nantucket had been two centuries before for de Crévecoeur: first, the symbol
of American enterprise and dynamism, the capacity of the nation to produce
wealth. Even more important, both Nantucket and New York are clearly
economic frontiers, that is, they represent the junction between national and
international markets and exchange. In his text, de Crévecoeur suggests that
the prosperity of the colonies derives mainly from international routes of
commerce. Describing Nantucket, he underlines how its economic welfare
comes from the exploitation of the sea and from trade with other countries
(England in particular). It is precisely the exploitation of outer spaces that
allows American society to prosper from its very beginning without creating
social inequalities.” In contrast to the self-contained political system of the
independent farmers de Crévecoeur apparently portrays, American economic
prosperity clearly has a transnational basis. The minefield of the discrepancy
between the economic and the political borders explodes with the War of
Independence. Like James, Nantucket too is torn between political loyalty to
the New Republic and its economic relations with England.

These transnational continuities and internal fractures created by the
economy are investigated two centuries later by Raban, who shows how
geographical distances can be bridged by a similar economic status, and,
vice versa, how geographical contiguity can be rent by economic differences.
Raban deconstructs New York spaces and their dynamics of inclusion and
exclusion along economic lines. In the American metropolis, class strata turns
into spatial strata: the poor live in the streets, while the upper class lives in
skyscraper penthouses. These two extremes of New York society are so distant
that, to ‘Air People’ the streets are “as remote as Beirut and Teheran” (Raban
1990, 69). The society of air people is a transnational one—like the society of
intellectuals Crevecoeur’s farmer feels he belongs to. But Raban makes explicit
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how the cultural common background is only the surface of an economic
system that redefines and crosses geographical borders, and threatens to tear
the city apart: “This New York, the city of Air People, was straining to break
free of that other, accursed city of the same name. One day, perhaps, you’d
feel a tremor under your feet and hear a sudden cracking and tearing as the
fibers of steel and concrete gave way...” (Raban 1990, 72).

If the commercial system of the Northern economy leads to a series of
fractures within American society and to the strengthening of international
relations, the South becomes for both authors the place where economic
exploitation is even more explicit. de Crévecoeur notes how the economy of
the Southern states relies on two different modes of exploitation. The first is
obviously slavery: the opportunity of a new life for immigrants as property
owners (which James supports) is here set against a system that turns human
beings into property. The second form of exploitation is the depredation of
South American countries for raw materials (mainly gold and silver), reopening
the question of boundless prosperity derived, once again, from outer spaces.
Unlike Nantucket’s, however, the economic system of the Southern states
explicitly violates the principles of the new nation.

Raban shows how even nowadays Southern rural communities rely on
questionable international markets: Guntersville and the surrounding towns
prosper thanks to the armament industries in the area, one of the most
important weapon-manufacturing sites in the United States. The contrast
between principles and economic forces generates the paradox that “the
Arcadian peace of Guntersville... was actually sustained by the Cold War...
There were people who were eating their fingernails behind their mosquito
screens at the thought of what glasnost and perestroika might come to
mean for Guntersville. To the morning commuters on the bridge, the idea of
Mutually Assured Peace was just the thing to spoil a perfectly good breakfast”
(Raban 1990, 161).

It is precisely the conflict between the national and international scenarios,
between ideals and historical contingency, between politics and economics that
brings James, the American farmer, to leave all properties and move westward,
to regions that had still to be reached by society. But there are no such spaces
in Raban’s United States. The only place that breaks free of the rules of society
is probably the Keys. Economically, however, this is not a virgin land: “the
tourist industry, the retirement industry and the cocaine industry had all
done their worst” (Raban 1990, 332). The Keys reveal the multiple leaks in
the economic network: the only escape from the grip of the economy is to
enter into a counter-economy, that relies on... smuggling. Many inhabitants
of the Keys are floating outlaws who earn their living by smuggling—drugs,
arms, aliens: “Any fool with a boat could turn a few thousand easy bucks by



SMUGGLING IDENTITIES, MYTHS AND GOODS ACROSS THE ATLANTIC 101

running drugs, arms or aliens across the Gulf Stream” (Raban 1990, 318),
Raban points out. Illegal trade dominates in the Keys—yachts with cargoes
of drugs and illegals that reach, daily, every port on the islands (Raban 1990,
333), despite patrolmen’s effort. Here smugglers have also learned how to
conceal smuggling, as Swart Robinson, a customs investigator, explains to
Raban: “There used to be a smuggling profile—you know: two males alone,
grubby people, grubby boat—those are the ones we used to go for on a cold
pop. Then they wised up. They all got girls. Well—I’'m human. I’d sooner stay
up on deck looking at a girl in a bikini than be down sniffing shit in the bilges”
(Raban 1990, 361).

The Keys Raban describes fully reveal the permeability of political and
economic borders by the international illegal network. Worse, Raban
notes how the patroling and militarization of the borders generally prevent
only minor traffic, like the marijuana trade, while big deals (like cocaine)
continue undisturbed, sometimes with the complicity of institutions. Legal
and illegal economies seem to get too close to each other here, to have too
much in common; and while minor forms of smuggling remain an illegal
(and persecuted) activity, big-time smuggling penetrates not only America’s
borders, but also its national economic system.

While de Crevecoeur underlined how America’s undeclared cultural and
economic debt to the transnational network led to the short circuit between
national and international systems, and to the paradox of a country where
myths and economic forces follow opposite routes, Raban’s text broadens the
analysis of the cultural and economic dynamics hinted at by the Frenchman,
and their consequences in contemporary American society. Raban declares
explicitly what de Crévecoeur suggests in his text: that American cultural
and economic systems are based on the largely clandestine and sometimes
downright illegal crossing of political borders. From an unrecognized cultural
and economic debt to the international network described in de Crévecoeur’s
narrative, smuggling in Raban’s United States becomes both a form of resistance
and of escape and, at the same time, a hegemonic economic practice.

Notes

1 See Fussell 1980.

2 Bradbury writes: “Life seems insistently plural, parodic, fictional, and without benefit of substance.
Culture is any history that confers self-esteem on its creator, value is what sells. But if this is it, the late
modern way, to the contemporary stranger it no longer appears distant, strange exceptional or simply the
product of only one continent. Such is the power of the modernizing and Americanizing progress that it
simply reflects the world as the world, in its form as a global equivalence of all cultures. Once more it is
possible to go to America in order to see more than America, to travel in hyper-reality. And once more
America is not so much different as exemplary, the ultimate case of that state of multiple simulacra, semi-
otic excess, virtual reality, extravagant fantasy in which much of the world thinks it now lives” (Bradbury
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1995, 463-464). See also Kohl 1990.

3 De Crevecoeur moved to the New World well before the composition of the Letters, around
1760, and was naturalized in 1764. Raban moved to Seattle shortly after the release of this book, after
many years spent traveling back and forth between England and United States.

4 Here again Raban fails: the cemetery employee informs him that there is a lot of demand, ““You
think you can hold for two years?”” he asks Raban, who quietly replies ““Well, I can try’” (Raban 1990,
372).

S See Jehlen 1979.
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Introduction

In this workshop we tackle time and its conspiracies. Our title is derived
from Bill Viola’s art video “The Passing,” which investigates death. “The
Passing” conveys notions of passage, transition, ephemeral movement—the
irreversible motion which, although we are doomed to it, also shows how
the condition of transitoriness, statutory to our existence, embodied and
disembodied in products of art of any kind, whether through medium or
form, stimulates the creative drive.

In Western culture, from mythology to epic, from poetry to cinema,
“passing” has always been seen as the main source for creation, the pivotal
point between life and death, the axis of movement—the threshold beyond
which we slip into either nullity or being. In Derek Jarman’s Blue, the artist/
director tells us in his own voice, offscreen, about being on the verge of dying.
Onscreen we see only a blue screen. Borders are blurred and the field of energy
melts by implosion, diluting separations.

Angelo Capasso, in his paper titled “Liquid Borders,” points out the state of
fluidity that movement implies, and its artistic manifestations. Paradoxically,
according to Zygmunt Bauman the condition of liquidity is the only possible
defining trait of modernity. Such a concept undermines every illusion of
durability, uprooting all forms of social construction and enduring structures.
By way of Bill Viola’s “The Passing,” and Matthew Barney’s Cremaster cycle,
Capasso approaches “Liquid Modernity,” describing the forces that make our
mutable existence undefinable/unconfinable, even within the digital experience
and the perfomativity of contemporary art forms. From “painting light” to
“making time” the transition takes place. “I felt pretty certain that ending in
the middle would be the way to finish,” Barney explains. In the video he acts
out his own visceral (literally) metamorphosis, and from being a sculptor,
becomes the sculpture itself, the re-creation. In this whole complex process,
the only material sedimentation is the passing time: “liquid borders.”

To further pursue the issue of temporal liquidity, Fiorenzo Iuliano takes
into consideration Derek Jarman’s movie, The Angelic Conversation, where
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several Shakespearean sonnets are juxtaposed to images of white male bodies.
Both authors, however different, seem to share the same fascination with male
corporeality, (homo)sexuality, and with the provocative aesthetical use of the
male body. Starting from the essay on Shakespeare’s sonnets published in 1985
by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Iuliano’s intervention highlights several crucial
points: the legacy of modernity and its disciplining role in the framing of
subjects and cultures; the emergence of “queer” elements capable of disturbing
and disrupting these consolidated certainties (the role of gay sexuality, the raise
of transnational (or post-national) agencies), and the impact of the colonial
(and neo-colonial) encounter.

In “Celebrating the Instant: Robert Creeley and Marisol Escobar’s
Presences,” Barbara Montefalcone describes instead how American poet
Robert Creeley and New York-based Venezuelan sculptor Marisol Escobar
jointly conceived Presences, a book published by Charles Scribner (1976).
Characterized by an experimental prose text alternating with black and white
photographs of Marisol’s installations, Presences celebrates the instant as a
dimension where contradictions are solved and opposites coexist. The Present
is thus shown as a liminal, unstable time, not ruled by stasis but which must,
of necessity, be considered the dimension where time’s many undercurrents
meet and coexist. By studying the structure of Creeley and Marisol’s book,
Montefalcone underlines the formal strategies used by both writer and artist
to translate the compression of time and space within the instant as well as to
emphasize the inner message of their work. By celebrating the present, Creeley
and Marisol succeed in creating a work of art that, by its very structure,
challenges and subsequently defeats time.

Working with the same thought, in her paper “Aesthetic Traces of Absent
Bodies” Mariangela Orabona juxtaposes the work of Ana Mendieta, a
Cuban American artist whose work focuses on questions of exile, identity,
and gender, with the work of Lorna Simpson, an African American artist
dealing with questions of identity and gender. Tracing the work of Mendieta
and Simpson, Orabona’s intervention reveals deep insight into the politics
of representation of the female body in American society and its redefinition
through the aesthetics of the ephemeral dimension, framed within the culture
of fluidity, in contemporary artistic practices. Simpson’s and Mendieta’s art
exceeds the boundaries of representation, stressing the importance of art as a
process.

Connected to this last theme—time’s processuality and its “passing”
as caught in art forms—in her paper “The Times, Are They A-Changin’?”
Marina Morbiducci approaches Bob Dylan’s long artistic career from the early
folk-inspired songs (1962) to Modern Times (2006), with references to the
films No Direction Home (Martin Scorsese, 2005) and I'm Not There (Todd
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Haynes, 2007)—filtering these artistic experiences through the agency of the
“passing of time” as the pivotal element. Quoting from his textual repertoire,
in particular from the album Time Out of Mind (1997), she attempts to
show how intimately his artistic inspiration is woven into the motifs of time’s
elusiveness, mutability and intangibility.






Angelo Capasso

Liquid Borders: Matthew Barney and Bill Viola Between Cinema and
Video

The expression “liquid borders” recurs quite frequently in journalism with
reference to illegal immigration and the easy possibility of crossing borders.
The expression covers both the conditions of attack, and the state of being
under attack. It was coined after two suicide bombers infiltrated the Israeli port
of Ashdod in a shipping container in March 2004, which exploded before the
bombers could find their target, causing the deaths of most of the afternoon
shift of port workers as well. This is one threat that largely eradicates the
solidity of mega-states after the 9/11 attacks. Containers ebb and flow through
international shipping ports night and day, and whether a container is truly
empty is mere speculation. In June, 2004, Turkish authorities uncovered
sophisticated missiles hidden on the Maltese carrier Breeze. In April a fishing
boat loaded with explosives destroyed a US navy patrol vessel off the Iraqi
coast near the Basra oil terminal; and the Filipino terrorist group Abu Sayyaf
claimed responsibility for a bomb that exploded in the Philippines, killing
more than 100 passengers and crew.

“Liquid borders” is an image that conveys a state of mobility only
conventionally transformed into solidity. The state of liquidity is also part
of the definition that sociologist Zygmunt Bauman relates to modernity (see
Bauman 2000). Bauman’s concept of liquid modernity suggests a rapidly
changing order that undermines all notions of durability, implying a sense
of rootlessness in all forms of social construction. The concept challenges
the meaning of modernization as an effort to establish enduring structures.
By applying the concept to development, nuances of social change in terms
of the interplay between the solid and liquid aspects of modernization can
be addressed. Liquid Modernity, then, is a theory that deals with the forces
that render our flexible existence insecure and uncertain. Though Bauman
never abandons the terms “modernity” and “modernization,” the concept
is nonetheless chronologically and conceptually related to the idea of
postmodernity. For Bauman, what is novel about the present moment is the
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sense that old bonds of family and community that once held society together
are being replaced by concepts of identity that are by their very nature fluid
and flexible.

Modernity originally aimed at breaking primordial social bonds only to
reform and relocate individuals in even stronger, new bonds (such as the
nation, or the nuclear family). “Liquid modernity,” however, means that
strong bonds are obsolete; it conveys the concept of inconsistency that blurs
rigid forms and distinctions.

The distinction between Cinema and Video Art, or rather between Film and
Video, rests on liquid borders in terms of the new digital experience through
which the two meet in one main stream of floating images. Although the former
is limited to the screen, and the latter to a more generic idea of space (videos
are often a part of Installation Art and consequently have a multidimensional
implication in space), the distinction between Cinema and Video blurs both
in the artist’s and the audience’s experience and ever-increasingly exists
only in the rapidly changing realm of the medium (and of technology). Both
experiences concern the construction of time sequences through images, and
therefore through space that is constructed using a sequence of stills (Film) or
a sequence of dots and bits (Video).

Matthew Barney and Bill Viola have worked on the fringes of this
experience, seeking to extract video from the general idea of installation within
a real space, in an attempt to keep it within the context of performativity (see
Parker, Sedgwick 1995). Time is not constructed in terms of the dialectic
narration/anti-narration. Rather, Cinema and Video meet in the construction
of images, and together they move over “liquid borders,” borders which are
liquid in the sense that they lack a fixed dimension. Cinema becomes an open
experience with no final or ultimate results.

History: Video vs. Cinema

The history of the moving image begins in the late nineteenth century with
the invention of cinema. Film, powered by electricity and light, allowed the
documentation of movement for the first time. The compulsion felt by film and
video artists, both earlier in the twentieth century and today, to “make time”
by recording something in relation to its temporal possibilities is as powerful
as was the desire of the Impressionists to “paint light.” Evolving as it did
from photography, but with the additional capacity to record movement and
visualize the passage of time, film was so revolutionary that it was perceived
as a powerful threat to the arts in the twentieth century.

By the mid-twentieth century, the possibilities of film, a costly, cumbersome
medium, were expanded by the development of smaller, less costly 16mm,
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8mm and Super 8mm film stocks which were accessible to all, including
artists—meaning that working in film no longer required the technical or
financial support of the motion picture industry. These new film stocks and
cameras offered portability, flexibility, and a user-friendly approach. One
could even learn to use them without instruction. By the middle 1960s, the
artist-as-filmmaker was redefining the tradition of the studio artist, and the
genre of avant-garde or experimental filmmaking was born.

The first generation of experimental film makers, including Stan Brakhage
and Andy Warhol, favored either the articulation of each frame of the film as a
way of moving from representation to abstraction, as in the case of Brakhage,
or the repetition of the same frame to emphasize its importance and play with
the boundary between film and photography, as in the case of Warhol. All
strategies sought to dilate real time, and thus confound one’s sense of action
in time.

In 1965 Sony Corporation introduced the Portapak, its first portable
videotape recorder and player. It was the first video camera aimed at the
consumer market, and legend has it that the first “consumer” to buy this
equipment and use it was the artist Nam June Paik. Perhaps the most
important quality of video was its ability to show in real time on the cathode
ray tube what the camera was in fact recording each second. In addition to
Paik, many artists purchased Portapaks and took to the streets, retreated to
their studios, or began performing in front of the camera to see what new
imagery might emerge. Everywhere, artists were fascinated by the possibility
of completely reshaping the concept of the moving image, both in popular
perception via television and in art. Video has had a different passage into
the visual arts than film. The art establishment of the 1960s was suspicious
about video’s capacity to distinguish itself from television or from the didactic
usefulness of the documentary. Perhaps because video was so user-friendly,
so convenient, and so democratic in its function, many found it difficult to
imagine it generating the “aura” expected from a work of art.

Film was immediately accepted as an art form, and one with avant-garde
possibilities at that. Less burdened by functional requirements, film could
experiment the outer limits of narrative, technique and formal structure. Film
theorists have postulated that film shares a closer relationship to photography
than to video because it is based in celluloid. Video, on the other hand, stems
from a different branch of the technical family tree. It may be related to both
film and photography conceptually, but not formally. Video’s origins lie
in the magnetic world, not the material plastic one, and it shares its form
not with another high art medium but with television. Inherent in video’s
real time capabilities is a special property that distinguished it from film or
photography: its analogy to consciousness and, by extension, to being.
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Unlike the other disciplines categorized as visual art forms, both film and
video are, at their essence, time-based. While the “story” may not have a
specific beginning or end, it is understood to change in some way through
the passage of time. It is critical to note that film and video formally share a
stronger bond with music and the performing arts, such as dance or theatre.
Recently, the marriage of sculpture to film or video has made way for the
genre known as video installation.

For centuries, time was connected to the idea of permanence in art history.
In the 1960s and 1970s, artists became concerned with time as it related to
temporary artworks or types of art, such as performance.

Bill Viola, “The Passing”

“The Passing” is probably the Bill Viola video most concerned with personal
events. The 54-minute b/w video tape was produced over a period of four
years which included the birth of his son and the death of his mother, events
which led the artist to investigate fundamental ontological questions such as
“life as a passage.” Through the grainy video images, the human body and the
materiality of the world take shape and the artist achieves “that unjustifiable
certainty of a perceivable world which is common to us all,” as Merleau-
Ponty described it: “It is the heart of truth within us. When a child perceives
before thinking, when it begins to put its dreams into things and its thoughts
into others, forming with them a common block of life where each person’s
perspectives cannot yet be distinguished” (Merleau-Ponty 1965, 204).

Analogously, Bill Viola shows the living human body, being born and dying,
and the spiritual body floating in the materiality of the world, conceived as the
“passing,” or rather a passage, a landscape of shadows moving on the cusp
between black and white—juxtaposing aridity and fertility—desert landscapes
scattered with bones and gutted vehicles. Traces of civilization and urban
landscapes are shown in negative grays disturbed only by meteors of light (in
fact car headlights); the sea (“la mer” has a Freudian homophonic linkage to
“la meére”) flows up to the end, when it washes away installed elements that
synthesize the perfect family icon: a chair and rounded sitting room table on
which a flower vase rests on a woven towel.

In the video, Bill Viola is present in a recurrent scene in which he is asleep
and wakes up suddenly from time to time, as from a nightmare—which is
probably the knowledge or perception of his mother dying in her hospital
bed. He presents himself as the link between past and future, between the real
world and the cosmos; the whole film is carried forward by his breathing,
which metaphorically links to his mother’s breathing on the hospital bed as
she lies dying.
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Viola’s art deals largely with the central themes of human consciousness
and experience: birth, death, love, emotion and a kind of humanist spirituality.
Throughout his career he has drawn meaning and inspiration from his deep
interest in mystical traditions, especially Zen Buddhism, Christian mysticism
and Islamic Sufism, often evident in the transcendental quality of several of
his works. Equally, the subject matter and manner of western medieval and
renaissance devotional art inform his aesthetic, which inhabits a penumbral
world between consciousness and subconsciousness, dreams and reality.
These currents of his aesthetic are bought more clearly into focus via footage
of Viola’s family and are in turn connected to the passage of generations and
the ceaseless cycle of birth and death.

The camera itself is the medium through which the idea of passages is
expressed and gives form to the borderline between life and death, in its apex:
the threshold. How can this threshold—the passing away, the very instant of
dying—be given form? Traditionally, the moment has been expressed through
symbols or narration, as in the soul being taken from the angels, as depicted in
that early twentieth century by Picasso or Chagall, and in Christian traditional
iconography as well, or in narrations of dying—for example, Derek Jarman’s
Blue, an updated version of “The Ballad of the Ancient Mariner” in which the
artist tells us his story (through a modern “glittering eye”: a infinite blue screen
lasting 68 minutes) while he is dying of AIDS. Bill Viola attempts to produce
the passing as a passage of elements that leads to one end, one conclusion, and
which makes us feel that end, that loss.

The notion of the camera as both metaphor and vehicle for awareness and
knowledge, transcending mere optical vision, recalls the premise expressed
by the radically innovative filmmaker Stan Brakhage in his early 1960s text
“Metaphors on Vision”: “Imagine an eye unruled by man-made laws of
perspective, an eye unprejudiced by compositional logic, an eye which does
not respond to the name of everything but which must know each object
encountered in life through an adventure of perception” (Brakhage 1978,
120).! While Brakhage pursues the direct expression of heightened experience
uncluttered by cultural prescriptions into film (much as the Abstract
Expressionist painters to whom his work has been compared did),? Viola’s
work incorporates both the conceptual metaphors of his chosen medium
and the perceptions of the many cultures—ancient and modern, Eastern and
Western—in which he has immersed himself. This landscape of elements
gives a personal “objective correlative” that dissolves time and experience
contemporaneously, and renders the film experience precarious and indefinite,
liquid beneath the passing of time.
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Matthew Barney’s Cremaster

Although he considers himself a sculptor (see Foundas), Matthew Barney
is a multimedia artist who works with film, video, installations, photography,
drawing, performance art and sculpture. Cremaster is a cycle of five films (with
a total running time of just under seven hours) that Barney made between 1995
and 2002, in a non- chronological progression (Cremaster 4, 1995; Cremaster
1, 1996; Cremaster 5, 1997; Cremaster 2, 1999; Cremaster 3, 2002). It is,
without parallel in contemporary culture, an odyssey of psycho-sexual drive
and desire. Each of the five films is set in a different geographical location
ranging from a stadium in his hometown of Boise, Idaho, to an opera house
in Budapest. In Cremaster, the passage of time is expressed by geographical
movement that explores the various possibilities in which form may contain
meaning:

At least for my understanding of Cremaster 2, it is important for that landscape to be
drawable as a discrete object. That it should be possible to make a sculptural form from
the Canadian Rockies or the Utah Salt Flats, for example. It’s the only way that I could
make the piece, as a contained form, in the same way that the stadium in Cremaster 1 is a
contained form, or the Isle of Man in Cremaster 4, the opera in 5 and the Chrysler Building
in 3. The initial concept was to put together five locations as singular sculptural entities, on
a line from west to east, so that a line could be drawn between them—not just by me but
by anybody. (Obrist)

Dense, compacted and multi-layered, the Cremaster cycle harks back to
the mythology, biology and geology of creation and reaches forward into a
world of modified genetics and mutating identity. Biologically, the cremaster
is a muscle that raises and lowers the testicles. Barney uses the descent of the
cremaster muscle as a symbol for the onset of male gender (apparent about
nine weeks after a fetus is conceived). The five films progress from a state of
undifferentiated gender (a fully ascended cremaster muscle, represented by
the floating Goodyear Blimps and other symbols), through the organism’s
struggle to resist gender definition, to the inevitable point where maleness
can no longer be denied (complete descent of the cremaster and release of the
testes).

The sculptural project, then, has a traditional anatomic relationship with
sculpture: with the human body. But in an updated version. Matthew Barney’s
beginnings coincide with one latest of post-modern trends in performance art
called post-human, a name coined by Jeffrey Deitch. In Deitch’s writings, the
post human and artificial nature are juxtaposed and show that

anew post-human organisation of personality will develop that reflects people’s adaption
to this new technology and its socio-economic effects. . . . Future genetic manipulation may
spawn a race of post-humans who are outwardly perfect but whose inner neuroses and



LIQUID BORDERS: MATTHEW BARNEY AND BILL VIOLA BETWEEN CINEMA AND VIDEO 15

instincts may not be so easily controlled. Artists are sensitive to this murky underside of
displaced urges which not be quite so easy to remould as a pair of flabby thighs. (Deitch
1992, 45)

The post-human deals with the rapid changes into culture that technology
provides and the struggles to keep pace with the speed of these developments.
Barney’s work builds a parallel mythological world that probes deep into the
dilemmas and traumas that shape our time.

Asasculptor, Barney does not consider Cremaster amovie, buta “sculptural
project” with its own codes, signs and forms, almost its own genetic imprint.
Yet the building blocks of its “DNA” are easier to recognise than to decode:

The Cremaster cycle tries to take on a cinematic language that I had not dealt with
before. I wanted to see how this sculptural project, which is what it is, could align itself
with the cinematic form, and still come out as sculptural. And this was also the first time
that I had made single-channel pieces, knowing that they would be seen from the beginning
to the end in a way that my other work had not. I enjoyed the way the other installations
could be seen for a number of minutes, even in the middle of one of the channels, and
you could move on to the next channel and gain a perfectly adequate experience from it
without seeing all channels in any particular way. Cremaster is different. Another shift
was in somehow putting a musical narrative on top of the visual narrative and, in the case
of Cremaster 5, developing the two simultaneously. This really solidified the experiment.
Up to that point, I was still straddling two different types of structure. Something changed
with §, and it probably has to do with the music. It ended up being an opera. We went to
Budapest with the finished work of music, where Ursula Andress could lip-sync over the
recording. In developing the work in general, it was so helpful for me to have a sense of
how it might sound. (Obrist)

The monumental epic film sculpture titled Cremaster is a mighty animal
that feeds on itself and at times almost devours itself: it is replete with full of
recurrent images, topics and issues which are enigmatic and difficult to decode
and which create their own grammar and video language . It is an autonomous
system but, like every system, every organism, it requires nourishment from
without. Cremaster ingests material from a dizzying range of sources: Manx,
Mormon and Masonic; sporting, cinematic and sculptural. Barney’s work
feeds voraciously from histories and cultures and regurgitates these back as
forms and fictions which portray an absolute idea of the contemporary.

“Is Barney’s work a new beginning for a new century?” asks Richard
Lacayo. “It feels more like a very energetic longing for a beginning, in which
all kinds of imagery have been put to the service of one man’s intricate fantasy
of return to the womb. Something lovely and exasperating is forever in
formation there. Will he ever give birth?” (Lacayo 2003, 9). The post-human
(or rather post-modern) re-Creation has beginnings that meld both visual and
sound into a new liquid genealogy. Liquids are frequent in the Cremaster
episodes, as are sounds. Even the casual progression of the episodes expresses
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the intent of the whole cycle as more musical score than tale. The cycle works
on volumes, tones, and timbers which pertain indifferently to colour and
sound, and on structural elements such as repetition, pause and acceleration.
The cycle is designed to build landscapes using characters, objects, and
mixed combinations that concern a world morphing into something radically
different from what it is — or is supposed to be.

Barney considers the phenomenon of “hypertrophy” a metaphorical
inspiration for much of his work. “Hypertrophy” literally means ‘the
enlargement of an organ or tissue from the increase in size of its cells”: it is a
phenomenon of excessive growth. Cremaster’s excessive growth germinates
from obscure meanings that find only visual light, without any literal
meaning:

Rather than reading Cremaster, we are encouraged to consume it as high-end eye candy,
whose symbolic system is available to us but hardly necessary to our pleasure: meaning,
that is, is no longer a necessary component to art production or reception. Left to its own
devices—and it is all devices—Cremaster places us in a framework of mutually assured
consumption, consuming us as we consume it. (Keller, Ward 2006, 10)

What moves the video to the more cinematic condition of space is the
Cinema-like rituality that Cremaster implies. While Video Art lives within
the word “space,” in all its declinations, Cinema is the experience of “space”
as “theater,” and the experience of vision and voyeurism. This seems an
unavoidable pre-condition for building a mythology that has very strong
physical implications. We are spectators to transformation; the world as it
transforms is like a huge composition of figures that have found movement
as a condition for their passing, transforming, morphing condition which
expresses the metamorphosis of the human body with technological
implications. In this vision, all limbs (outer and inner) are the outer extremities
and exist independently as a medium. Therefore, protagonists are conceived
as mediums. The medium is not the message but rather a structure of ghost-
like presence that transforms the message, transforming solid elements into
liquid ones:

I felt pretty certain that ending in the middle would be the way to finish. There was a
kind of system that I laid out before Cremaster, which started in a place called “Situation,”
a sexual place trying to define drive or desire. That impulse would then pass through a
kind of visceral funnel, called “Condition,” that would shape that raw drive. And then
“Production” was an anal or oral output that would be bypassed by connecting those two
orifices and making a circular system. “Situation,” the sexual station, was always drawn
as a reproductive system, before its embryonic point of differentiation between male and
female. As for the title, well, I was at my sister’s wedding, sitting next to a doctor, Dr
Lung, a man I grew up with in Idaho. I was talking to him about this system, about an
unfixed, general point of sexuality, and he said I should look at the Cremaster muscle,
which is associated with but not actually related to the height of the gonads during sexual
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differentiation in the womb. A story could be developed about a sexual system that could
move at will, and within this fantasy the Cremaster muscle would control that, although in
fact it does not. (Obrist)

The liquid border principle extends to the artist himself once he is involved in
the metamorphosis that is operative in Cremaster: the re-creation. Then, where
Barney thought of himself as the sculptor, he becomes the sculpture itself. In this
entire complex process, the only sedimentation is the passing of time.

Mattew Barney, Cremaster (1995-2002).
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Notes

1 Brakhage wrote this essay as early as 1960. Viola discovered the films of Brakhage, Hollis Framp-
ton, Michael Snow, Ken Jacobs, and others while he was a student at Syracuse.

2 See Sitney 1979, 195-199. The title of Sitney’s seminal book, Visionary Film, inspired in significant
part by Harold Bloom, refers more directly to Brakhage than to any other filmmaker Sitney discusses.
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Fiorenzo Iuliano

Queer Transitions and the Conditions of Loss

For Luca, who plays with(in) my memory

I wish to start by quoting a passage from a text by Walter Benjamin, the
“Theses on the Philosophy of History,” where he states:

To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize it “the way it really was.”
It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger. Historical
materialism wishes to retain that image of the past which unexpectedly appears to man
singled out by history at a moment of danger. (Benjamin 1969, 255)

The possibility that memory can be retrieved and reformulated as a
perennial and fatiguing transition among bodies, histories, texts, and places,
is my central assumption.

I will discuss the issues of belonging and loss, questioning in particular the
possibility—or maybe the danger—that any subject position, when related
to a specific context and belonging—be it political or cultural or simply
personal—could face the trauma of loss. In order to do that, I will refer to
some texts that create a fructuous, as well as heterogeneous and to some
extent disorienting, connection among different and distant geographical and
cultural places.

The condition of loss and mourning has been the crucial turning point
in recent American history. In the aftermath of 9/11 America has witnessed
the loss of its political and strategic certainties, besides the loss of its
primacy in the world. Terrorist attacks have made the United States aware
of its own vulnerability, and, on the other hand, have determined a radical
reconsideration of America’s history and position on the international scene,
rendering its historical and political ties with the rest of the world completely
visible and problematic.

Overcoming violence and mourning has revealed America’s ability to turn
upside down the consolidated geopolitical schemes and their national or
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nationalistic counterparts, exposing the frailty of the very body of the nation.
The unexpected loss, and the subsequent task of mourning, hardly possible
to bear, has radically questioned the importance and the value ascribed to the
very notions of life and humanity. This is why issues apparently very distant,
like those raised in the field of biopolitics and other disciplinary contexts (for
instance cultural and gender studies) have unexpectedly turned out to be very
close to the ongoing debate in world politics.

I will try to go back from the traumatic present to the opposite end of a
hypothetical spectrum of history and modernity to better reflect upon the ways
in which the themes of loss and belonging have been historically conceived
and thematized.

Retrieving memory could be a risky operation if carried out through the
uncertain means of poetry and images since, as Benjamin says, the angel of
history reminds us of the awesome experience of crossing the lines that divide
historical materialism from more uncertain and vacillating counterparts.
Paralleling Benjamin’s words, I will resort to the evocative power of an angel
too, trying to broach recent reflections on the themes of loss and community
elaborated by American philosopher Judith Butler in several essays (especially
Precarious Life) through the movie The Angelic Conversation, released in
1985 by British filmmaker Derek Jarman, and through the force of poetical
words, the echoing of Shakespeare’s sonnets that, following Jarman’s
detours, will be the mute soundtrack of my words as well. Very different
texts in every respect, they share few but significant common traits: both
refer to the experience of loss and separation, and both have a clear and
immediate connotation in terms of gender and sexual identity, referring to
the constitution of gay agency as a significant perspective from which any
linear and monolithic historical narrative can be disrupted and radically
questioned. Both Butler and Jarman convey similar ideas about the complex
and traumatic processes involved in the construction of ties and communities
and about the definition of a precarious, vacillating, unstable sense of
attachment and belonging.

In the aftermath of 9/11, Judith Butler invites us to reflect on the condition
of loss and the task of mourning deriving from that traumatic experience.
She speaks of “mourning, fear, anxiety, rage” (Butler 2004, 28), the most
common reactions to the loss of lives in the attacks. What Butler suggests
is the possibility that the experience of loss can constitute and inform a
collective and self-conscious political agency, by rendering vulnerability
visible and precariously tangible, and by exposing people to the spectral
dimension of their own existence, marked by the disappearance of affective
and social bonds. Americans have learned by now what “the loss of their First
Worldism” (Butler 2004, 39) actually means.
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Loss is not only a political issue: its political stance can be fully understood
with the awareness that it can be, in its most crucial respects, experienced
through the body and corporeality. Hence, Butler’s beautiful pages about
how bodies are commonly, daily resignified as the prime sites of frailty and
vulnerability, in both an actual and a socio-political sense. She maintains that
the exposure and vulnerability of the body are the first dimensions where the
constitution of a political agency takes place.

The problematic role of the body is a crucial key to this discussion. The
power of violence is exerted on the materiality of the body; corporeality, on the
other hand, is the most proximate actual and symbolic locus where the abstract,
philosophical notions of individual and individualism, essential legacies of
modern thought (in both theoretical and political terms), are substantiated
and given—or denied—their own legitimacy. The process of incorporation
amounts to the exposure of bodies to the force of history, whose violence
works as a painful inscription on the flesh, rendering the body itself the most
suitable site to enact the mechanisms that display that very violence:

This means that each of us is constituted politically in part by virtue of the social
vulnerability of our bodies—as a site of desire and physical vulnerability, as a site of a
publicity at once assertive and exposed. Loss and vulnerability seem to follow from our
being socially constituted bodies, attached to others, at risk of losing those attachments,
exposed to others, at risk of violence by virtue of that exposure. (Butler 2004, 20)

Diving into the intricate diversions of mourning and melancholia—Freud’s
presence loudly resounds—Butler emphasizes that corporeality as a mechanism
of exposure renders the very notions of belonging unstable and undefined:

Although we struggle for rights over our own bodies, the very bodies for which we
struggle are not quite ever only our own. The body has its invariably public dimension.
Constituted as a social phenomenon in the public sphere, my body is and is not mine.
(Butler 2004, 26)

Derek Jarman’s movie insists on the possibility that desire and attachment
can be experienced only through absence. The male bodies portrayed in the
movie are distant, separate, and, in some scenes, they do not even meet; the
slowness of motion and the instability of light convey a sense of incertitude and
precariousness, the perception of something that acquires its strength and worth
insofar as it is negated or continually deferred. Shakespeare’s words reinforce
this sense of ghostliness. They underline each frame of the movie, representing a
material track that informs the images while providing them with the narrative
order they lack. They supply images with a story or a narration—in a broader
sense, they seem to provide images with a sense of spatiality and temporality that
has been forcibly denied and foreclosed, and experienced only as a vague and
undistinguished reverie: a recollection that flashes up—Benjamin again.
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Derek Jarman, The Angelic Conversation (1985).

As a continuous repetition of themes impossible to enclose in a definite
scheme of signification, a fugue of motives that will never meet and perfectly
overlap, the images of The Angelic Conversation return that pale gleam of
history and its rapid shifts through the movement of bodies that follow each
other. A female voice reads some Shakespearean sonnets, the only device that
provides the images with a tone and a possible, although absolutely vague,
narrative direction and intelligibility. The images and the words of Jarman’s
movie participate in a complicated mechanism of possession and simultaneous
expropriation: both bodies and words are relegated to the realms of their
expected belonging and deprived of any immediate discursive and historical
context. Male homosexual bodies are taken away from any regime of political
identification; similarly, Shakespeare’s sonnets are removed from the solid
paradigms of literary excellence to which they have been traditionally confined
by disciplinary schemes. A new pattern for the reconfiguration of both bodies
and words, and their, so to speak, “official,” public, sanctioned counterparts,
individuals and poetry, seems to emerge from this modulation among texts
and histories.

Desire pervades every frame in the movie. Nonetheless, rather than creating
a clear and definite connection among the portrayed bodies, it is defined as
the experience of lack (an axiom that conjures up Lacanian suggestions).
Political bonds, and in this specific case, male and homosexual bonds, spring
not from actual connections, but from incumbent and threatening lack and
loss—a moment of danger, to quote Benjamin once more. It is difficult to
understand the criteria used by Jarman in his choice of the sonnets for the
movie. The opening one, nevertheless, clearly focuses on absence, and is read
while on the screen a man directs his gaze towards an undefined, off-screen
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object: “nor think the bitterness of absence sour when you have bid your
servant once adieu.”

Sonnet 57

Being your slave what should I do but tend
Upon the hours, and times of your desire?

I have no precious time at all to spend;

Nor services to do, till you require.

Nor dare I chide the world—without—end hour,
Whilst I, my sovereign, watch the clock for you,
Nor think the bitterness of absence sour,

When you have bid your servant once adieu;
Nor dare I question with my jealous thought
Where you may be, or your affairs suppose,
But, like a sad slave, stay and think of nought
Save, where you are, how happy you make those.
So true a fool is love, that in your will,

Though you do anything, be thinks no ill.

Shakespeare plays a strange role. His sonnets, which Jarman has totally de-
familiarized and rendered uncanny, have often served as a starting point for
interesting reflections about homosexuality and queerness and the theme of male
bonding in American culture.In 19835, the year in which The Angelic Conversation
was released, American scholar Eve K. Sedgwick published a book, Between
Men, now considered a pioneering work in the field of queer studies. Starting
from a refined analysis of Shakespeare’s sonnets, Sedgwick argues that what
she defines “homosociality” is crucial to the construction of the desexualized
ties among heterosexual men, which are at the basis of western societies and
cultures. Sedgwick’s book was published twenty years before Butler’s, a time
span during which queer studies and queer politics broadened their range
to include apparently distant issues related to the philosophical and political
themes of citizenship and legitimacy—gender is not simply a matter of “private,”
personal, or collective, concern, but has acquired sanctioned juridical and ethical
implications. In both Sedgwick’s and Jarman’s works, however, Shakespeare’s
sonnets have been charged with new potential significations, removed from the
realm of aesthetics, and read as a narrative map for the complex and intricate
detours of male homosexual desire and male homosocial bonds.

Sonnet 42

That thou hast ber it is not all my grief,

And yet it may be said I loved her dearly;

That she hath thee is of my wailing chief,

A loss in love that touches me more nearly.

Loving offenders thus I will excuse ye:

Thou dost love ber, because thou know’st I love ber;
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And for my sake even so doth she abuse me,
Suffering my friend for my sake to approve her.
If 1 lose thee, my loss is my love’s gain,

And losing her, my friend hath found that loss;
Both find each other, and I lose both twain,
And both for my sake lay on me this cross:
But here’s the joy; my friend and I are one;
Sweet flattery! then she loves but me alone.

In any case, Sedgwick overlooks a question that I think is ostensibly
underlined by Jarman, that is, the role played by loss and separation. Yet,
strangely enough, she starts by quoting an exemplary sonnet: “If I lose thee,
my loss is my love’s gain.” Emblematic words that, in Sedgwick’s perspective,
emphasize the structural relations between men, on which the traffic of women
is hinged; but the words also shed a dreary light on the crucial question I am
trying to raise: whether it is possible to experience the strength of personal and
political bonds without going through the mourning process. Again, Butler’s
words offer an answer to this conundrum:

Many people think that grief is privatizing, that it returns us to a solitary situation and is,
in that sense, depoliticizing. But I think it furnishes a sense of political community of a complex
order, and it does this first of all by bringing to the fore the relational ties that have implications
for theorizing fundamental dependency and ethical responsibility. (Sedgwick 1993, 22)

However, in her 1993 Preface, Sedgwick recalls the paradoxical experience
of writing about something she did not belong to, the gay/queer community
that she admits not knowing at all at the time she wrote her book. In a
sense, at the core of a book of critical theory about male homosociality lies
a significant experience of exclusion, strictly entwined with a strong desire
for participation: “The yearning makes . . . the force of the bond with at
least some readers equally incredulous at the encounter with the book’s own
intimate, desiring, direct address” (Sedgwick 1993, ix).

The experience of lack is, on the other hand, crucial to the construction of
identity as a theoretical notion whose origins go back to early modernism, the
historical frame of Shakespeare’s poetry. Renaissance and early modernism
are the moments in which the notions of the individual and of individuality
start affirming their importance in western epistemology. That is why gay
scholars have widely investigated early modernism as the essential phase in
which gender and heterosexual identity are made viable through a process of
exclusion and negation of their threatening and dangerous counterparts. At the
essence of the western epistemic subject lies a precept of exclusion, as Jonathan
Dollimore clearly states, referring to the relationship between postmodernism
and the early modern period: “Identity is essentially informed by what it is
not” (Dollimore 1991, 282). Homosexuality is paradoxically turned into one
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of the most definitive experiences of modernity, and Shakespeare’s sonnets
reinforce this assumption.

It is easy now to understand that Butler’s and Jarman’s works, so different
and heterogeneous, insist on two crucial assumptions: the privileged position of
gay and queer communities in experiencing lack and loss as highly significant,
traumatic moments which can reinforce the sense of bond and community
and which offer, on the other hand, the possibility of configuring another,
unforeseen image of history and modernity (once perceived as consolidated
and authoritative paradigms), stable and sanctioned epistemic tools, and
suddenly turned into disquietingly undefined and problematic images, an
opaque gossamer in which bodies and stories come to be caught, displaced,
and charged with a new political as well as ethical meaning.

The homosexual experience is central not only to understand what a
marginal condition means for thousands of people, but to question the basis
of the very criteria according to which notions of the legitimacy of human
life, and of humanity as such, are possible and conceivable. The experience of
loss makes the articulate detours of desire, at the same time, understandable
and dramatically viable, as Jarman’s movie proves. Likewise, shifting to a
more cogent political context, Judith Butler posits that the loss experienced
by gay and lesbian communities, and the work of mourning after 9/11,
share a common, even if hardly visible, emotional and ethical background.
Butler overtly refers to the traumatic experience of AIDS during the 1980s
as a significant moment for the American gay communities, which, under the
threat of the AIDS epidemic and its violent biopolitical consequences, revealed
how exclusion and loss could mark the formation of a political agency. The
vulnerability of the body, so clearly displayed in illness, is the means through
which a new sense of mutual dependence and reliability can be configured and
defined. The perception of one’s own corporeal being as a site of both desire
and vulnerability is the epistemic key to understanding this discourse.

As an elegiac tune that must be played again and again, Butler’s words
make for a full understanding of the painful, intolerable burden of trauma
and loss, and their crucial importance in marking a common terrain from
which a choral perception of mutual dependence arises. She tells us that “if
we have lost, then it follows that we have had, that we have desired and loved,
that we have struggled to find the conditions for our desire” (Butler 2004,
20). The traumatic experiences of loss and mourning, the sudden, unexpected,
unbearable weight of loss, can make us completely aware of the subtle and
intricate net of bonds that connect our lives, creating a complex system of
reciprocal and communal reliance. There is a similarity here to the constitution
of gay communities and a new perception of the national community after
9/11, Butler suggests, a sense of collective self-perception that is reinforced
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and reshaped by the experience of loss and the work of mourning. And, in the
wake of recent history, it seems quite unlikely that loss can be faced without
reacting violently, even as it is almost impossible to comprehend how a subject
position born of actual violence could derive its strength from it.

The very idea of bonds springs from desire, and Jarman’s movie translates
the close, silent connections that desire traces into images among male bodies.
Nevertheless, the threat of loss, the work of the negative, seems to be at
work here as well. The sonnets by Shakespeare that Jarman quotes stress the
disturbing menace represented by the departure of the beloved—the images
themselves recast the very possibility of the bond into a phantasmatic and
almost unattainable realm whose visibility and throbbing rhythm continually
interrupt and fade.

In conclusion, history can be read as a “memory that flashes up,” as
Benjamin suggests, an image that clearly recalls most scenes of Jarmans’s
movie. Similarly, the histories traced, or just hinted at so far, recollect a
memory that becomes part of the “piling wreckage” (Benjamin 1969, 257)
of our present time. The core sense of my words implies the risk of tracing
a trajectory that potentially arranges recent historical events in a mutable,
uncertain and precarious configuration that hinges on a common perception
of loss and on the frailty and precariousness of the bodies and the relationships
that connect them.

Works Cited

Benjamin, Walter. “Theses on the Philosophy of History.” In Illuminations: Essays and
Reflections, 253-264. New York: Schocken, 1969.

Butler, Judith. Precarious Life. London and New York: Verso, 2004.

Dollimore, Jonathan. Sexual Dissidence: Augustine to Wilde, Freud to Foucault. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1991.

Jarman, Derek. The Angelic Conversation. 1985.

Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire.
New York: Columbia University Press, 1993.

Shakespeare, William. Sonnets. Edited by Katherine Duncan-Jones. London: Arden, 1997.



Barbara Montefalcone

“Celebrating the Instant”: Robert Creeley and Marisol Escobar’s Presences

Robert Creeley (1926-2005), American poet, novelist, art and literary
critic, as well as teacher, began working in collaboration in 1953, after
having spent some years at Black Mountain College. At this experimental
college located in North Carolina, a group of artists and writers studied
under the supervision of eminent teachers such as Joseph Albers, John Cage,
Merce Cunningham, Wilhelm de Kooning, Franz Kline and many others.
Here Robert Creeley discovered for the first time the power of community in
terms of creativity: he learned to look at other arts and to engage an active
dialogue with them.

Since then, Creeley never stopped his working in collaboration, completing
almost fifty different joint projects with many eminent American and European
artists like René Laubies, R.B. Kitaj, Robert Indiana, Jim Dine, Donald Sultan,
Susan Rothenberg, John Chamberlain, Francesco Clemente, Elsa Dorfman
and others. Collaboration cannot thus be considered a secondary activity but
rather a necessary practice complementary to Creeley’s poetic writing. In fact,
on the one hand collaboration confirms Creeley’s membership in an artistic
community, the so called “Company” he has been working at constituting since
the beginning of his career. On the other hand, through collaboration Creeley
finds a way to constantly perpetuate his involvement with his first Company
at Black Mountain College during the 1950s. Creeley’s collaboration with
New York-based Venezuelan sculptor Marisol Escobar, entitled Presences:
A Text for Marisol (1976), belongs to a first group of joint projects realized
during the 1970s. At that time, Creeley was experiencing an extremely rich
and fruitful creative phase. As Creeley himself explains, “Presences began
with the publication of Numbers,” Creeley’s collaboration with artist Robert
Indiana, published in 1968: “Marisol had seen that collaboration of Robert
Indiana and myself, and considered I might be the appropriate writer of a text
to accompany photographs of her work, which a New York publisher had
then in mind to bring out as a book” (Creeley, “Introduction,” in Creeley,
Marisol 1976, n.p.). Creeley and Marisol’s collaboration is thus the product
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of an act of recognition: the artist notices in Creeley’s work with Indiana a
coincidence of styles and objectives with her own work.

The book is characterized by an experimental prose text written by Creeley
which alternates with black and white photographs of Marisol’s installations.
Presences is thus an example of Creeley’s unique work with images. Even
when he collaborates with a sculptor, as in this particular case, Creeley almost
never writes his text after observing the actual artwork but prefers to write
after observing the photographic reproductions of the work on his laptop. As
a consequence, distance and abstraction characterize his writing.

When he started collaborating with Marisol, Creeley was experimenting
new writing techniques based on fixed elements and formal frames. His use
of these so-called “scaffoldings” allowed him to gain new perspectives on
his work, which until then had been based on projective and spontaneous
techniques borrowed from Charles Olson. The formal frames he uses in such
works as Presences thus acquire a double function: on the one hand they set up
the context for expression and can be considered as the base of his work. On
the other, they also allow the author to operate variations within the chosen
context and thus affirm his own writing style within the frame’s limits.

The importance of these formal tools is explained by Creeley himself.
Describing the construction of his text for Presences he asserts:

I wanted a focus, or frame, with which to work, and one, two, three seemed an inte-
resting periodicity or phasing. That is, using a base of one-page, two-page, and three-page
units (again single-spaced in their initial composition on the typewriter), each section of
the text was then six pages, and that times five was thirty—returning me to three. (Creeley,
“Introduction,” in Creeley, Marisol 1976, n.p.)

Creeley’s creative strategy is based on the organization of his text into
five main chapters characterized by a unique formal periodicity: 1-2-3, 2-3-1,
3-1-2, 1-2-3, 2-3-1. In order to avoid repetition, he inverts the numbers of
each sequence (the first becoming the latter and the latter the second, and so
on) thus creating a text based on repetition and variation.

The structure of the book is also the product of William Katz’s original design:!
Katz established the relationship between Creeley’s text and Marisol’s sculptures
and perfectly embodied the author’s formal ideas. By using a formal frame
Creeley wanted to show how any text can escape external logical impositions:
he wanted to use the frame just as expressionist painters do, to show how it
could be transgressed. Wordscan thus flow outside the page or canvas’ limits,
just as paint does. Katz perfectly understands Creeley’s vision and translates it
by eliminating the edges of the pages: the typographical characters thus seem to
push against the page’s contours, much as each photograph occupies the whole
page as if it was too large to be included in the book. Therefore, from the start,
“presence” asserts itself as the main theme of the collaboration.
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Presences actually constitutes an example of Creeley’s new approach to
writing already embodied by Pieces, an anthology of his poetry published in
1969. The first poem of the anthology announces the new direction Creeley’s
writing has taken:

AS REAL as thinking
wonders created
by the possibility—

forms. A period
at the end of a sentence

which

began it was
into present,
a presence

saying something
as it goes.

No form less
than activity.

All words—
days—or
eyes—

or happening

is an event only
for the observer,

no one
there. Everyone

here.

(Creeley 1982, 379-380)

Creeley’s writing seeks to manifest the process of literary production: it
translates the structure of thought as well as the velocity and complexity of
the thought process. Form thus illustrates the activity of thoughts (“No form
less / than activity”) as well as the rhythm through which ideas present to the
author’s mind (“saying something / as it goes”). The only dimension that real-
ly counts is that of the instant, of presence in time and space, within which the
subject is the center of his world, the point where everything converges (“no
one / there. Everyone / here”). Within this universe one cannot distinguish the
inside from the outside, for we always experience the transition from the one
to the other: we live on the cusp between the personal and the common. The
place where this specific writing evolves is thus an “in between zone”, a place
of passage and transformation.2
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Presences therefore strives to embody, through prose, this specific poetic
of presence where the “here and now” leads the writer’s work. The space and
physical presence of the sculptures accompany the time and evolution of the
text that asserts the fragility of any point of view. Reality can be grasped only
in the present, in the instant, and appreciated for the multitude of presences
and existences it comprises. Through this particular collaboration Creeley thus
gives form to his idea of a text that neither speaks of the past nor of the future
but that is “intent always on its present” (Creeley 1970, 13), synthesizing
the balance of classicism and the power of projective verse. Opposites can
exist only in the present. Donald Sutherland’s quotation, the epigraph of the
volume, confirms the authors’ desire to live in the dimension of the present:
“Classicism is based on presence. It does not consider that it has come or that
it will go away; it merely proposes to be there where it is”. Time therefore
ceases to be the necessary frame of narration:

One thing leads to another—with or without timze. An instant is a precise formulation,
even of a universe. It doesn’t finally matter much whether it leads to another; it has its own
logic. Or say, perhaps better, that there are two ways of evoking reality: that it has place
in time, or that it is existent in space. There is some choice between them, at least for the
novelist. (Creeley 1970, 21)

The originality of Presences is the product of this same desire to integrate
the two dimensions of time and space in the simultaneity of the instant, thus
imitating the perceptive quality of visual artworks.

The process of time and space compression within the instant demands a
formal work that affects both images and text. Marisol’s sculptures, whose
corporeity and materiality are evident when admiring them in a museum,
seem to loose their substance in the photographic reproductions. The choice
of black and white pictures, the fact that most of them are taken by many
different photographers (almost 10) and the shift from close-ups to wide field
views contributes to stress the abstract qualities of Marisol’s installations. They
seem to be cut off from reality: they are not affected by time but seem to float
between times. Movement is nevertheless present, because the photographers
choose many different angles; moreover through the shift from close-ups to
wide fields they imitate the spectator’s perception. As a result, when looking
at the photographs, we perceive the installations as if they were in a museum:
we can measure our own relationship to the represented objects whose size and
proportions seem to question our own relation to the place that surrounds us.

If, on the one hand, the volume of the sculptures seems to be reduced by
the photographic representation, on the other hand their presence within
time is affirmed: the photographs, structured in a sequence, follow a linear
development that reflects that of the linguistic code. Nevertheless, the text
seems to insist on its corporeity, on the thickness and volume of the words.
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Words appear as material “presences” on the page: they occupy a visible and
material space, whereas the photographs play the classical role of the text,
establishing the sequence and linearity Creeley’s writing seems to deny.

The continuity between text and images is established by the insertion
of some paragraphs where Creeley seems at first to interrupt his thoughts
and then to direct them towards the details suggested by the image. Thus the
photograph, as if it were a mirror, modifies the thought’s trajectory offering
it a new context. This digression that Creeley inserts in the narration of a
meeting between a man and a woman shows how the author’s personal
memories merge with the details suggested by Marisol’s installations:

He recalls now many things, many people. He thinks of a beach in Truro, in Deya, in
Gloucester, in San Diego. He puts people on it, many men and many women, and many
children. Dogs run past. Divers things are dropped, lost in the sand. The water comes up
on the beach, goes back on the beach, with tides.3

Rather than describing Marisol’s installation, where three women seem to
sunbathe on the beach, Creeley imitates the action of the installer at work,
(“he puts people on it” he writes), thus constructing his landscape according
to the elements suggested by his memory and inspired by the image. This
world’s multiplicity contrasts with the minimal aspect of Marisol’s sculptural
landscapes. Nevertheless, the two “worlds” are simultaneously perceived
by the reader: they are superimposed so that the stillness and silence of the
sculptures seem to be abolished. The installation, thanks to the evocative
power of Creeley’s words, seems to come into life.

Writing consequently becomes a means to record one’s relationship to a
specific place and time: it is the trace of the writer’s subjective relationship to
temporality and spatiality. By establishing a relationship with the images, and,
at the same time, by placing himself within the context of his personal memories,
Creeley succeeds, through writing, in constantly situating himself in relation
to these two worlds. All through the narration he tries to define his position,
to indicate all that surrounds him, and to define himself in relation to this
multiple dimension called the present. We therefore can recognize the process
of “measuring” considered by many scholars as one of the main characteristics
of Presences, a process that takes place both in space and time.*

At the very beginning of his text, for example, Creeley tries to situate
himself according to the space and objects that surround him:

Big things and little things. The weight, the lightness of it. The place it takes. Walking
around, it comes forward, or to the side, or sides, or backward, on a foot, on feet, on
several feet.

There is a top, and a bottom. From the one to the other may be a distance. Equally it
may be so dense, or vaporous, so tangential to touch, that an inextricable time passes in the
simplest way. (Presences)
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Starting with the description of the physical qualities of the sculptures
around which he seems to walk (their size, weight, volume), Creeley introduces
a consideration about time showing how, within the present, time and space
coexist and refer to each other. As soon as we suppose the movement of one
of the objects that surround us, the temporal dimension inscribes itself within
the spatial dimension, reminding us that the apparent stillness of the so-called
“now” need not make us forget the flow of time. Hence we can speak of an
apparent stasis of the instant, since we assist in the development of an internal
temporality of the instant itself. In this particular case it is characterized by
the movement of the observer’s eye, trying to perceive the size of the objects
around him.

This perception is nevertheless fragile because if the narrative voice can
define the boundaries between the objects, it is unsure about both the distance
between them and the relationship they engage (“From the one to the other
may be a distance”). Within the present the subject, looking for stability,
finds himself wandering within the complexity of this particular “world,”
where the dimensions are no longer distinguishable and where time seems
to acquire the material world’s thickness so that it becomes “inextricable.”
This confusion can also be considered as product of the fact that, within
the instant, objective (physical) time and subjective time (temporality) are
no longer independent but merge regularly. The present, defined by French
philosopher Merleau-Ponty as a “past to be and a recent future” (“passé a
venir et futur récent”; Merleau-Ponty 1945, 482), is not the time of stasis
but the place where time’s many undercurrents meet and coexist. It is an
unbalanced and liminal time.

The originality of the book resides in the collaborators’ desire to
propose the experience of a double temporality to the reader/spectator:
the simultaneity of plastic artworks (where time is compressed) and the
continuity of writing (where time progressively expands). Time compression
is translated by the accumulation of extremely short sentences and by the
juxtaposition of words separated by punctuation. (“He was not. He was
placed, in place”; “Everything. All done. No more. It’s all gone now. Poor
wood. Poor house. Think”; “Home. The hills. The valleys. The sun. The
moon. The ups. The downs. The moors. The arabs”) (Presences). Thus, an
insistence upon simultaneity (that is, on time’s compression into the instant)
inevitably leads to an emphasis on the space as well as the visibility of the
objects. As in this case, the objects are directly presented and the reader can
easily picture them.

Time expansion, on the contrary, is translated through digressions and
repetitions. Creeley interrupts the flow of narration to focus on his personal
experience or to explore Marisol’s sculptural world. The impression we get
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in reading these pages is that of an expansion of temporality, through which
conclusion is always suggested and postponed. Moreover, this expansion
process is intensified by repetitions. Creeley often chooses some keywords or
phrases and reiterates them, creating anticipation. The following paragraph
constitutes an interesting example of this technique. It consists of a call for
help addressed to the police but transformed through many variants developed
from the fixed base represented by the imperative “call”:

This is the despair of being none, or last, or first. Upon that trackless waste, faceless,
upon a hill in Darien, Connecticut where the traffic is endless, the cars immutable albeit
their rust, both ways. The traffic goes all ways. Call the police, please.

Call the president. He is first, and second to none. His road goes one way and cars go
slowly, thoughtfully, upon it. . . .

Y speaks of other needs, bodily needs, needs of the mind. She wears two hats, of which
one is put upon another, but each is first. Her head is small and comfortable. Her hair is
long and brown. Her hats are black and brown. Her eyes are brown, her dress is brown,
her feet are brown, her house is burning. Call firemen.

Please. Call the police please. (Presences)

Elsewhere the variation of a fixed linguistic structure seems to suggest
stability but, in reality, it merely installs doubts in the reader’s mind. Thus,
facing the word, the reader finds himself surrounded by the myriad of its
reflections: “Look, look. The road home. Some one. The road knows. The
rose nose. He sees what he says. And says what he sees. There. Here. It isn’t
very big. But then. It isn’t very small. It. Is in the ‘middle’” (Presences).

By using words as springboards, Creeley sets up an expanding writing
process that imitates the complex rhythms of thought itself. He offers not
facts, but the movements of his mind:

I keep my own present, that present defined, made, by the act of apprehension, of
the mind’s grip, perception, not as it can, or may, be recollected but only as it can,
does occur. In short, I cannot give the reader “facts.” I have no wish to. What I can
give him, is the movement of my own mind, my language, that flux which can get him
to his own, can find him these “things” in a frame open to his own present. (Olson,
and Creeley 1980, vol. 3, 47)

The time expansion produced by this “double temporality” discloses the
real function of the “scaffolding” Creeley uses to write his text. Facing the
development of his writing as well as the increase of references suggested by
his text, Creeley uses the formal frame as a tool that, paradoxically, allows
him to write more spontaneously. In effect, it is evident that the scaffolding
cannot contain the flux of his writing. Therefore, even though the frame is
a necessary tool, allowing Creeley to isolate some fragments of the textual
flux and to present them to the reader, it is considered something to be
transgressed:
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The frame then, should be such (& it can only be so, if it is free of the “absolute,”
free of the rigidity of “fixed” detail) that it has only to be read, to exert the nature of its
“relations.” Shifts of color in painting are permanent not because they may be painted
there with some strong, good-keeping oils, but rather because they set always in motion
the nature of their relations, one to the other. As long as something, anything, is in such
motion, it is contemporary, has its force in the present. (Olson, Creeley 1980, vol. 3, 50)

The formal support is a fundamental tool for the creation of any text that
wants to live within the present, to exist within a compressed temporality
and wants, at the same time, to make the reader aware of the time expansion
taking place outside the specific context created by the author. Each instant
described by Creeley is actually a unique and independent world, characterized
by its own logic, by its own rules, by its own proportions. It is a microcosm of
precision lost in the flux of time: “One sees that reality somehow manages a
continuity that is exact in every particular,” he writes. This is also emphasized
by the choice to omit page numbers: the reader can thus start the text wherever
he prefers to start, choosing the current he wants to dive into and which will
carry him towards others textual spaces.

Any perception will thus be personal and unique and will contribute to
accentuate the open character of the jointly authored book that requires a
reader for activation. Presences can actually be considered an example of the
so-called “open work” as defined by Italian critic Umberto Eco in that it
constantly renews itself thanks to the readers’ actions and thus only exists in
the present.’ It almost acquires the qualities of an installation, for it invites
the reader/spectator to interact with its components. And it is exactly on this
specific level that Creeley’s text and Marisol’s sculptures collaborate: the
artists create a hybrid object that looks like a book, and yet could be exhibited
in a museum as one of Marisol’s works.

After a study of the text’s double temporality, we realize how the
collaborative book, starting from the establishment of a similarity between
the materiality of the sculptures and the typographical presence of the words
on the page, is actually based on a contrast between opposite poles: presence-
absence; space-time; stasis-dynamism; concreteness-abstraction.

The coexistence of these apparently antithetical elements suggested by both
textand imagesactually reflects our own existence. “Ilike to make combinations
that seem incongruous,” the narrator explains at some point, directly quoting
Marisol. Hence he points to the creative process that characterized the whole
work. Through the reduction of opposites within the dimension of the instant,
Creeley shows how the distinction between the arts of time and the arts of
space is pointless to him. The writer, through the artful manipulation of two
languages belonging to two different semiotic systems, seems to want to
prove that one can succeed in presenting space and time simultaneously. One
does not have to discard time in favor of space. As Italo Calvino explains in



“CELEBRATING THE INSTANT”: ROBERT CREELEY AND MARISOL ESCOBAR’S PRESENCES 135

American Lessons, the ideal artwork has to embody the qualities of both the
crystal and the flame. It must synthesize both regularity and agitation, stillness
and movement. Creeley seems to fulfil the Italian writer’s desire by creating a
work made of both presence and absence, stillness and movement, materiality
and abstraction. Presences can thus be considered an “exact” art work since
it reflects reality in its instability and constant status of metamorphosis. “Fire
delights in its form,” writes Creeley quoting Slater Brown:

Big firemen. Little firemen. In the flames they are dancing. Fire delights in its form.
Firemen delight in their form? Inform us, policemen. We call upon them to inform us.
Hence all the beatings and the shootings and the putting into closed places behind doors.
Firemen and snowmen share other fates, the one burning, the one melting. Snow delights in
its form, being mutable. It is the immutable that despairs. At least for a time, for any other
time, for all time, for bygone times, for time past, for time enough, for in time. Time will
tell. (Presences)®

Offering his own definition of literature but disguising it in an excerpt
focused on the narration of a fire accident, Creeley provides us with a key
to the understanding of the whole collaborative book. This seems to be the
emblem of lightness while being deeply anchored in reality: Presences wants
to transmit the idea of the passing of time, while taking into account the
presence of space. And it is exactly this opposition that allows the whole work
its existence, for although he seems to want to be free of constraints, Creeley
shows us that he depends on them and perceives their importance. He does
not deny the world’s materiality by writing a text based on the immaterial
aspects of existence and which, by talking about “presences,” actually speaks
of the “absences” those presences imply. On the contrary, it is by insisting on
movement that the writer discovers the value of stasis.

This is why even though Presences seems to evoke a surreal world, it remains
anchored in reality. It is also the reason why, while insisting on materiality,
it becomes more and more immaterial as we read on. Repetitions increase
progressively; the text turns into a song made of circular structures. “When I
show myself as I am, I return to reality” (Presences), writes Creeley, quoting
once again Marisol to whom the last part of the work directly refers. The role
of the subtitle is thus revealed: the so-called “text for Marisol” acquires the
form of a monologue combining interview excerpts, Spanish expressions and
thoughts about life in a metropolis and solitude:

Voices from the silence. Silencio immenso. Darkness falls from the air. When I show
myself as I am, I return to reality. Vestida con mantos negros. Somewhere else, sometime.
Walking in the rain.

When I show myself as I am, I return to reality. Piensa que el mundo es chiquito. Goes
green, goes white. Weather falls out, raining. Applause at the edges. Seeing wind. When I
show myself as I am, I return to reality. People should think of themselves when they live
alone. Goes white. (Presences)
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Thus, as we approach the end of the book, the work seems to elude us. It
seems to disappear in our hands. We possess it only when we decide to enter
the flow of the narrative and become a part of it. This process of progressive
dematerialization is perfectly embodied by the “Postscript” where time and
space seem to reduce themselves proportionally. The presence of the words
on the page, shaped as a triangular calligram, becomes minimal, and the
particularization of the message corresponds to the linguistic simplification.
Moreover, the isomorphism between the poem’s form and its poetic content
intensifies the final effect of the last page:

“My death”, said a certain ogre, “is far from here and hard
to find, on the wide ocean. In that sea is an island, and
on the island there grows a green oak, and beneath
the oak is an iron chest, and in the chest is a
small basket, and in the basket is a hare,
and in the hare is a duck, and in the
duck is an egg; and he who finds
the egg and breaks it, kills
me at the same
time”

(Presences)

The text describes a place we discover slowly as we read on. Each sentence
isolates a short part of the process of approaching the end, a process that
takes place vertically rather than horizontally: each image suggested by
the narrative voice demands to be deeply explored (as emphasized by the
repetition of the adverb “in”) before allowing us to discover something new.
Thus, as if we were playing with Russian nesting dolls, through subsequent
steps we near a conclusion whose presence is felt throughout the book, until
we find ourselves before the last word that, at the very edge of the triangle,
appears to be “time.”

Once the reader’s eyes stop on the last word and the whole scaffolding
system seems to disappear, all that remains is the perception of an “end”
identified by the period at the edge of the calligram. Nevertheless, the reader
is also left with memories of the instants presented throughout the book and
the awareness of the infinite continuity of existence resounding outside the
physical dimension of this joint effort.

Finally, what remains to the reader, as Creeley explains in one of his letters
to Charles Olson, is the unique and indefinable movement of the “present”:
“In short, what is here, is that flux, that relation between man/thought/objects
of thought—circle, endless. Complete. PRESENT” (Butterick 1980, 52).
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Notes

1 William Katz’s fundamental contribution to the design of the book is emphasized by Creeley
himself in the acknowledgments: “Especial thanks is given to William Katz—who first thought of this
book as a possibility, who kept it together throughout its composition, and who finally took on the
labor of its design and saw it into press. Without him—nothing” (Creeley, and Marisol 1976, n.p.).

2 The originality of Creeley’s prose is testified by the publisher’s reaction after having read the
original manuscript. At first he refused to publish it since he found the text lacked a correspondence
with the images: he wanted it to be “about” the images. As Creeley explains, Presences is the product of
a particularly difficult publishing experience: “The subsequent history of this text [Presences] suggests a
‘spell’ very much unintended, insofar as its publication has met with particular physical difficulties and
confusions, e.g., the New York firm, which had contracted to bring it out, at one point discovered that
the manuscript had been lost” (Creeley “Introduction,” in Creeley, Marisol 1976, n.p.). The publisher’s
reticence concerning the possibility of publishing the text confirms the uniqueness of Creeley’s approach
to images as well as the challenging quality of the collaborative book.

3 The excerpts from Presences quoted in this text will not be accompanied by the page reference
since the book was conceived without the page numbers.

4 See Tallman 1964, Paul 1975, Davidson 1978, Gunn 1989 and 1995, Fredman 1990.

S In Open Work (1962) Umberto Eco develops the notion of “open work” by referring to 1950
American art, and mainly to abstract forms of expressions. Certainly any artwork demands the presence
of a reader/spectator to be activated; nevertheless, there are some works that, thanks to their proper
structure, leave more space to the activity of the reader. The fact that each single chapter of Presences
is simply numbered (no reference to the content is made by the titles of the chapters) and the fact that
there are no page numbers, as well as that we cannot identify a definite plot, allow the reader to “move”
freely inside the text, eventually choosing where he wants it to begin and end.

6 In an interview with Michel André, Creeley explains: “The only definition of form that really
stuck in my head for years is really an instance, an example which I think is one of the very few intere-
sting definitions of anything. It’s a lovely quote that an old friend named Slater Brown once gave me.
He said it was a definition from Blake though I've not ever found it. It simply goes ‘Fire delights in its
form.” That to me is the context 'm involved with” (Creeley 1993, 105).
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Marina Morbiducci

The Times, Are They A-Changin’?

1. “The Times, Are They A-Changin’?”

The question in the title presupposes a doubt, and the doubt calls for
an answer—and here I will restrain myself from quoting: “The answer, my
friend, is blowing in the wind” (“Blowin’ in the Wind,” 1963), which, in turn,
attaches to the no less known “You don’t need a weatherman to know which
way the wind blows” (“Subterranean Homesick Blues,” 1965).

However, by quoting these two famous lines, I would immediately focus on
the intratextual dialogue which Bob Dylan’s repertoire intertwines; spanning
an arc of fifty years, his songs echo back and forth with multiple resonances
within his textual corpus and our public consciousness, creating the musical
(as well as ideological) background of three generations, probably “the best
minds of [our] generations.”

“The times, are they a-changin’?” posits the question of whether or not
things change—can, or must, change. “What does not change is the will to
change,” Charles Olson had pointed out; and certainly Bob Dylan, even
though ignoring the theoretical pronouncement, did apply it in practice, from
the inner source of his creativity, by changing himself many times over his
long—at times it almost seems never-ending, as his tour is named—career. In
a half century, the changes in Bob Dylan have taken place in terms of musical
inspiration, production and performance; he has altered looks, partners,
religions; he has touched on different forms of artistic expression, ranging
from music to cinema and visual arts. He seems to know no boundaries to
his inspiration, and, at the age of sixty-seven, he’s still touring the world in
concert. It is no coincidence that the film I’ Not There (Todd Haynes, 2007)
depicts him through seven different dramatic personae.

Bob Dylan, therefore, sweeps time horizontally, in its temporal sequential
process, diachronically, we could say. But also synchronically, as we can
perceive, since the beginning of his poetical production, an obsession with time.
Time, obviously a haunting presence in our own lives, is also a very crucial
theme in Bob Dylan’s work; we find in his texts a constant and recurring sense
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of time passing and of the temporariness of life; of, ultimately, time ending in
death. Critics in the sixties, at the dawn of his popularity, immediately noted
in the twenty-one years old singer who looked like a Chaplin tramp, with a
flair for the comedic, a dense dialogue with death in his texts. And this did
not change over time.

The issue I'd like to raise here is twofold: 1) time, caught in its
fugacity and elusiveness, is a fopos in Dylan’s repertoire, and 2) time, in
its mutability, brings us face-to-face with contradictory entanglements: it
always changes, but also relies on some fixities; it’s doomed to end but
urges us onto eternity.

Praised be the Holy Ocean of Eternity

Praised be I writing, dead already, & dead again.
Praised be the Non-ending

(Jack Kerouac, “228th Chorus”, Mexico City Blues)

2. “You Got Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow All in the Same Room, and
There’s Very Little You Can’t Imagine Happening”

These words uttered by Bob Dylan are drawn from the documentary movie
No Direction Home, by Martin Scorsese (2005). They seem appropriate to
encapsulate Dylan’s titanic notion of time: one can squeeze time “all in the
same room,” and give it a physical and graspable dimension by way of our
imagination. In addition, after watching the movie by Todd Haynes, I'/n Not
There (2007), one can infer that Bob Dylan, by “not being there,” not only
does want to escape us—perhaps embodying that umbeimlichkeit agency
which tortures his consciousness—but even forces us to reconsider time in
terms of space, and vice-versa, creating an almost inextricable fusion between
the two elements: a “dylaniated,” torn, centrifugal presence, absence and
recurrence of time; thus doing, he proposes the possibility of dying more than
once, existing for a longer stretch than a life’s span. Very aptly so, the film
I'm Not There aims at representing the possibility, for us humans (or should
we rather say, demigods?), of postulating multiple existences repeatedly
reproducing in a process of self-gemination, as does indeed occur in the movie
I'm Not There.

A different view of time, as conceived by Dylan, seems to spring from
Scorsese’s work, where in the first frames the insistence on a black and white
landscape, of an almost Zen quality—leafless trees with naked branches in
winter in a snowy blurred atmosphere constituting the background to Bob
Dylan’s interview—confronts us with the artist’s attempt to impede the
inexorable flux of time in its relentless movement: “Time . . . You can do a
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lot of things that seem to make time stand still . . . But of course, you know,
no one can do that.”

The musical background to these words is a sad folk tune, sung in a slow
rhythm by Black voices. All these elements evoke a utopian sense of the fixity
of time, here transfixed in its the eternal duel with temporality. Time challen-
ges itself and the mad human aspiration of making “time stand still” persists;
and if not stopping time, at least making it last longer, stretching it, making it
repeat itself, over and over and over again. This is, perhaps, the intention of
“not being there,” that is somehow equal to “being everywhere”; not being
in only one place and time might imply the possibility of being in more than
one place or time; and if time eludes us, we can always run after it and try to
catch it, make it return in a sort of “eternal circle” like the homonymous song
by Dylan.

3. “I'm Not There”

Appropriately, the movie I'm Not there (“I'm Not There” is the name
of a famously elusive, unreleased track from Dylan’s famed Basement Tapes
sessions, recorded with The Band in Woodstock in 1967 while he was
recuperating from his motorcycle crash, but the title also evokes Rimbaud’s
famous line: “I is another”) starts with his epitaph, and the epitaph concerns
his six lives, narrated by one elusive persona, Arthur, whose voice we only
hear off-screen. As we read in the press release of the film, presented at the
Venice Mostra del cinema (September 2007):

I’'m Not There is an unconventional journey into the life and times of Bob Dylan. Six
actors portray Dylan as a series of shifting personae—from the public to the private to the
fantastical—weaving together a rich and colourful portrait of this ever-elusive American
icon. Poet, prophet, outlaw, fake, star of electricity, rock and roll martyr, born again
Christian—seven identities braided together, seven organs pumping through one life story,
as dense and vibrant as the era it inspired.

Arthur, representing the renegade symbolist poet, serves as the film’s
narrating voice, interrogated by a nameless commission as to the motivations,
subversive undercurrents, and political misreading of his work. It clearly aims
at showing the influence that Arthur Rimbaud, as rebel and “maudit” poet,
had on Dylan (and not just on him, actually, in the rock scenario). Here,
Arthur responds in quotes from Dylan’s famous 1965 interviews and his witty,
ironic responses provide counterpoint to the chapters in a life that begins
to unfurl. On the other hand, Woody, the second persona, is a precocious
train-hopper who embodies Dylan’s youthful aspirations, when he imitated
Woody Guthrie’s persona and the tales of the Dust Bowl troubadour. The
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third character is Jack, the artist achieving success, “singing about his own
time” and spearheading the protest-music scene of early sixties Greenwich
Village with his original compositions, strident performances and high-profile
LPs. Here, in fact, the period of The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan and The Times
They Are A-Changin’ is portrayed. As the devouring public divines a social
and political consciousness in his lyrics, Jack severs ties with his “message”
in a bizarre retreat from both his lover and folk singing champions. In this
respect, the real life of Bob Dylan mixes with the fictional plot unravelling in
the movie.

The fourth character is Robbie, a New York actor and motorcycle enthusiast,
racing to counter-culture fame with his performance in a 1965 film biography.
His troubled sentimental relationships are chronicled against the background
turmoil of the Vietnam War as experienced in Greenwich Village.

Jude is perhaps the most interesting character in I’ Not There, primarily
because of Cate Blanchett’s interpretation. The female portrait of the male
hero, shocking his audience for the “electric turn” of Highway 61 Revisited
and Blonde on Blonde, is at once disorienting and reappropriating. The
amphetamine-fuelled persona, increasingly nihilistic, infuriates the protest-
music folk-guard; but, on the other hand, interestingly enough, in No
Direction Home, Scorsese—covering the same period by inserting cuts from
the BBC documentaries of those times—shows that Dylan considered those
“songs” “American music” and “still protest songs.” In the film, his new
sound attracts Allen Ginsberg and other poets of international fame, as it did
in real life.

The remaining characters in I'm Not There represent other sides of Dylan’s
personality, from his religious beliefs and conversion to Christianity in the
late seventies—inspiring albums such as Slow Train Coming, Saved, and Shot
of Love—to the enigmatic arrival in the metaphoric town of Riddle, in a sort
of Billy the Kid disguise.

Far from creating a straight biopic, in I'm Not There Todd Haynes meant
to reproduce Dylan’s creative history through his songs, writing, films and
interviews. The director confesses that he discovered how change—radical,
personal, artistic change—has defined the artist’s life; the only way to convey
it was to dramatize it, distilling the life and the oeuvre into a series of separate
selves and stories. The six characters who ultimately emerge seem to encompass
the dominant themes and instincts that have informed Dylan’s life and canon
of work. Exploding any one preconceived notion about Dylan’s personality
into diversified personae, seeing him from both inside and outside, the film
aims at representing the embodiment of American conflicts, rebellions and
traditions, all at the same time. Therefore, we can summarize the articulation
of time in the movie into the following distinct temporal layers:
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1. temporal levels intertwining, intersecting, overlapping in flashbacks,
interruptions, sudden abruptions;

2. duplicity of temporal levels by overlapping true and false elements; faked
and facsimile interviews mixing history with fiction;

3. insertion of time-resembling events narrated with an aura of fixity and
a-historicity;

4. excess of temporally depicting details reaching the opposite effect of
temporal estrangement;

5. hysterical, not historical, character/s.

4. Time Out of Mind

Bob Dylan seems to be, simultaneously, inside and outside time: a real,
living person, still performing on stage today (anyone who saw him perform
on his recent European tour can confirm his absolute persisting charisma; he
may be a historical figure for what he has represented in the past, but he is
also a permanent symbol of revolutionary hopes for the future). He is a singer
who has been received by presidents and popes: on January 17, 1993, Bob
Dylan performed for Bill Clinton on the new President’s first day in the White
House, singing “Chimes of Freedom” in a very fast country version. The
President appeared very amused. On September 27, 1997, Dylan was at the
Bologna Congresso Eucaristico, invited by Pope Giovanni Paolo II, and sang
“A Hard Rain is Gonna Fall,” “Forever Young,” and, of course, “Knockin’
on Heaven’s Door,” before an audience of 200,000.

Fully immersed in the spirit of his own time, he has also been ahead of it,
anticipating it. His protest songs are set in the very early sixties, in a precise
historical moment in time, but they have also never-ending value because they
did shape the consciousness of the “rebel” and iconoclast hero, indelibly so.

It is obvious that Dylan’s being “bound for glory” also emerges from an
urge to defeat time. In his “Song to Woody” (1962) he projects into the life of
his spiritual father, Woody Guthrie: talking about the world he says: “it looks
like it’s dying and it’s hardly been born.”

Dylan plays on contradictions in his pronouncements about time: “my
present situation precedes past,” “it took me a long time to become young”
(both quotations are from the movie No Direction Home); “ah but I was
so much older then / I’'m younger than that now” (“My Back Pages,”
in Another Side of Bob Dylan, 1964); “Forever Young” (Planet Waves,
1974), etc.

On March 28®*, 2004, performing at t