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introduction

The parts of this book represent three longstanding interests: the common history of the Americas, here projected through “speech and expression”; the political cultures of Anglo and Latin America and the ideologies they bring to flower; and the Latin American mote, which impairs vision in the Anglo-American eye. The last concern underlies the other two even though my handling of it in part III is informal, at moments ludic. These essays are not to be taken as fresh excavations nor as conclusive pronouncements. They simply reconnoiter grounds for departure. My ideal audience would be fellow North Americans who find the platitudes of the academic and political marketplaces indigestible and might be wondering what America, latu sensu, is all about. Ironically, my writings on these themes have found wider ventilation in Latin America itself, perhaps owing to mental blockages, reviewed in chapter 5, that one encounters in grooming our own “Latin Americanists.”

To start with the hemispheric theme, the hazards of mending or transcending the north-south breach in “American” historiography using tradition recipes were evident in Herbert Eugene Bolton’s 1932 presidential address to the American Historical Association, where, despite a plea for fresh research and a “new framework,” his prolegomena to an “Epic of Greater America” did little more than to juxtapose conventional national histories. A sharp dissent came from the Mexican neo-Hegelian historian Edmundo O’Gorman, who in 1939 criticized Bolton’s “well-intentioned leveling vision” and his sympathy for “what—for causes baffling all reason—is called nowadays the Good Neighbor policy.” This could only produce “a history devoid of the human element, a detailed chronicle of a huge organism indifferent to its salvation or to its perdition.” O’Gorman insisted that Bolton demonstrate a spiritual force coercive of inter-American unity: “He must prove as historical reality the existence of an American culture, one specifically American.” Until then his objective would remain “a beautiful, fallacious illusion.”1

Since Bolton, fresh trails have been blazed toward a more coherent vision of Greater America. A modest sampling would include Leopoldo Zea’s América en la historia (America in history, 1957; followed by more books on the theme), a study in dual marginalization purporting to show Latin America as a trailing edge, and Anglo America as a leading edge, of the tide of Western history; J. L. Abellán’s La idea de América: origen y evolución (The idea of America: origin and evolution, 1972), which traces the evolution of the idea of hemispheric America through the writings of essayists and philosophers of both Americas; Alfred Crosby’s The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (1972), a study of disease, foodstuffs, and demography in the transatlantic encounter; Hugh Honour’s The New Golden Land: European Images of America from the Discoveries to the Present Time (1975), richly illustrated from testimony of the visual arts; Antonello Gerbi’s The Dispute of the New World: The History of a Polemic, 1750–1900 (1955, trans. 1973), which examines transatlantic controversies over the virtues of the American environment and civilization; and America in Europe: A History of the New World in Reverse (1975, trans. 1986), wherein Germán Arciniegas sportively catalogues innovative and renovative influences of the New World on the Old.

These authors erect a grand proscenium for my ruminations; yet their intentions are not quite my own. They deal less with the process of Americanization than with two-way transatlantic influence and “impact”; flows of people, disease, and commodities; or reciprocal images. An exception is Leopoldo Zea, who with his philosophic mentors and colleagues of the 1950s dropped salient clues as to the meaning of Americanism in their quest for an “ontology” of New World civilization. But here two problems arise. First, the ontologists deal in general categories, while the historian is hostage to emanations from time and place. Second, ontological musings favor the counterpoint between Protestant and Catholic versions of Americanization against common process. Part II addresses this counterpoint, with some attention to the sociology of religion. First, however, we bring commonalities to the fore, favoring the situational over the genetic axis.

For our hemisphere, situation (Americanization) is more elusive than genesis (transatlantic legacies), and Part I offers only two gateways. One is language. Because teachers from England influenced my early schooling and, later on, peninsular speakers introduced me to Spanish and Portuguese, I was intrigued in my first hemispheric travels by what had happened to European languages overseas. Language changes (or archaic retentions), I surmised, might reflect shared responses to circumstance in New World language areas, signifying a human condition that underlies, or modulates, the notorious political and economic disparities. I explored the matter in an essay of 1955 and continued to squirrel away notes. Linguistic research that began appearing in the 1960s reinforced and refined my hunches. My chapter “Language in America” is not for specialists but for those who may wonder how language study might illuminate more orthodox realms of historiography.

If languages of whole societies are a panoramic lens, the single writer offers a prism. In 1980 the U.S. cultural affairs office in Rio asked me to help devise a symposium on modernism in Brazil and the United States. As the meeting took shape I saw that I must not participate as a Brazilianist, for my Brazilian colleagues were far more knowledgeable; nor could I tackle a North American theme, for I lacked the credentials of the eminent visitors from “American Studies.” So I headed for the no man’s land of comparison. It was easy to choose Oswald and Mário de Andrade as Brazilian spokesmen for the “American idea” at the moment of stocktaking in the 1920s. But who were their North American counterparts? For reasons developed in chapter 2, which has grown from my original notes, I lit on William Carlos Williams to pair with Oswald and T. S. Eliot to pair with Mário. The four produced a cat’s cradle for interweaving four private versions of the Americas and Europe at the modernist moment, when both retrospective and prospective vistas came naturally.

Part II deals with the political legacy of Ibero, or “Latin,” America and, less frontally, that of Anglo America. Chapter 3 builds from fragments of essays published between 1954 and 1964, while chapter 4, written and revised recently, moves beyond its simplified Weberian scaffolding. When I began teaching in 1949, I found the Anglo-Atlantic categories of political experience customarily applied to Latin America to be inappropriate or even irrelevant. Because a budding Latin Americanist in those years taught more courses on Europe than in his specialty, I had the opportunity, denied the “desk officers” of contemporary academe, to reflect on the great European ideologists. One day it struck me that the tension between order and liberty stressed by English theorists such as Hobbes and Locke was less salient in the Ibero-American world. Here a rather different polarity set the moral precepts for a hierocratic yet communitarian society against the amoral requirements for state-building. To illustrate this second binomial I juxtaposed St. Thomas Aquinas and Machiavelli, suggesting in an essay of 1954 that they might be emblematic for Latin America. Only later did I discover that neo-Thomism had indeed won acceptance in early modern Spain and was soon in head-on conflict with Machiavellian doctrine.

In 1964 I proposed that the Thomist and Machiavellian persuasions might be modernized, or generalized, by translation into the Weberian categories of patrimonial and charismatic rule. Although I now tried to rectify my earlier ahistoricism, I could still be criticized for applying ideal types from on high. Clarifying a historical situation did not mean clarifying historical process. In recasting these early papers I have respected my original intention to provide markers for successive forms of Latin American governance while refining my use of Weber’s political categories, particularly his characterization of the legal-bureaucratic state. Weberian nomenclature, I now see, serves not simply to identify forms of political legitimation but also to trace the pervasive if, in the Latin American case, irresolute process of social and economic rationalization. Neo-Marxian diagnoses of the 1960s and 1970s helped to energize, or historicize, Weber’s ideal types.

The proper test, however, for what academic retailers pigeonhole as the “historicocultural interpretation” is not how obediently it collapses into the energetic, managerial outlooks of economic history, interest-group calculus, world-system theory, and the like. It must be judged not by the “policy” and “prediction” criteria of our instrumental world but by its own methods and purposes and within appropriate temporal horizons. With this in mind I published a short book in Spanish entitled El espejo de Próspero (Prospero’s mirror, 1982; a Portuguese version appeared in Brazil in 1988), wherein I tried to lend greater historical credibility to the schematic neo-Thomist and Hobbesian constructs of the polity. On one hand these constructs are traced to common origins in the twelfth century; on the other the markedly fresh accents that each has received in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are noted. Chapters 3 and 4 in this volume, although they stand on their own, are in effect the prologue and epilogue to El espejo.

Adoption of a more generous time perspective was intended to dispel the notions either that culture seen historically refers to an ornamental “style” of thought and behavior or that it hangs as a deterministic millstone around the neck of civilization. Cultural interpretation should in fact delve to ultimate rationales for social action, to premises of inmost belief. It must explore a realm of dialectic, a matrix for improvisation in time of quandary. The difficulty of the industrial West in dealing with the rest of the world, or of the United States in dealing with Latin America, has to do not only with economic and military asymmetries but also with an ambiguity at the heart of Western culture. For while Western arts, science, and philosophy have laid forceful claims to universal authority, we use the word culture to differentiate the ways and outlooks of a tribalized world. Terms such as “progress,” “evolution,” “development,” “empiricism,” “ethnicity,” and even “history” in its general usage spring from cultural imaginings of the West and may have highly uncertain relation with the bulk of human experience. Yet this arsenal of notions, cast in a language of universalism and possessing awesome instrumental power, has had the ironic effect of blinding its acolytes to the facts of the global case. In short, the West is increasingly parochialized by its own universalistic pretensions. For Latin America, attuned to an older West as well as to the post-Hobbesian, -Cartesian, and -Galilean one and responsive to persistent survivals of Amerindian and African origin, the ideological challenge is dizzying. Chapter 3 explores a facet of this challenge in the section “The Uncertain Headway of Rationalization.”

Chapter 4 plants the question “Whither ideology?” in less historicist fashion. Its point of departure is the confrontation, not between Aquinas and Hobbes, but between the pluralist polities of today’s Latin America and the hyperrationalized Western ones. Facing the existential present, we here demote history from a conditioning to a contextual role. We address the future not by renovating inherited categories but by scouting fresh grounds for discourse. European ideologues of the past become interesting not for their axioms and therapies but for their strategies for reconceptualizing experience in times of trouble. Events of recent decades dictate a return to fundamentals. This period has allowed us to see more clearly what survives from “tradition” as a usable past. It has demonstrated the promise and limits of rationalization, whether in Anglo-empiricist, Weberian, or Marxist versions. It has led us to take seriously the indeterminacy principle embraced by the “marvelous realists” of Latin American fiction. Most of all, it has initiated rediscovery of the people as the foundation of the polity.

Part III addresses the north-south transaction in an autobiographical mode. Chapters 5 and 6 each offer three successive snapshots rather than a summation informed by pontifical hindsight. Some readers, moreover, may be more interested in chance points of traction than in a contrived outcome. “On Grooming Latin Americanists” accompanies Latin American studies in our country since the early 1960s. The first section considers the field as a whole, the second the historians’ guild, the third the Brazilianists’ guild. As personal statements they may say more of my own shifting enthusiasms than of the development of “the field.” They are not state-of-the-art reports. Moreover they reflect my critical views of academe itself, wherein Latin American studies occupies a tiny corner. Any national establishment of higher learning has cultural limitations, and one can scarcely ask a sector of it to soar far above them. My hunch, however, is that the Latin Americanist constituency might stretch its wings a bit wider. Although my account may be too personal, even dyspeptic, it at least opens a peephole on the universal process of academic bureaucratization. The direct message, however, is that Latin American studies might take fewer leads from scholastic nitpickers, policy pundits, and the academic dropouts who staff foundations and endowments and devote more thought to an international enterprise for a Third World “critical sociology” in the fashion of, say, the Frankfurt school.

The first two sections of “Puerto Rico: Eternal Crossroads” are pièces d’occasion written during my four years at the University of Puerto Rico between 1956 and 1961. They plunge headlong into two lively debates in the terms wherein they were then cast: the issues of Puerto Rican “identity” and of “localism” versus “universalism” in university education. On the identity question I was attacked from one side by the American geographer Earl P. Hanson, a staunch defender of Commonwealth status, Operation Bootstrap, and the U.S. connection, and from the other by the accomplished Puerto Rican playwright and essayist René Marqués, who assured me that nationalists and independentistas were healthy, sound, and sure of their identity for having recognized the United States as villainous. Both scolded me as an imported social-science “expert” who was blind to the cultural stamina and achievements of the islanders. On education I came out better. The university was associated with “universalism” (whether the hit-and-run research of U.S. social scientists or the Orteguian philosophy endorsed by Rector Jaime Benítez), while both the Commonwealth government and the nationalists who figured in its cultural programs, with allies in the university’s humanities departments, favored local Puerto Rican inspiration. The Caribbean and Latin American contexts fell between these stools, as I discovered in organizing an Institute of Caribbean Studies at the university. In any case my defense of university autonomy won me favor with Don Jaime, while my conciliatory stand on the local-universal issue raised few hackles. It was the “identity” piece that drew fire, along with occasional smirks.

In 1973 I was recruited to chaperone a Yale College seminar on Puerto Rican history and politics, where my Puerto Rican and Third World constituency insisted that I had dealt with symptoms and not causes. I confessed that I had accepted the controversies as I found them and was reluctant to embrace the strenuous Manichean dialectic proposed in the late 1960s to resolve them. By then, however, new formulations were in gestation. My 1984 review of Raymond Carr’s Puerto Rico: A Colonial Experiment, reprinted here as “Embarrassing Colony,” allowed me to retrace the evolution of the island’s status dilemma as context for my early reflections. For all the sagacity of Professor Carr’s diagnosis, I found it locked into familiar premises of the fifties. Neither, it now seems to me, is Puerto Rico a “special” Caribbean case—for each case is special—nor, consequently, do I now find “status” or cultural schizophrenia or “docility” or colonialism (unless one speaks of internal colonialism) to be pivotal issues. The matter at hand is identity (a shopworn term, alas), which is to arise from beneath and not percolate from above. At the conclusion of “Embarrassing Colony” I briefly reinterpret Antonio S. Pedreira’s “insularist” thesis of 1934, where the identity argument took hold, and then review recent departures in social science, liberation theology, literature, and the national-character essay. These are the openings toward which I was groping so many years ago, for they disclose the path to nationhood, indeed the present reality of nationhood, within the Latin American and Caribbean families.

Finally comes McLuhanaíma, a spoof on Mário de Andrade’s classic Brazilian parody Macunaíma, often invoked in these pages. On the dubious evidence of its colophon, some claim that I wrote McLuhanaíma. In the improbable event that I was the author (or at least the amanuensis, for the text is ancient and predates Macunaíma, the very text it satirizes) the composition could be fixed at 1975–76, when I codirected a seminar on modernism at Yale and profited from the literary exegeses of the gifted Brazilian scholar Iumna Maria Simon. Whatever the authorial facts of the case, the anonymous bard was clearly indignant that only southern lands should lay claim to marvelous realism and mythic heroes. The north is fully as entitled to such treasures. The “Brazilianist” whom the tale immortalizes is, in the final analysis, both mythopoeic and in a prosaic sense marvelous.

Predictably, McLuhanaíma fell prey to the very academic establishment it aimed to reprimand. Once it was published by the “Ontarisota University Press,” a polemic over its authorship erupted in the prestigious Jornal do Brasil. The saga was shortly reprinted in the elitist Brazilian review Almanaque. It is available on microfiches through the U.S. Library of Congress, is featured in the fiftieth-year critical edition of Macunaíma, figures in a graduate syllabus in a Brazilian university, is acclaimed by a British anthropologist as a prime target for structuralist analysis, and is quoted at length in a footnote to an erudite article in the Latin American Research Review. Like the anthropophagous Brazilian Indians, academe consumes its enemies and absorbs their powers. In any case, McLuhanaíma fits here because it expresses more directly and painlessly than the preceding chapters what I suppose this book to be about. Or, if the book has fallen short, this could be taken as a playful exercise in self-mockery, a consolation prize for both the reader and myself. Eleven polyglot editors have helped to reupholster the primitive manuscript (actually a Stone Age tape recording), but to have Englished every term and clarified every reference would have taken decades. Let me simply say that although the word brincar signifies “to play,” the natives give it a more saucy meaning that goes beyond even the connotations of “to frolic.” Any remaining difficulties will be found quite as superable as those of Finnegan’s Wake.

The question remains as to the “point of view” informing this collection of rather capacious—some might say capricious—essays. Being a historian rather than a philosopher, however, I feel no special obligation to affirm a “position.” My understanding is that historians, like novelists, work best when their premises are in large measure subliminal, although they should unfold over the decades. They are not fixed backgammon rules. That is why I have preserved my concerns and formulations of the 1950s alongside my current notions. When one is younger, one is more audacious and assertive; when one (this one at least) is older, one is more allusive and playful, for one still harbors the original “project” yet perceives its limitations and commands more fully a discourse of attenuation. Within chapters 5 and 6 my early and later statements are simply wrapped as sandwiches. In chapter 1 I have fused them. In chapters 3 and 4 they confront each other as two different but not antithetical ways of relating Iberian political traditions to the contemporary scene—a genetic, governing relation, as I first conceived it, and a permissive, potentially innovative relation, as I now conceive it. In chapter 2, written recently, my sources forced me to be more explicit. It comes out in the final section on fancy and imagination. Here my two pairs of poets led me to acknowledge two ways of construing the historical experience of the New World and perhaps of history in general: one as a “horticultural” im- or transplantation of seeds, shoots, and grafts that requires a linear view of time and a chaperoned view of causality with “identity” as the ultima Thule; the other as a baroque or Baudelairean vision of “correspondences” that allow transtemporal, transcausal juxtapositions and mediations to reveal ancient, continuously self-renewing identities. I was nurtured on the former vision, but the latter now peeps out from each chapter and directly inspires McLuhanaíma. Were the book to be reworked a decade hence, the precarious balance might no longer prevail. I might by then have moved farther toward the conceits of the Cuban writer José Lezama Lima in his La expresión americana (The expression of America, 1957), purposely omitted from my initial list of Americanists. Lezama concentrates on Ibero, Indo, and Afro America, but with a significant final nod toward Whitman, Melville, and Gershwin, which is quite enough to bring Anglo America fully on stage. He sees history as a play of magnetic fields, not a machine that cranks out link sausages.





 

Part I

Speech and Expression

The best way to approach America, no doubt, is through contemplation of man’s stumbling but inspired progress toward knowledge of the planet’s whole configuration.… What could be more dramatic than myth resolving into history?

—Alfonso Reyes





 

one

language in america

There was an Englishman in our compartment, and he complimented me on—on what? But you would never guess. He complimented me on my English. He said Americans in general did not speak the English language as correctly as I did. I said I was obliged to him for his compliment, since I knew he meant it for one, but that I was not fairly entitled to it, for I did not speak English at all—I only spoke American.

—Mark Twain

I would rediscover the secret of great speech and great combustions. I would say storm. I would say river. I would say tornado. I would say leaf. I would say tree.… I would roll words like mad horses like fresh children like clotted milk … like precious stones buried so deep as to daunt miners. Whoever couldn’t understand me couldn’t understand the roaring of a tiger.

—Aimé Césaire

The word binds us to the whole of past history and, at the same time, mirrors the totality of the present.

—Karl Mannheim

Orientations

A frontal assault on the career of languages in the New World since the advent of Europeans begs for strategic or conceptual orientation. I have played with the topic for years, absorbing fragments of assorted theory en route, but only recently have I come to see that my model, had I had one, would have been Bakhtin. This prefatory section attempts a synopsis of his linguistic ideas and, more briefly, of predecessors whose notions he disputed. I do not claim, however, that I have honed my exposition to his precepts: first, because his writings became available only after my view of the topic had nearly jelled; second, because I glean information from scholars whose intellectual positions, if any, are often sectarian; and third, because a Bakhtinian treatment would require the understandings of a closely trained disciple. Yet if I have not hewed to Bakhtin’s principles on every count, I like to think that my intentions are loosely consistent with his view of linguistic change.

Language generously examined in its cadence and timbre, lexicon and syntax, idiom and imagery, offers the historian some of his richest clues to social experience. For language registers the full round of a people’s activity and outlook; it enshrines traditions and accommodates affairs of the moment; it is used and molded by all, plebe and patrician, illiterate and scholar; it transcribes society in diffuse panorama and angular detail. At any historical moment language is heteroglot from top to bottom. It represents coexistence of socioideological contradictions between present and past, among past epochs, among today’s ideological groups, among tendencies, schools, and circles, all given in tangible form. Sartre observed that the standard instructions of common life are not self-acting: they must inform spontaneous projections toward personal ends. Language is the paramount example where vivid personal intention transcends the rule, yet only from foundation in usage. Family, class, and shared culture shape one’s prospects while fostering transcendence. From such contexts private assertion shapes the human species. Language, consequently, is fashioned not by laws but from use.1

Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767–1835) was perhaps the first to explore in some depth the relationship of language to collective experience. Language, he believed, mirrors the parts and the whole of man’s spiritual energy; nothing human is foreign to language. Thus: “In itself language is not a work (ergon) but an activity (energeia). Its true definition may therefore only be genetic. It is after all the continual intellectual effort to make the articulated sound capable of expressing thought. In a rigorous sense, this is the definition of speech in each given case. Essentially, however, only the totality of this speaking can be regarded as the language.”2

A successor in Humboldt’s tradition was Karl Vossler (1872–1949), who from an idealist, antipositivist outlook proposed that the speech act is subjective re-creation by single speakers and that language grows from private usage. He held, for example, that the appearance of the partitive article in late medieval France reflected a calculating and materialist commercial mentality. (See also below, this chapter.) The division made by Ferdinand Saussure (1857–1913) between langue and parole may seem to place him in this same tradition. As commonly accepted, his terms distinguish a cultural artifact (language) from a speaker’s idiosyncratic use of it (utterance). Thus the French language seen as embodying French rationalism and esprit de système would represent ergon or langue, while French spoken by a Breton peasant or Canadian habitant or American tourist is energeia or parole and may have little in common with langue.

If Vossler and Saussure employed comparable terminologies, however, they did so from different premises and with different intents. The critique of both schools gave Mikhail Bakhtin (1895–1975) and his circle their point d’appui for dialectical transcendence. The Vosslerian and Saussurean trends Bakhtin characterized as individualist subjectivism and abstract objectivism. The former derived from Humboldt and the ethos of German romanticism; the latter had more diffuse sources in Cartesian rationalism and the universal grammar of Leibniz. Neither, Bakhtin claimed, captured the intricate process of linguistic change. The subjectivists understood language as activity, a protean outcome of individual speech acts. Its laws are those of individual psychology, and its creative sources are akin to those of art. For Vossler linguistic thought was poetic thought, and the facts of grammar were born as facts of style. Language as a product (ergon), or a system needed as a pedagogical instrument, is therefore the inert crust, the hardened lava, of linguistic creativity.

Abstract objectivism accepts language as a system of phonetic, grammatical, and lexical forms. Language study centers here not on an eternal flow of unreplicable speech acts but on the stationary linguistic rainbow, a normative canon, overarching the stream. Vossler’s inert linguistic crust becomes the target for study, and the language system suffers divorce from its history. For Saussure language was a stable, prescriptive system of forms. Its laws applied within a closed system, untainted by ideological values. Private speech acts were fortuitous variations or distortions. Thus there was no common ground for analyzing a system of language and its development. The detritus of language was not its codified norms but its private, idiosyncratic manifestations.3

Attempts have been made to soften the ergon-energeia or language-utterance dualism. Noam Chomsky replaced Saussure’s langue and parole with the terms “competence” and “performance” to allow space for the “rule-governed creativity” of everyday language use. For the dichotomy Coseriu advocates the triad system-norm-speech. The speaker has available a language system, but what imposes itself is the norm of a community (social, geographical, professional, generational). In speech the speaker may draw on the system to depart from the norm. He may even be imitated and thus change the norm. Eventually, shifts in the norm may tilt the system. Or again, Hjelmslev offers the quadrinomial schema-norm-usage-parole. Parole is individual utterance outside the system; usage is a statistical regularity; the norm lies beyond individual choice and is represented by rules; and schema, at the most abstract level, defines relational features without reference to phonic substance. Depending on how one interprets or modifies Saussure, his langue-parole split can occur at any one of three points along Hjelmslev’s series.4

The issue Bakhtin raised, however, is not that of terminology and taxonomy but the very nature of language. Against what he called the monologic vision of both abstract objectivism and subjectivism he opposed a dialogic imagination. Saussure’s philologist is the worse culprit, for he becomes the priest who decodes secret scripts and disseminates what comes down from tradition. His linguistics originates in an ancient text, a final monologic utterance, seen not as inserted in a historical polemic but as divorced from context. The baseline is a dead, alien language with the philologist as its passive curator. Stable identity of linguistic forms takes precedence over mutability, the abstract over the concrete, systematization over messy historical context, ingredients over the whole, refusal to conceptualize over generative process. His history of language is like a history of clothing that neglects fashion or taste to provide “a chronologically and geographically arranged list of buttons, clasps, stockings, hats, and ribbons.”5

At the other extreme, the Vosslerian persuasion is also monologic, because it took private utterance as ultimate reality. This was a romanticist reaction against the alien word and its categories of thought. The impulse was to rebel against neoclassicism, to recast linguistic thought using a native language as a seedbed for new ideas and awareness. This theory was monologic from the viewpoint not of the passive, uninvolved philologist but of a speaker whose own utterance was the sole authority for individual consciousness, ambitions, intentions, tastes, and creative promptings.

The two positions illuminate issues at stake in the “dilemma” of New World intellectuals, which we shall examine next. Bakhtin’s dialogic response to Saussure and Vossler therefore has implications for Americanization, while the linguistic focus sometimes yields greater specificity and more precise arguability than one encounters in the domains of social institutions and history of ideas. Bakhtin shelved the question of formal versus private or spontaneous language by declaring that the proper subject for study was communication, not language.6 Saussure, he said, had taken language (langue) and utterance (parole) as the constituent parts of speech (langage), but he found speech such a hodgepodge that it could not support linguistic analysis. “We must put both feet on the ground of language,” Saussure wrote, “and use language as the norm of all other manifestations of speech.” Only language lends itself to independent definition and provides “a fulcrum that satisfies the mind.”7

For Bakhtin utterance was not a holiday from system. He in fact recognized no operative system in Saussure’s synchronic sense. Language is the perpetual creation of speakers. Their contribution, however, is not private but addressed to another or others, even in thought or soliloquy. (Later we shall adduce a fully socialized case of this “addressivity” with the example of Caribbean creole speakers, who in any exchange tacitly agree on a level of creolized speech that is within the range of both and fits the protocols of the occasion.) Every human utterance is unique, and meaning as purveyed in dictionaries lacks meaning unless it is informed by context and theme. Yet this uniqueness is not a gratuitous emanation of sheer volition. An “individual speech act” is a contradiction in terms. What underlies and governs meaning Bakhtin called heteroglossia, a base condition that ensures the primacy of context over text. At any time or place a set of conditions—social, historical, meteorological, physiological—ensures that a word uttered in those circumstances “will have a meaning different than it would have under any other conditions; all utterances are heteroglot in that they are functions of a matrix of forces practically impossible to recoup, and therefore impossible to resolve.”8

On this definition language assumes a political connotation of freedom because it works against imposed forms in favor of a scattered but powerful array of social forces that condition both the speech act and the discourse it employs. Linguistic signs in themselves—apart from consecrated systems of art, ethics, and law—become a form of “behavioral” ideology, creating an “atmosphere of unsystematized and unfixed inner and outer speech which endows our every instance of behavior and action and our every ‘conscious’ state with meaning.”9 The proposition that anyone who speaks thereby creates, Holquist has said, is possibly the most radical implication of Bakhtin’s thought. The differences between Rabelais or Dostoevsky, whom he studied closely, and the common folk are therefore great but not absolute. Their discourse sheds light on activity that involves us all. Just as Freud studied abnormal patients to understand normal behavior, so Bakhtin studied exemplary authors. In what follows, similarly, I draw no sharp line between “popular” speech and the linguistic usage or concerns of literary figures such as James, Borges, Alencar, Mário de Andrade, Martínez Estrada, Cooper, Whitman, Arguedas, Brathwaite, Eliot, and others. I blur the “cardinal distinctions between written and spoken texts and aesthetic versus non-aesthetic use of language.”10

Because I claim no theoretical pretensions for this essay, let me merely indicate certain categories of linguistic study that may serve as a guide to what follows: theory of language or general linguistics (the study of speech latu sensu), historical linguistics (the study of discrete languages), grammar (the study of a specific language system), cultural history (the study of a language norm or sociocultural tradition), and esthetics (judgment on the expressive originality of a speaker). In asking what has happened to language in the Americas, this essay centers on cultural history, with forays into historical linguistics, grammar, and esthetics. Humboldt’s notion of energeia remains useful, for we are concerned here, as Bakhtin would have wished us to be, with language as energy or activity, not language as canon or as dialect.

The Dilemma of the Intellectuals

Because language in Humboldt’s Europe was identified as a prime condiment of nationhood, scholars and literati soon rephrased his concerns by adding political overtones. Humboldt’s studies led him far beyond the Indo-European family to Chinese, Malay, Semitic, and the Amerindian tongues, whereas the interest of many successors centered on the languages of western Europe and on how they revealed the “genius” of prominent or emergent nations. The identification of language with nation became so strong as to shape the self-image of peoples, strategies of leaders, and political demarcations of the continent.11

In the New World the language-national genius equation was problematical. It was, after all, bothersome for an American nation of the past century to look for its soul in a language inherited from a colonial power. This was particularly so in Spanish America, where nearly a score of countries shared the same mother tongue. No less perplexing was the case of bilingual Canada.12

Linguistic nationalism is further challenged in the New World by those who cherish language as an artifact and protest its “corruption” by American energies. In his Bryn Mawr address of 1905 Henry James voiced this apprehension eloquently if, for modern taste, a bit superciliously. Whereas languages in Europe, he observed, grew up in the ancestral circle, their migrations all comfortably prehistoric, the English language in America is an “unfriended heroine,” left to run wild and lose its way, disjoined from associations, from those “other presences” that helped form its style and genius. Delivered to public schools and newspapers, to “Dutchman and Dago,” English in America surrendered its active, tidy tone for a slack, passive one. The resultant “slobber of disconnected vowel noises” is relieved by indiscriminate use of the letter r, a kind of impulse toward “consonantal recovery of balance” that gives the effect of “morose grinding of the back teeth.”13

For all his fastidiousness, James entertained the deeply serious concern that hackneyed or slipshod ways of speech obstruct the faculty for expression. For James, to speak well was, in the final analysis, not to adopt the accent of high society but to perceive freshly, to speak “under the influence of observation—your own.” One supposes him to evince admiration for an expressive regional accent when he reminds us that Basil Ransom, the Mississippian in The Bostonians, “prolonged his consonants and swallowed his vowels, that he was guilty of elisions and interpolations which were equally unexpected, and that his discourse was pervaded by something sultry and vast, something almost African in its rich, basking tone, a something that suggested the teeming expanse of the cotton-field.” The quarrel between purists and nativists, longstanding in all American countries, reduces to this question whether the transplanted languages have lost power and precision for conveying new messages or whether those very messages are to reinvigorate language.

In The American Language H. L. Mencken vividly documents the war for linguistic autonomy in the United States. His very title confesses sympathy for Noah Webster’s conviction, expressed in the Dissertations of 1789, that national honor required “a system of our own, in language as well as government.” Webster saw a new language taking form, as different from English as Dutch or Swedish is from German. North America offered “the fairest opportunity of establishing a national language and of giving it uniformity and perspicuity” that mankind had ever enjoyed. While Mencken, writing nearly a century and a half later, could not claim to have witnessed the birth of a wholly new linguistic order, he prized an American use of language that had escaped “suffocating formalization” by pedagogues. In the spirit of Humboldt’s energeia, Mencken applauded American “vulgarity” as a natural impulse needed for “healthy language-making”: “The American, from the beginning, has been the most ardent of recorded rhetoricians. His politics bristles with pungent epithets; his whole history has been bedizened with tall talk; his fundamental institutions rest far more upon brilliant phrases than upon logical ideas.”14

In Spanish America, where independence meant a break with an intellectual tradition, rejection of the mother country had more serious cultural implications than in the United States, where independence reaffirmed an inherited tradition. Understandably, the intelligentsia of the new countries often preferred the term “national language” to “Spanish” or “Castilian.” Nowhere has loyalty to Spain’s linguistic canons been more severely tested than in Argentina.15 Anti-Hispanism was not immediate, however; writers of the independence “generation of 1810” held to Spain’s literary models even while casting off her political yoke. As Juan B. Alberdi later observed, “Liberty was the password in all but the forms of language and art; democracy in laws, aristocracy in letters; free men in politics, colonials in literature.”

Alberdi’s own “generation of 1837” added linguistic autonomy to the agenda. He himself drew the analogy between the “republican” Dante forging the Italian language from the popular speech of Florence and the Argentine writer who was to elevate the popular speech of Buenos Aires into a national tongue. (Ironically, the plebeianization of Argentine speech in this period owed little to the democratic nationalism of exiled literati such as Alberdi and much to the recruitment of popular retinues by strong-arm caudillos.) In his early pronouncements Alberdi failed to make clear whether his linguistic standards were justified primarily by a transatlantic shift in Spanish syntax and lexicon, by the inadequacy of Spanish for Argentina’s new dealings with world centers of trade and fashion, or by democratic admiration for lower-class Argentine speech. Late in life he confessed that he had succumbed to immature patriotism and that only belatedly had he appreciated the elegance and cultivated language of Cervantes.

Alberdi’s contemporary and intellectual adversary, Domingo F. Sarmiento, advocated a generalized American Spanish rather than an Argentine version. So dead a language was Spanish, he charged, that “we must go begging at the doors of the foreigner for the enlightenment our own language denies us.” The divine Cervantes belonged to all races; the Spanish language “has been mummified in his honor.” As a brash thirty-year-old Sarmiento lashed out in Santiago’s El Mercurio in 1842 against the puristic teachings of the venerated master Andrés Bello—statesman, jurist, poet, grammarian, and Bolívar’s tutor: “Popular sovereignty finds its full value and rule in language; the grammarians are like the conservative senate, created to resist popular debates, to preserve routine and traditions.… Habit and the dominant example will always prevail. Better, then, not to bother with rules or authors.” Bello judiciously replied that expressive neologisms and popular turns of speech are welcome if consistent with accepted norms. But common folk cannot introduce foreignisms, for they have nowhere to take them from. Grammarians, said Bello, are not sentinels of routine but custodians who monitor and diffuse educated usage. A lapse in vigilance could cause the degeneration of Castilian, already witnessed in America, into a “dialect” infused with Gallicisms. In rebuttal Sarmiento wistfully recalled the ancient law of ostracism by which “a great literary figure” might be exiled for having penetrated “beyond where our nascent civilization requires, into the arcana of the language.”16

Around 1900 a rash of books on language in Argentina rekindled the controversy, and a generation later, in 1941, the Spanish humanist Américo Castro gave the embers another stout poke.17 In an essay on “the linguistic peculiarity” of the River Plata region Castro deplored the widespread plebeianization of speech. He attributed it, first, to raw caudillist leadership, which had unleashed the masses and their elemental passions, and second, to diluvial foreign immigration, which had created a welter of appetites rather than collective democratic ties. Scornful of norms or hierarchy, the lower classes had perverted language in anarchic, capricious fashion with their argot, solecisms, and bowdlerization. In backwater Honduras, Castro felt, one would expect the plebeian vos form of the second-person pronoun to linger on by inertia; in well-schooled, international Buenos Aires its use was as calculated defiance.

The retort to Don Américo came from the unlikely pen of Argentina’s most notorious cosmopolite, Jorge Luis Borges.18 Having lived in Spain, Borges insisted that Spaniards speak no better than Argentines but only more loudly, “with the aplomb of those who ignore doubt.” The Spanish language, he charged, suffers severe defects (monotonously salient vowels, inadequacy for forming compounds) but is supremely easy to speak. Its difficulty for Spaniards may stem from “verbal crudeness,” which confuses dative and accusative pronouns, impedes pronunciation of Atlántico or Madrid, and approves a title as cacophonous as that of Castro’s book. As for the abundant synonyms of the Spanish lexicon, Borges refused to equate verbosity with mental superiority. Racine’s spare vocabulary, he wrote, represents austerity, not poverty. A Spanish writer must be a genius; any Frenchman can write well, but when a Spaniard does, we know he is intelligent. Classic Argentine authors, continued Borges, wrote as they spoke, naturally and with dignity. Later, perhaps being an Argentine became too relaxed an occupation; writers lost their vocation for it. In any case, he concluded, their Spanish is still Spanish. Its hallmarks are not the thousands of new coinages but its fresh tone and connotations, the ironic or affectionate value infusing certain words. “Our discourse is Hispanic but our verse, our sense of humor, are now from here.”

The career of Portuguese in Brazil runs parallel to that of American Spanish but in a lighter key. The small size and sparse literary achievements of the mother country set next to the immensity and economic heft of Brazil diminished Portugal’s cultural authority. Moreover, Portugal’s agrarian traditions, its lack of commanding urban centers and even an academy of the language, helped perpetuate ambiguous norms and archaic preferences in speech. Brazil, too, was an agrarian realm whose modest, coastbound urban nuclei had short radii of influence. Thus, if Brazilian Portuguese is a hostage to archaism, it is by the same token remarkably open to borrowing and innovation. Writes Celso Cunha: “A language of contrasts, on some counts excessively conservative, on others quite evolved, at times showing swift progressions, at others violent regressions…, Portuguese exhibits all those liberties and indecisions characterizing languages having an essentially rural base, on which the leveling force of cities was not exercised, or was asserted only belatedly.” While praising the colloquial expressiveness of Portuguese, Mário de Andrade deplored its lack of norms and elegance, calling it “an uncouth language with no parlor, a language that leaves no room for slips because nearly every slip can be justified.” Anticipating Borges, he remarked that whereas any French writer manages his language well, the great Brazilian writers had to be “stylists” to forge a personal language “almost from nothing.”19

The political unity of Portuguese America has inclined Brazilian linguists to subordinate the question of regionalism to the comprehensive study of Portuguese as it has developed since the Middle Ages. The Spanish American concern with dialectology yields primacy in Brazil to historical linguistics. Partly because Brazil won independence with less cumulation of antagonism toward the mother country than did Spanish America, its literati were less urgent to legitimate a “national language.” Mário de Andrade found Brazilian writers lacking in “the desire for national affirmation—we’re negligent even in that—but to compensate we’re impassioned, made vain, comforted by our puberty.”20

In 1826 Viscount Pedra Branca noted the fresh meanings, neologisms, and Amerindian terms of Brazilian Portuguese. Yet instead of proclaiming a new language in formation, the author merely remarked a tonal shift caused by the “sweetness” of climate and human character. The language had been enriched by “expressions of tender feelings”; it had gained in amenity without loss of vigor.21 The theme of the sweetness of Brazilian Portuguese is perpetuated in the adage that it is Portuguese spoken with sugar in the mouth. Writes Mendonça, “The energy of Portuguese speech forms a perfect contrast with bland, drawn-out Brazilian enunciation.” Mário de Andrade felt that Brazilians’ tendency to place adjectives before nouns shows that their intellectual definition of an object is secondary to the sentimental value they ascribe to it.22

Whether or not one associates Brazil’s linguistic douceur with national character, the phenomenon seems more archaism than innovation. The speech of the Portuguese settlers, like that of modern Brazilians, had a vocalic base, and early Portuguese grammars such as those of Fernão de Oliveira (1536) and João de Barros (1540) were less decisive in shaping a national language than was Nebrija’s Castilian grammar of 1492. Sixteenth-century Portuguese writers in fact often preferred to use a special version of Spanish rather than their national tongue. While 1550–1620 was a critical period for the consolidation of modern Spanish, it was not until the eighteenth century that European Portuguese began to drift toward emphasizing consonants and suppressing atonic vowels. Even as late as the sojourn of the Portuguese court in Rio de Janeiro (1808–21) the royal entourage did not provide the closed, abrupt model of speech now thought of as characteristically Portuguese. When at last the new norm was established, it was too late for it to influence Brazil as standard Castilian had the Spanish colonies. (A similar case was the broad a in last, path, or laugh, which did not take full hold in London and Oxford English until the nineteenth century.)23

Of Brazil’s nineteenth-century writers, José de Alencar gave special attention to the language question. Starting with a defense of metropolitan norms in the 1850s, Alencar loosened his position to endorse selective use of Gallicisms, rapprochement between literary and popular speech, and incorporation of Amerindian language and outlook into national literature. By the 1870s he was speaking of a secular change in American Portuguese, as it came to reflect new “moral and social facts”; he even cited Noah Webster. The received opinion, however, is that Alencar never went beyond advocating the Brazilianization of Portuguese, that he urged a new style and not a new language. Haroldo de Campos alerts us to a deeper linguistic vein. Unlike his fellow critic Roberto Schwarz, who examines Alencar’s urban novels as a discreet rehearsal for the fiction of Machado de Assis and spares only a footnote for his Indianist romance Iracema (1865), de Campos places Iracema (“Honey-lips” in Tupi but also an anagram for America) front and center. Its theme, he claims, was not “regressive utopia” but “philological revolution.” Using a Bakhtinian free translation, or transformation, from epic verse to prose, Alencar on this view conducts a parodic, barbarizing, heteroglossic razzia against the canonical Portuguese of Edenic “realism.” He employs a re-created or “invented” Tupi that is plastic, sonorous, sensory, and onomatopoietic, scattering his text with anagrams and “phonic metaphors.” In short, de Campos takes Iracema to be Brazil’s Ossianic poem.24

Nineteenth-century Brazil evolved more placidly than most of its Spanish American neighbors. The vast size and invertebracy of the nation, the modest cultural profile of the mother country, the lack of serious external threats to national sovereignty or of serious internal challenge to the oligarchic polity—such circumstances allowed Brazil to drift into the twentieth century without social convulsion or strident chauvinism. Parnassianism reigned in poetry, and the classic style in political rhetoric. The occasional writers who addressed tensions of the times disguised their deeper meanings: Machado de Assis, founder of the establishmentarian Academy of Letters, in a spare, cosmopolitan style; Euclides da Cunha, who chronicled the backlands saga of Canudos, in a lexicon bristling with fin-de-siècle scientism.

Prose style in the United States, accompanying the democratization and industrialization of life, evolved for a century toward Hemingway’s concrete diction and simplified syntax of the 1920s.25 The fact that Brazilian writers had cultivated an anodyne official style necessitated shock therapy. This was provided by the modernists, whose initial, primary message in 1922 was that one cannot talk about Brazil unless one can see Brazil. Cognition supposes language appropriate to the phenomena addressed. The modernists’ interest in forging a “Brazilian tongue” went far beyond nationalistic or folkloric indulgence: they aimed to sharpen sensibility, to unbandage the mind. To recover this innocent vision Oswald de Andrade prefaced his volume of experimental verse, Pau-Brasil (Brazilwood, 1925), with a “history of Brazil,” a series of poems synthesizing the fresh, unmediated account of the colonial chroniclers. “You see,” wrote Mário de Andrade in 1924, “people can’t pretend; wanting to speak Brazilian isn’t enough. You must feel Brazilian as well.” He later chastised those for whom Brazil was a vague, chauvinistic notion laced with “ill digested phrases of Communism and of Sociology books that happened to be in the bookstore.”26

For Mário neither cosmopolitanism nor nativism was an end in itself. If he found inspiration in Mallarmé for the denouement of his mythopoetic “rhapsody” Macunaíma, he could also ask his reader:

You know the French word singe

But don’t know what guariba is?

—Well, my friend, it’s just a monkey,

You who only know what’s foreign.

Mário tapped the whole fund of national speech, but attempting “educated systematization,” not a photograph of popular speechways. He chided a fellow poet for achieving effects by picturesque regionalisms that excluded the big cities and São Paulo state, “wholly automobilized and electrified.” Language had to reflect both realities, the exotic and the universalizing. Mário’s own effort to “systematize,” he knew, was inevitably personal. “I don’t want to imagine that my Brazilian, the style I adopted, will become the Brazilian of tomorrow.” He used common expressions to generalize and humanize his writing, preferring a phrase like um sol de matar passarinho (“a sun that can kill birds”) to calor senegalesco (“Senegalese heat”). As he fell into a more “mincing” rhythm he found that the flow of his exploratory language slowed down, as “Amerenglish” does compared with the mother tongue, or Dante’s Italian with Papini’s. If ever a Brazilian language develops, he ventured, it too will have a quicker pace.27

Of the commentators sampled, Mário de Andrade was perhaps most broadly engaged with the challenges of Americanization. On the issue of a national tongue he criticized the formulae of exoticism, chauvinism, and cosmopolitanism and felt his way toward speech that heeded Brazilian cadence and phrasing, drew words and images from all regions, and was sharpened to prod Brazil from colonial slumber. On the issue of erudition and populism Mário freely confessed being a “literary writer” who avoided being “sentimentally popular.” He also recognized that “educated” language resembles a “dead” language, like Latin after the rise of the Romance tongues. Yet even highbrow language—above all artistic as opposed to scientific discourse—must reflect current sensibility. On the issue of precise versus sloppy expression Mário felt it was the task of the literati to work toward “systematization” seeking “truth and exactness of expression.” In this very task, however, one looked to the people, who give “rules with many exceptions.” As a further complication, Mário felt Portuguese itself to be a crude instrument for grasping modern feelings and turns of thought.

Perhaps the Gallophile envy that Mário de Andrade shared with Borges would have been less acute had he known of the French Canadian poet who wrote in 1867: “The more I ponder the fate of Canadian literature, the less I find in it chances of leaving a trace in history.… Unhappily, to tell the truth, we speak and write in quite pitiable fashion the language of Bossuet and Racine. No matter what we say and do, we shall never be more than a simple colony from the literary point of view.”28 For the French Canadian, the issue centered not on the resources of the mother tongue but on the colonial situation and on sea changes to which that tongue had been subjected. To understand more clearly the dilemmas of the intellectuals, then, we must consider that situation and those sea changes.

Parallels with the Latin Koine

While the colonization of the Americas effected transplantation of European cultures and institutions, it also entailed re-creation of conditions reminiscent of the formative period of European history. Spanish colonial jurists were quite aware of institutional precedents for imperial expansion set by the Romans more than a millennium earlier. And if there is an analogy between the spread of Roman civilization to Europe and that of metropolitan Europe to the New World, another can be drawn between the ruralization of the later Roman Empire and the telluric claims made on imperial systems in the Americas by a sprawling geography and agropastoral economies. Here European civilization, flung beyond the reach of scattered transatlantic urban centers, became atavistic. Forms of primary-group association that had cemented “horizontal” relationships in post-Roman Europe were freshly evoked in America at the very time they were yielding to more impersonal, “vertical” modes of organization in the European mother countries.29

The Roman example has been fruitful for linguists who compare the extension of a koine through Europe and North Africa to that of metropolitan languages in the New World. The term “koine” denotes a widespread set of relatively homogeneous speech habits. Typically, the koine community is formed by migration and intermingling, which erode dialectal differences. Thus the Roman koine—Vulgar Latin, or the sermo castrensis of the legionaries—was a speech little influenced by pedagogical or literary models that was carried by soldiers, administrators, settlers, and traders to all parts of the empire. Classic authors such as Cicero and Quintilian compared the urban, or urbane, language of Rome with the corrosive rustica vox, sermo vulgaris, or Vulgar Latin (better called spoken or common Latin, or the Latin koine, for it was a speech used by all people in many versions and not simply by gladiators, slaves, and prostitutes).30

During the expansion of the empire, from the domination of Italy in circa 500 B.C. to the conquest of Dacia in A.D. 106, shifts in both urbane and plebeian Latin at home modified the successive linguistic transplants to new territories. Given continuing contact with the metropolitan center, however, the time of transplant does not suffice to explain the origin and diversity of Romance languages, including both vertical interclass usages and horizontal regional ones. After the fifth century spoken Latin gradually dissolved into six to ten Romance linguistic groups, with the turning point near 600 A.D. By the ninth century the Latin taught in schools was a dead language, and vernaculars began to invade legal, ecclesiastical, and literary documents.31

With time the parental relation of Latin to Romance languages was lost to memory. The rediscovery began in 1305 with Dante’s unfinished De vulgari eloquentia. Although like Columbus he did not know quite what he had discovered, he founded Romance linguistics. In the fifteenth century philologists began finally to detect a common Latin origin in lieu of Hebrew, Greek, Etruscan, and other alleged sources. Meanwhile Dante had identified the Romance world. Creating numerological patterns, he divided European language communities into Greeks, Teutons, and Romance-speakers. The last he again trisected by the word for “yes” into the regions of oc, oil (oui), and si—or Provençal (“Spanish” for Dante), French, and Italian. Italian in turn he bisected by the line of the Apennines, then subdivided it into fourteen dialects representing, he supposed, at least a thousand subdialects. This linguistic anarchy recalled the story of Babel, where each group of workers spoke its own tongue, destroying the triad of man, his interlocutors, and their shared language of grace. To reconstruct a linguistic ideal, Dante posited “artificial” grammar against “natural” vernacular. These he proposed to harmonize with his own hydromel, or honey water, thus producing a new triad: the Word of God, which would help blend the water of Dante’s wit with the honey of other accomplished writers.

In De vulgari eloquentia Dante addressed the issue that was to bedevil linguistic ideologues in the Americas after independence. He faced an elegant, timeless Latin canon (comparable to pedagogical European norms for America) and a family of unruly, often disreputable Italian dialects. The intermediate term, he felt, should be a unified and lofty Italian, refined from vigorous popular tongues and expressing Dante’s pride in his culture and people. In seeking a vernacular that belonged to all towns and was native to none, he applied four qualifiers: “illustrious” (one that emanates justice and charity), “cardinal” (one that swings the others as a hinge), “courtly,” and “curial” (suited to a tribunal that sheds the light of reason throughout a body). Single words Dante classified as childish (too simple), feminine (too soft), and manly. The last he classified as sylvan (too gutteral) or urban, which he tagged as combed, glossy, shaggy, or rumpled. His ideal was most closely met by Tuscan and by Sicilian verse rendered in that vernacular.

The Dantean tension between Latin and a protonational Italian reminds us, depending on how we construe it, of Humboldt’s ergon and energeia or Saussure’s langue and parole. Dante, however, had resorted to the philosophic, theologically informed principles of nominalism and realism: an arbitrary though handsomely conceptualized norm against the language of spontaneous necessity. His solution was not, as Juan B. Alberdi supposed, to forge popular speech into a national language but to infuse that speech with the changeless grammar of a universal language and thus to arrest the confusion of tongues dating from Babel. In this Dante was a Neoplatonist, not a philologist nor a politician. By the time of the linguistic debates in nineteenth-century America, his boldly moral and esthetic criteria had long since yielded to those of deterministic science and those of opportunist politics, whether raison d’état or populist nationalism.

If Dante has American counterparts, they are not Alberdi or Noah Webster but Henry James, Borges, or most certainly Mário de Andrade, who smuggled their message of linguistic integrity past the sentinels of science and politics. Just as Dante after long wavering composed the Divine Comedy in Italian and not Latin, so Mário after much study and experiment wrote his “rhapsody” Macunaíma in “Brazilian,” not in Portuguese or in macaronic dialect. Mário knew, however, that his was an age of authorities. “I don’t want you to think,” he wrote to Manuel Bandeira,

that I intend to create a new language as they say Dante and Camões did, especially the former. That’s stupid because Dante could never have used the Italian of the Comedy without the example of the Sicilian school and the whole raft of troubadors who were already using the vulgar tongue. They made possible a Dante for Italian just as Portuguese chroniclers and minstrels prepared the Portuguese of Camões. In those days everything was of course done naturally. But this is now impossible because of criticism, philological research and norms, and in short the times. So what they did intuitively I must do critically, systematically.

At the same time Mário reveled in the savory resonances of sheer words. He was not a prisoner of his study but a man of the street. Others would join forces to renovate literature; for his own voice he rejected celebrity. Cavalcanti Proença copiously documents how Mário “Brazilianized” his language in Macunaíma and shows him to be the disciple of José de Alencar, whom Mário considered the “patron saint of the Brazilian language.” In Alencar’s Iracema, Proença observes, a civilized man lives among Indians; in Macunaíma an Indian lives in civilization. Each returns to his land of origin. “For both, the same discrepancy between primitive and civilized mentalities.”32

However treacherous the comparison between the Latinization (and de-Latinization) of Europe and the Europeanization of America, the fact remains that the venerable study of Vulgar Latin and its encounter with new environments—the koine and its transformations—furnishes the research categories for European languages and creoles in the New World.33 These include the notion of koine; modes of linguistic contact (substrate, adstrate, superstrate) and of phonological and syntactic change; and the distinction between standard and substandard or regional usage. To begin with the koine, de Granda generalizes as follows for the diffusion of Latin and New World Spanish: “In colonial areas the mix and superposing of different linguistic systems that enter in contact during the development of military and colonizing activities … give way to a general tendency toward their simplification. This tendency leads not only to suppression of redundant features but also for whatever reason to progressive elimination of ‘weak points’ in the system.” Menéndez Pidal claimed that the varieties of peninsular Spanish are greater than those in all of America, from New Mexico to the Straits of Magellan. According to Navarro Tomás, “The Spanish ear may confuse a Mexican or Antillean and even an Argentine or Chilean with an Extremaduran or Andalusian but not, for example, with an Asturian, Castilian, or Aragonese.” Malmberg finds that the speech of the Argentine gaucho, despite idiosyncrasies, is closer to standard Spanish than is that of an Aragonese or Leonese peasant. He then generalizes: “This phenomenon reappears in other territories where a European tongue has been spread in modern times following a conquest and colonization. This is also the case of Portuguese in Brazil, of English in North America, and Russian in Siberia.” Chaves de Melo confirms the generalization for Brazil, observing that despite the country’s vast territory and faulty communications, plebeian speech there is surprisingly uniform. “This is in flagrant contrast with little Portugal, where the dialects are clear and numerous.”34

Although Anglophone America suggests the Roman comparison less readily than Ibero America, dialectal leveling was fully as prevalent there. In 1829 the English traveler James Stuart found it “much more difficult, in travelling in Britain, to comprehend the various dialects that are used by the lower classes in different parts of the country. Even in London, the language is very different in the city and at the west end of the town. The style of speaking is very much the same all over this country.” In 1855 Bristed claimed that nowhere in the United States would a cosmopolitan traveler “be so little able to understand the people or make himself understood by them, as he would be in some parts of Cornwall or Yorkshire.”35 Dillard supposes that the koine of the English colonies took shape in the seventeenth century, reached its heyday in about 1730, then declined somewhat after 1780 in the face of new linguistic contacts. Nonetheless, the prestige of a relatively unmarked dialect has continued to exert its koine-forming influence. Anglophone Canada shares the koine of its southern neighbor. New Englanders and later Loyalists from New York and Pennsylvania left a lasting imprint on Canadian Maritime English. Later the English-speaking west was settled almost entirely from eastern Canada and renewed immigration from the United States. Modern Canadians, writes Sandwell, “receive American broadcasts and cinema productions with no sense that they are ‘foreign’ products” (an opinion somewhat undercut by the term cinema!).36

In Spanish America the Roman analogy has long been seductive. The sermo castrensis of the legionaries roughly corresponds to the speech of the Spanish conquistadors, a popular, preclassic language with Andalusian traits as yet uninfluenced by literary models of the Golden Age. After conquest the colonizing power in both Roman and Spanish cases implanted institutions to diffuse cultural norms of the metropolis. On the eve of Columbus’s first voyage Queen Isabel questioned Antonio de Nebrija on the utility of his Grammar of the Castilian Language (1492), the first for any modern language. The bishop of Ávila broke in to explain that once the monarch had subjected many barbarous, polyglot nations, they would need the laws and language of Castile. Thus a grammar was required, “just as now we learn the art of Latin grammar to understand Latin.” In his Grammar Nebrija argued that language is the perfect instrument and companion of empire, that together they grow, flourish, and fall. He and later philologists believed that if the Castilian vernacular was to be made a language of the state, it must be put in order, harmonized, and furnished with standard orthography and grammatical laws. It must aspire to the authority of classical Latin to become, once divested of arbitrary features, a suitable vehicle for theological Truth.

Vicente Rafael has studied the process of two-way translation in the Philippines, which was similar to that in Amerindian language communities throughout Spanish America. In compiling Tagalog grammars missionaries retained “the syntax and sound of Tagalog while creating a space behind the words” wherein to lodge new referents and meanings. Although Tagalog contained no terms to designate “grammar,” the missionaries imposed on it a full Latinate grid of nouns, verbs, adjectives, voices, cases, and tenses. They also retained certain “untranslatable” Spanish terms to maintain their “purity” (God, Virgin, Holy Spirit, Cross, and others). The native language, like its people, was to be colonized and converted (“convert” is a second meaning of the Spanish traducir, or “translate”) and suitably placed in a linguistic hierarchy culminating in Latin. Finally, as Nebrija had insisted, Tagalog no less than Castilian was to be written as it was spoken; hence a need for unequivocal orthography. Yet despite the missionaries’ methodical pedagogy, less than 10 percent of the Tagalogs spoke Castilian at the close of Spanish rule in 1898. Not only had it been impossible to “ventriloquize” the Tagalog voice so as to yield one-to-one correspondence between graphic mark and verbal sign but the notion of “mastering” another language was alien to Filipinos. Having analyzed bilingual verse in the first book published by a Tagalog (1610), Rafael suggests that the Tagalogs’ investment in learning a foreign tongue was ordered, not to mastery and fluency, but to “pleasure and protection.” They skipped between the languages seeking a special fit of rhythm and rhyme rather than grammatical control and semantic equivalence. Instead of translated reduction of utterance there occurred “sustained suspension of meaning.” The Spaniards’ hierarchical view of languages implied a power relationship that privileged them to “decipher and control the movement of writing” and preempt “the right to speak about and to the natives.” But for Tagalogs

the appearance of Castilian triggered the desire for its fragmentary and random accumulation. “Castilian” in this case marked a chiasmus that rendered problematic the historical distinction between ruler and ruled in the early period of colonization. While Castilian functioned as the language with which to make apparent the power of the Spaniards to move up and down the linguistic hierarchy, it could also be used … by those in the lower ranks of the colonial hierarchy in order to evade the full force of Spanish signifying and colonizing practices.

Using more orthodox historiographical evidence, Farriss presents a similar case for the Maya of Yucatan. They borrowed sparingly from Spanish lexicon (like Tagalogs, they of course lacked a term for Holy Spirit), employed suffixes and prefixes that disguised Spanish words, and took nothing of Spanish syntax. By the late eighteenth century the Spaniards confessed that their intention of implanting Castilian had failed. Missionaries had abandoned their didactic efforts; monopoly of the dominant language became an instrument of “boundary maintenance”; and it proved supererogatory to instruct hundreds of thousands of Maya in Spanish when local Spaniards were bilingual. The two languages coexisted with tactical interaction but without convergence of the cultural and conceptual premises whereon they rested.37

By the nineteenth century, immigration, miscegenation, and Indian mortality had created a Hispanophone majority in Spanish America and reduced the native population to enclave status. Yet if Nebrija’s grand Roman design for linguistic imperialism had long since collapsed, the historical analogy between the careers of Latin and Spanish persisted, although now leaving broad margins for interpretation. After Spanish American independence some scholars feared that the Spanish koine might splinter and “degenerate” in the New World as Latin had in the Old (even though the eclipse of Latin made way for the very Spanish they so much prized). In the prologue to his first non-Latinate Castilian Grammar of 1847 Andrés Bello urged preservation of the Spanish language in its “purity” as a fraternal link among Hispanophone nations. He deplored American neologisms, which threatened to create a swarm of “barbarous” dialects, “embryos of future languages,” thus replicating “the shadowy period of the corruption of Latin.” By the end of the century Rufino Cuervo was more fatalistic. After independence, he contended, the new nations continued to share and perpetuate their heritage, but gradually their mutual engagement relaxed, and Spain’s cultural binding force evaporated. Cuervo then recalled how Latin had become regionalized: flexional endings yielded to prepositions; nouns were deformed by diminutives (apicula > abeja, soliculus > soleil); divergent lexical choices were made (between magis > más and plus for the comparative, between frater > frère and germanus > hermano, between manducare > manger and comedere > comer). In America too, he felt, the ground was prepared for linguistic schizogenesis. National independence and foreign immigration would perhaps hasten the process, just as the spread of Christianity and the barbarian invasions had contributed to destroy literary Latin and dismember the koine. In 1925 Darío Rubio addressed “the anarchy of language in Spanish America” to complain that each day the mother tongue was slipping from memory, losing ground to Indian expressions, to capricious forms lacking philological basis, and to adulterated Italianisms, Anglicisms, and Gallicisms. Words had assumed local meanings and become “laughably unintelligible” from country to country.38

Others have drawn the Latin-Spanish analogy with a different prognosis. Rodolfo Lenz attributed the fragmentation of Vulgar Latin to the diverse linguistic bases (Celtic, Frankish, Visigothic) of those who adopted it as their new mother tongue. In the New World, he believed, Spanish was not cut off from its source and appropriated by the Indians. It has thus remained relatively “pure.” Many insist with Lenz that Spanish colonization did not produce a family of countries isolated from Western culture. They point to the continuing influence of literary models, to the homogenizing effects of national school systems, to the widening impact of the printed word, and to the tightening of global circuits of communication. Rosenblat holds that educated speech throughout Spanish America preserves remarkable grammatic and expressive similarity to that of the mother country, more so than in the cases of American Portuguese and English. Briceño even calls it a “linguistic tragedy” that forces for standardization have prevented dissolution of American Spanish into new national languages expressing divergent cultural experiences.39

Even if Cuervo’s fears of fragmentation were farfetched, parallels remain between speech changes in early medieval Europe and in America. In the case of Latin, Vossler gave causative importance to ruralization. Classical Latin had been forced toward articulation and suppleness by forensic city-dwellers, who preferred the “visually more objective” and used language as a “gesture of thought.” Vulgar Latin, Vossler grandly hypothesized, suffered phonetic shift when shouted by farmers “in still air and at great distances.” Preferring the “acoustically more objective,” peasant speakers forced Latin toward greater volume of sound, toward sonority rather than articulation. Hence in Vulgar Latin consonantal changes were induced by expansion of neighboring vowel sounds. Palmer stresses that the new intimacy of social relations made speakers impatient of logic, made them allusive rather than explicit and partial to warm, colorful modes of expression.40

Ruralization, eclipse of the forensic norm, and breakdown of social organization were common to post-Roman Europe and, with spatial and temporal restrictions, to the Americas. An associated trend was plebeianization, linguistically reflected in what Menéndez Pidal called the triumph of vulgarismo over popularismo. In his distinction, “popular speech supposes the intermingling of the learned element with the people in general; vulgar speech supposes greater initiative from the uncultured people.”41 Tocqueville made much the same point. In a structured society, he said, language partakes of “that state of repose in which everything remains.” Mutations have short radii, for the language preserves norms that distinguish commoner from noble, tradesman from scholar. When social groups are intermingled, however, so too are the words of a language. “Those which are unsuitable to the greater number perish; the remainder form a common store, whence everyone chooses pretty nearly at random.” Or as a near contemporary of Tocqueville wrote, “The English provincialisms keep their place; they are confined to their own particular localities, and do not encroach on the metropolitan model. The American provincialisms are more equally distributed through classes and localities.… The senate or the boudoir is no more sacred from their intrusions than the farm-house or the tavern.” Social uprooting may plebeianize language even when, as Rosenblat says to be the case of the Spanish colonizers, the migrants’ education surpasses the average for their places of origin.42

We have implied that Vulgar Latin tended to blur distinctions between vowels, prolong vowels that terminate syllables, and smooth down consonantal groupings. Brazilian Portuguese and Canadian French, particularly, show comparable features. A salient mark of Brazilian speech is the clear pronunciation of almost all unstressed vowels. In effect final consonants save for s have been lost. Final r has disappeared; final l has become a vowel; final stop consonants (b, d, g, p, t, k) are followed by a vowel. Consonantal groupings are broken up by insertion of vowels: ob(i)jeto, ad(i)mirar. Canadian French tends to broaden or diphthongize certain standard French vowel sounds. It eases the handling of consonant clusters by a prefix (escandale for scandale), insertion (suquerier for sucrier), transposition (escousse for secousse), or simplification (enque for encre).43

Another feature of Vulgar Latin was the sacrifice of inflectional subtleties to explicit constructions. The genitive, dative, and ablative cases yielded to prepositional phrases. The three classical genders shrank to two. Verb conjugation favored compound tenses using an unvarying participle. Plebeian usage settled for simplicity and a rectilinear mode, paying the price of prolixity and loss of nuance.44 In the Americas also, the analytic functions of language were stressed. Its pragmatic, denotative services crimped its connotative reach. Used instrumentally for expression, language lost in expressiveness. Francophone Canadians avoid complicated standard French tenses such as the past definite, past anterior, and pluperfect; they shun the subjunctive after avant que and bien que; they prefer commonplace to expressive verbs (il a eu la permission for il a obtenu …; il est devenu riche for il s’est enrichi; il s’est fait une maison for il s’est construit …). New World Spanish similarly shies from puristic verb forms. Periphrastic constructions (ir a or haber de with the infinitive) are a greater threat to the future conjugation in America than in Spain. Verbs in conditional sentences are falsely correlated by metropolitan norms. Impersonal verbs may be construed by sense rather than formal syntax (habían cinco hombres for había …; hacen dos años for hace …).45

In Brazil more than in Portugal, writes Clóvis Monteiro, “the analytic spirit of our language developed.” Brazilian Portuguese tends to replace conditional and future verbs with the more manageable imperfect and present and to negate imperatives directly, without converting them into the subjunctive. Brazilians evade the intricacies of object pronouns, preferring the subject form (not eu o vi but eu vi êle; not eu lhe disse but eu disse para êle). Instead of the all-purpose, idiomatic preposition a they choose connectives that are explicit and functional. Chaves de Melo gives the following list:




	Portugal

	Brazil






	partir ao meio

	partir pelo meio (split down the middle)




	ir a férias

	ir de férias (go on vacation)




	ter sorte ao jogo

	ter sorte no jogo (have luck in gambling)




	o jantar está à mesa

	o jantar está na mesa (dinner is on the table)




	abrir a porta a alguém

	abrir a porta para alguém (open the door for someone)






American English also favors prepositional explicitness in such phrases as “miss out on,” “cuddle up to,” “go along with,” or “sit down to”; and as Mencken has documented, it prefers to evade the niceties of future conjugation.46

Preference for diminutives is a third point of comparison. For Latin a representative example is auriculus, diminutive of auris, which gave oricla in Vulgar Latin, producing the Romance variants orecchio, oreille, oreja, orelha, and ureche.47 American Spanish and Portuguese show similar partiality for diminutives, sometimes nourished by Amerindian and African linguistic contact. The frequent cerquita, prontito, en seguidita, or adiosito seems a toning down of language as insurance against unpredictable behavior in a restless society. The Mexican ahoritita is not a promise of immediate service but a tranquilizer to assuage impatience. Margaín attributes this verbal affability to Spanish bonhomie and seigniory and to the Indians’ tradition of courtesy that forbids a negative answer (hence the ubiquitous sí, señor). The Brazilians’ predilection for diminutives has been explained by their “aversion to social ritualism.” In this loosely structured yet often predatory society human coexistence depends less on control of social formulae than on spontaneous rapport. The diminutive requests reciprocal benevolence, transposing persons or objects to a familiar plane.48

Diminutives are not the only verbal markers for the “uncertainty principle.” Noah Webster reported that New Englanders advised instead of commanding. They offered opinions tentatively (“you had better, I believe”) and preferred a doubtful “is it not best?” to a decisive “you must.” Although he attributed this diffidence, or respect for the opinions of others, to the egalitarian spirit, similar constructions appear in more stratified societies. The Brazilian, for example, phrases his desires as requests rather than demands (me diga for the Portuguese diga-me) or smooths Portugal’s explosive interrogative que? with the article (o que?). Highland Ecuadorians avoid the brusque Spanish imperative with a periphrastic gerundial construction derived from Quechua. Thus, “do my job” is not hazme mi trabajo but dame haciendo mi trabajo. Or the imperative “go” can be rendered as an elaborate impersonal verb form: ya está de que te vayas. Latin American societies, Briceño suggests, lack the codified etiquette that reflects “a unitary conception of human dealings.” Courteous address is here more subtle and shifting than in countries where forms of sociability have become “sclerotic.”49

The substrate issue is another that invites comparative study. A substrate is a set of speechways retained by a conquered people that affect their use of the new dominant language. Evidenced in phonetics, morphology, and syntax, it produces a “foreign” accent that eventually becomes acceptable usage. Some have conjectured that the substrates of Vulgar Latin contributed to the formation of the Romance languages—Celtic in the case of French, Basque in the case of Spanish.50

Given the enormous aboriginal population of America and its frequently intimate coexistence with the conquerors, one might suppose that Indian tongues provided regional substrates for New World Spanish and Portuguese. As a priest wrote of the Venezuelan mission territory in 1729, “The limited use of the Castilian tongue in these parts is no small nuisance, for when one must deal with these peoples in their barbarous languages, one unconsciously absorbs their crude ways of talking and forgets one’s own ways.”51 Today the linguistic heritage of that contact culture is most easily identified in thousands of lexical borrowings from Caribbean languages (canoa, batata, caníbal, hamaca, cacique, huracán), Nahuatl (cacao, chocolate, tomate, tianguis, coyote), Quechua (cóndor, alpaca, guano, pampa), Araucanian (gaucho, poncho), Guarani (tapioca, tapir, jaguar), Tupi (abacaxi, mandioca, caatinga, jacaré, piranha), and others. American English contains such loan words as raccoon, opossum, skunk, hickory, squash, hominy, toboggan, pemmican, and succotash. A substrate, however, is created by shifts in pronunciation and construction, not mere lexical expansion.52

Lenz pioneered the study of Amerindian substrates in Chile after 1890, making a threefold classification for Spanish South America: (1) the Andean countries, where Indians had acquiesced in Spanish rule and kept to themselves, leaving the Spanish language unaffected; (2) Paraguay, where the Indians were so numerous as to impose Guarani as the national language; and (3) Chile and part of Argentina, where the Indians resisted the conquest but were gradually absorbed and Europeanized. Only in Chilean Spanish, Lenz claimed, can one detect an Indian substrate.53

Subsequent scholarship collapsed Lenz’s claims for Araucanian influence and showed that his Chilean “substrate” included features common to other Hispanophone regions. Moreover he had assumed that ethnic mingling favored formation of a substrate. Later research suggests that substrates appeared when Indians retained prestige in post-conquest society (as in Paraguay), making their accented Spanish “acceptable.”54 Relying heavily on the criterion of linguistic contact, Henríquez Ureña classified American Spanish into five dialectal zones: Middle America, the Antilles, the Andean countries, Chile, and the River Plata countries. For years this taxonomy was widely accepted.55 Continuing studies confirm indigenous influences: Quechua vowel sounds and verb constructions in the Ecuadorian sierra, use of the Quechua possessive -y in southern Peru and northwest Argentina, the Maya glottal occlusion in Yucatan, the Nahuatl suffix -ecatl (> -eco) and the tl-sound in Middle America, Guarani intonation and consonants in Paraguay. The zones of provable Indian influence, however, do not fit comfortably to the boundaries traced by Henríquez Ureña. Moreover, the Indian contributions are richer in phonology than in morphology and syntax and rarely approach forming a substrate. Recent dialectal studies give more prominence to continuing transatlantic linguistic exposure than to the residual legacy of the contact culture. This opens an analytic dimension that escapes the parallel with Vulgar Latin.56

Brazil seems a likelier setting for an Amerindian substrate than most of Spanish America because of the long prevalence of two lingua francas, or “general tongues” (línguas gerais). The southern língua geral, of the São Paulo region, based on Tupi and used by the bandeirantes (pathfinders), held wide sway in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, yielding to Portuguese after 1700 with immigration to the mines and urbanization. A second one, based on Tupinambá, developed in the north in the seventeenth century, becoming the language of penetration for troops and missionaries along the Amazon and reaching places far beyond the territory of the Tupi-Guarani linguistic family. Unlike Spanish America, where the term lengua general was applied from the start to widespread languages such as Quechua and Guarani, in Brazil the earliest terms were language “of Brazil,” “of the land,” or “of the coast.” In the seventeenth century língua brasílica came into use, followed by língua geral. By the nineteenth century the Amazonian version was known as nheengatu (literally, “good tongue”), and it is still heard in remote regions. These shifts in nomenclature reflect a changing linguistic structure. For example, the evolution of Tupinambá into a língua geral represents progressively modified syntax and simplified grammatical forms.

In his account of the “treasure” of the Amazon, written from 1757 to 1776, the imprisoned Jesuit missionary João Daniel recalled that the former Tupinambá língua geral had become so corrupted or forgotten that in some missions the fathers would have needed up to forty native tongues to communicate with their wards. He therefore advocated Portuguese as being no less comprehensible than the old lingua franca and more useful for civilizing purposes. From the 1757 Law of the Directorate until after Brazilian independence Indian legislation became in fact increasingly anti-Indian, leaving as alternatives, J. H. Rodrigues has said with some lack of philological precision, “the pidgin Portuguese of the Negroes and the linguistic miscegenation of the Indian and Negro línguas gerais, or total submission to European Portuguese speech.” Aryon Rodrigues reminds us, however, that in western Amazonia the língua geral, even with its dialectical differences, is still today the primary language of caboclos (mestizo subsistence farmers) and the contact language among multilingual Indian groups or between them and Portuguese-speakers. What traces the línguas gerais have left on standard Brazilian Portuguese, apart from lexical elements, awaits sober research.57

Sea Changes

For the European conquerors and early settlers, whether they dared the extravagant geography of the tropics and cordilleras or encountered the high Indian civilizations or found themselves “at sea” on the llanos or pampas or Great Plains, the New World experience was abrupt and dramatic. It overwhelmed their narrative repertoire. As Hernán Cortés wrote to his emperor, “To attempt to describe everything in these parts and new realms of your Majesty in full and proper detail would almost mean to continue forever.”58 The early diaries, chronicles, and natural histories are enumerative and analytic. They record a childlike vision for which each circumstance is fresh and self-given.59 The chronicler Oviedo, lacking a shorthand expression for the Indians’ cigar-smoking, had to narrate how from time to time they placed a roll of leaves in their mouths “at the opposite end from where it was burning and they suck in the smoke for a short while and release it and keep the mouth closed and and hold the breath a little, and later they breathe out and that smoke comes out through the mouth and nostrils.”60

American writers of our own century—Faulkner, Guimarães Rosa, Carpentier, García Márquez—have been challenged, more than ever perhaps, to assert expressive control over an ahistorical, somewhat alien environment. The third sentence of One Hundred Years of Solitude plunges us into a world “so recent that many things lacked names, and to mention them one had to point.” The Old World artist, observed Carpentier, can mention objects in passing; they are familiar and easily recognized. “Everyone knows Heine’s pine tree.” But Americans, like Adam in the Garden, are still naming things. They must inventory natural and human creations to join them to Western experience, to universal sensibility. The young man in Explosion in a Cathedral marvels at how language in the Caribbean used agglutination, amalgams, and metaphors to convey the ambiguity of things that partook of several essences. Just as certain trees were called acacia bracelets, pineapple porcelain, tisane cloud, or iguana stick, so marine creatures were named by necessary equivocation. Thus the fantastic bestiary of dogfish, oxenfish, tigerfish, snorers, flying fish; of fish with mouths atop their heads; of fish that bit off testicles; and the elusive woman fish or manatee, with female profile and siren’s breasts, glimpsed at river mouths, where salt and fresh water mingled.61

Yet we must remember that Europeans were not propelled to America by rocket. Central to the experience of every emigrant was the ocean, now no longer an outer limit but the arterial connection with the sources of civilization. Given the seaborne exposure of the settlers and the paramountcy of maritime commerce, nautical expressions passed into currency. Brazilian bandeirantes, who penetrated backlands and forests in search of slaves, metals, and gems, might call their expeditions frotas, or “fleets.” For those who ventured across the undulating pampas, llanos, or prairies (in their prairie “schooners”) nautical imagery acquired special force. In Facundo Domingo F. Sarmiento likened the wagons of the pampas to a “fleet of small vessels whose crews have their own peculiar customs, language, and dress, distinguishing them from other inhabitants as the sailor differs from the landsman.” In Giants in the Earth O. E. Rölvaag tells of a man who tried to steer his wagon across the plains by the seaman’s device of dragging a rope astern, but the rope “kept kicking around so much, that it didn’t leave any wake.”

In American Spanish amarrar (to moor) took the broader meaning of “to tie”; flete (cargo) came to mean both “horse” and the cost of any passage; rancho (mess hall) came to mean a rural dwelling or property, and playa (beach), a stretch of open land. Nautical terms were extended to the railroads, so that the baggage car became a bodega (hold), not a furgón; porters became camareros (stewards), and to get on a train is not subir but embarcar.62 A similar case in American English is the Dutch loanword caboose, originally a ship’s galley. The English M.P. in Henry James’s “The Point of View” explains the American phrase “on board the train” as an allusion to the pitching of the cars, like that of a vessel in a storm.

Bryan Edwards reported that British West Indians of circa 1800 spoke of east and west as “windward” and “leeward.” They spoke of “handing” something rather than “bringing” or “giving” it; a plantation stocked with slaves was “well handed”; an employment was a “berth”; a warehouse, a “store room”; a sofa, a “cot”; and a waistcoat, a “jacket.” He presumed these habits to date from the days of the buccaneers. When in modern Tobago a man threatens to whip his son “four and a half,” he employs the maritime expression “fore and aft.” On the Miskito coast of Nicaragua the English creole term for kitchen or cooking hut is gyali, from the nautical English galley, while in Haitian creole the normal word for “pull” is ralé, from the nautical French haler (haul) rather than the French tirer.63 In 1756 the marquis de Montcalm observed that French Canadians, who were governed by the Ministère de la Marine, frequently used sailors’ expressions, as they were more accustomed to travel by water than by land. This nautical contagion is still discernible: “Le Canadien traverse d’un bord de la rue à la autre. Il aborde quelqu’un pour lui parler, quand cette personne est accostable. Ou bien, il vire de bord. Bordée (de neige) est de même origine, ainsi que embardée, amarrer (un cheval) et touer (un auto).”64

Mere cataloguing of nautical expressions, however, fails to convey the significance of the maritime world as a cradle for American culture and language. Dialectology has concentrated on comparing New World speechways with regional norms in the Old, or else on documenting neologism and language contact in the New. What has been neglected until recently is that the ocean itself, with its ships, islands, and commercial ports and coasts, constituted a far-flung thalassic civilization, not simply a path of transit between Europe and the Americas but also a seedbed of experience and experiment. At least two maritime linguistic communities mediated between the Old World and the New to condition language development in the latter (and perhaps, selectively, in the former): the communities of “Atlantic Spanish” and of the creole languages.

The notion of an Atlantic Spanish grows from an ancient debate over the Andalusianism of American Spanish. Many features of southern Spanish phonology have long been seen to correspond to speechways of the American koine. These include yeísmo (leveling of the ll to y), neutralization of the implosive -r and -l, aspiration of s when it terminates a syllable (e.g., después > dehpuéh), and, most notoriously, the seseo. This last refers to pronunciation of z, or of c before e or i, as s rather than a voiceless th as in most of Spain. The seseo thus erases the phonic distinction between casa (house) and caza (hunt).65

As early as 1688 Bishop Fernández de Piedrahita, in his history of New Granada, noted resemblances between American and Andalusian Spanish. A century later the lexicographer Antonio de Alcedo specifically ascribed American speech peculiarities to Andalusian origin. During the nineteenth century the andalucista thesis led a checkered career. Cuervo acknowledged Andalusian influence because of the preponderance of southern Spaniards in the formative years of conquest. Yet he cautiously warned that dialects from all of Spain were mingled in colonization and that the American koine was not merely a projection of European tendencies but also a response to new environment.

Finally in the 1920s the issue was polemically defined. Max L. Wagner argued that southern Spanish had strongly influenced the speech of the Caribbean area, Chile, and the Plata region, while Henríquez Ureña maintained that Andalusians had not preponderated in the conquest, that American Spanish reflected conditions of American life, and that therefore the seseo was polygenetic. As Darwin found his bulldog in Huxley, so Henríquez Ureña found his in Amado Alonso. Alonso agreed that Andalusians were a minority of the first settlers and furthermore held that the seseo was not general even in Andalusia in 1500. Rather, he thought, the seseo was a plebeian variant prepared to arise in many Hispanophone regions at home and abroad. It found acceptance in America because the reconstituted societies favored developments that in the prescriptive social context of Spain were held in check as vulgar.66

The anti-andalucista thesis had the advantage of drawing attention from geographic origins, so dear to dialectologists, and pointing it toward social process. Scholars such as Ramón Menéndez Pidal and D. Lincoln Canfield never accepted it, however, and by now assiduous research has reestablished both Andalusian preponderance in the early emigration and the monogenetic theory of the seseo.67 This is more than a routine swing of the scholarly pendulum. For there now emerges the picture of an Atlantic linguistic domain comprising southern Spain, the Atlantic islands, and the American commercial coastal regions. Within it, linguistic change was not unidirectional; it traveled east as well as west. A crossroads such as the Canary Islands accumulated linguistic strata reflecting successive stages of language development. These historical residua, here juxtaposed in a small island territory, in America were distributed spatially across the vast land area.68

The linguistic messengers in this maritime realm were the agents of commerce: mariners, merchants, service personnel, military. As Atlantic Spanish evolved, they extended it to the Caribbean, the Pacific coast, and the Plata region. Its traces are most fully stamped along the bifurcated course of the fleet in the Caribbean: the southern route from coastal Tierra Firme to Panama, the northern one between Veracruz and the Spanish Antilles.69

Regions of America were thus unequally exposed to Atlantic Spanish. In highland Central America and the Andes an earlier Spanish was perpetuated, largely impervious to maritime influence. These remoter places also resisted a third set of speechways, namely, the fashionable courtly Spanish representing the hegemonic consolidation of “Castilian” that accompanied successive cadres of bureaucrats and clergy to the administrative centers. This Spanish resisted the Andalusianism of Atlantic Spanish, as did the archaic version, and diffused neologisms of its own, notably the tuteo, or use of the second-person tú to replace the plebeian vos. Mexico City and Lima were the principal foci of courtly Spanish. Smaller centers such as Guatemala, Bogotá, or Quito favored a more archaic version, while others, such as Santo Domingo, Havana, Panama, Santiago, or Buenos Aires, were too heavily exposed to Atlantic Spanish for the courtly norm to triumph. When Buenos Aires finally became a viceregal seat in 1776, it was too late to efface yeísmo and the hardy voseo.70 The fact that Spanish in outlying Chile has lost certain plebeian features and adopted the tuteo is largely attributable to the efficacy with which the republican school system has, in the tradition of Andrés Bello, implanted a near-metropolitan norm.

The linguistic contrast between commercial Seville and courtly Madrid was reproduced overseas in a series of urban binomials (Veracruz-Mexico City, Cartagena-Bogotá, Guayaquil-Quito, Buenos Aires-Asunción) reflecting the challenge of maritime Spanish to courtly or archaic norms. Linguistic boundaries, however, are far from distinct. Salient characteristics of the three ideal types of American Spanish vary in their distribution. The seseo was the only feature of Atlantic Spanish to become generalized. Other hallmarks, such as yeísmo, the aspirate s, or the weakened intervocalic d, have made more limited headway. The courtly tuteo invaded the Caribbean but not the River Plata. By mapping only four such features, Rona produced isoglosses that define twenty-three dialectal zones. The difficulties he faces in presenting a definitive taxonomy confirm that the koine is no mere abstraction.71

Like the study of Atlantic Spanish, the study of Atlantic creole languages finds a central focus in the Caribbean. Although serious research on creoles dates from the work of F. A. Coelho and Schuchardt in the last century and that of Hesseling in the first third of this century, they have received concerted scholarly attention only since the 1950s.72 The reasons are obvious. For elites concerned with the purity or authenticity of a local metropolitan norm it was vexing to take seriously the alleged corruption of that norm by a servile population. Moreover, creole languages flourished in the British, French, and Dutch territories, precisely where until recently institutions of higher learning and research were lacking. And whereas early Spanish and Portuguese missionaries compiled grammars of Amerindian languages, and colonial universities established chairs for teaching them, the original languages of the African slaves were scorned and, in any event, soon vanished in America. To the extent that creole studies require familiarity with African-derived features, the facts of the case were lost to memory. Finally, denigration of creole by metropolitan-affiliated elites or, as in Haiti, a national one is a powerful instrument of social and political control.

Caribbean creoles were traditionally thought to have blossomed as emergency languages for communication between masters and slaves. Because a creole draws its lexicon heavily from a given European language, it was easy to suppose it to be a local “deformation” and “simplification” of that language, caused by the slaves’ crude efforts at articulation and the masters’ efforts to strip speech to a functional baby-talk minimum. There are two objections to this notion. First, on examination a creole proves quite as expressive and adequate to its circumstances as any “standard” language. In fact, a creole is a language. If it simplifies European inflections, this usually means that morphological variations have been contracted or that they are used only when sense requires them or that they are replaced by periphrastic constructions. It is customary to reserve the term “pidgin” for an emergency language of limited repertoire. A pidgin is an auxiliary contact language, while a creole is the native language of most of its speakers. That is why it must offer a full range of linguistic functions. Creoles are thought to develop from pidgins, but this shift may typically have occurred in Africa, where slaves of different language stocks were interspersed and, in effect, deprived of their mother tongues. Thus one can imagine cases in the New World where masters learned the slaves’ language, rather than the reverse.

A second objection to the baby-talk theory of origin is the similarity of creole languages. The French-based creoles of Louisiana, Haiti, the Lesser Antilles, and French Guiana are all mutually intelligible, as are most Caribbean English-based creoles. These in turn are similar to French creoles spoken on Réunion and Mauritius in the Indian Ocean and to English West African creoles. Beyond that, creoles with different European bases show many parallels in structure. Such findings would be dubious if creoles were simply local improvisations. As in the case of Atlantic Spanish, the monogenetic hypothesis has gained against the polygenetic one. Here, however, the evidence is shakier, for many languages are involved and historical documentation is scanty. One seductive theory is that most languages we call creoles may be traced to a variable pidgin Portuguese used as a lingua franca in West Africa after the fifteenth century and then extended in another version to the Far East. (Some even conjecture that this pidgin in turn derives from Sabir, the medieval lingua franca of the Mediterranean.) According to this view, the French-, English-, Dutch-, and Spanish-based creoles of the Caribbean are simply relexifications of a common pidgin ancestor whose structural features they share. Another supposition is that the creole matrix was based not on Portuguese but on the linguistic product of cultural contact—carried out in forts, trading factories, and African towns—between Europeans and members of various African subcultures. If so, this matrix was not European-derived or -based but incorporated structural and lexical elements from one or more prominent African languages.73

As I summarize it thus far, recent research has legitimized transatlantic creoles as languages and imputed to them family genealogy. In so doing, however, it relies on taxonomy (pidgin versus creole, Sabir versus Portuguese versus pan-African substrates) that offers Procrustean choices. Linguistics here requires sure footing in social and institutional history. Factors affecting the development of creoles include the proportional mix of cultural groups that comprise a society; social and political codes governing the interaction of groups; and occupational distribution within a society. Loose characterizations of long-term metropolitan policies and ethnic attitudes have weak explanatory force. One must reckon with changing local conditions through half a millennium of history. If one took only a few factors—policies of colonial rule, the structure of agrarian systems, the ethnic composition of society, and the nature of the transitions to independence or abolition—and plotted them as configurations for each territory, shifting through time, the welter of cases would almost defy generalization.74 This is not the place, nor am I the arbiter, to pronounce on the current status of the creole question. Let me instead review some contexts and strategies that help to mesh historical linguistics to history itself.

In Afro America we discern two sets of cases: (1) the Hispanophone countries, Brazil, and the southern United States, where creoles, if they existed, have disappeared save for exotic enclaves; and (2) the non-Hispanic Caribbean, where creoles coexist with metropolitan languages. The latter group subdivides into lands (a) where a metropolitan language is paired with its creole (e.g., French and French creole in Haiti, Martinique, and Guadeloupe) and (b) where there is disjunction (Dutch with Spanish-based Papiamentu in Curaçao and Aruba, Dutch with English/Portuguese-based Sranan Tongo and Saramaccan in Surinam, English with French creole in Saint Lucia). Intermediate between groups 1 and 2 are Anglophone islands such as Jamaica and Antigua, having a spectrum ranging from near-creole to a standard West Indian English that is more removed than official Caribbean French from the metropolitan norm. Here, depending on the social occasion, a speaker negotiates the spectrum within the span he controls. McDavid generalizes the case in observing that a person’s linguistic range depends on habitual social contacts. “The wider the range of contacts, the greater the social assurance, the sharper the intelligence and powers of observation of a speaker, the greater the likelihood of his being able to switch not only from one degree of formality to another, but from standard to nonstandard language as well.”75

Even the Francophone Caribbean admits of linguistic osmosis despite the mutual near-unintelligibility of elite French and “broad” creole. While the French spoken by Haiti’s small (10 percent) elite has largely formal uses and therefore does not develop the colloquial style and argot of Parisian French, it does show discreet invasions of creole usage. It is colored, wrote Price-Mars, by a “musical accent, by reticences, sousentendus, exclamations, gestures that reinforce or attenuate the spoken vocables.” Creole, on the other hand, has regional dialects, of which the most prestigious is the more Frenchified version of Port-au-Prince. A literacy campaign that features broad or “popular” creole may meet resistance from residents of the capital even though as urbanites they have a more pressing need for literacy.76

Creole language study naturally began with existing creoles. The drawback was that because modern creoles are politically sensitive, researchers may tip the scales. For example, while Faine’s early study of Haitian creole emphasized its “respectable” Norman and Picard sources, a more recent scholar views French creole as the repressed or “strangulated” idiom of the disinherited.77 Until the 1950s, scholars in Brazil and Hispanophone America, where creole languages had evanesced, took the lead in documenting African “influence” on American speech. The evidence, however, was largely lexical; African vocabulary seemed to have enriched the European vocabulary by spontaneous loan words. There were no phonological or syntactical explorations toward a speech mode that might once have been shared. As the creole agenda took shape elsewhere, however, the Hispanophone Caribbean, with its ephemeral creoles, became an arena for ingenious forays into linguistic history.

At first glance the Hispanophone lands appeared to have reached an assimilationist stage “beyond” places where Africanism was largely confined to creoles or dialects serving metropolitan languages as buffers against “contagion.” Historical study, however, has challenged the undisguised evolutionism (pidgin > creole > metropolitan assimilation) that places modern Haiti, Jamaica, and Venezuela at successive points between the last two “stages.” The question is not whether Africanism has been linguistically digested in Venezuela but whether here we witness a different outcome of a multivalent process. Several points merit attention. First, it is analytically difficult to postulate a linguistic pidgin-creole dichotomy and to claim, particularly in multilingual West Africa, that a second generation converted parental pidgin into a “language.” Second, the Sabir or Portuguese pidgin/creole theses cause difficulties. Can one imagine French, English, and Dutch slaves learning Portuguese pidgin as a second language, then relexifying it massively to produce a third? Is it not more logical to suppose that the African hosts were the agents of change, the ones who relexified speech patterns common to multilingual West Africa with several European vocabularies? This would explain why a creole may reject a word such as tears, or larmes, and translate the African lexical unit “eye-water” as watr’ai (Sranan Tongo) or dileau-oueye (French Guianese creole). Or why “big eye,” the common metaphor for greedy in African languages, becomes big-eye in Bahamian creole English, gwo [image: ]e in Haitian creole French, and olho grande in Brazilian Portuguese. Transfer of morphosyntactic usage was possibly not so much a process of grafting fresh lexicon to a substrate as one of tracing, mapping, or calquing the structure of expressions, sentences, and proverbs onto the emergent creole languages and imbuing them with African intonation, or ton significatif

A third point derives from research on the Spanish Caribbean. Here creole has disappeared save for small enclaves of palenquero (spoken at the sites of palenques, or palisades that once harbored runaway slaves), the negro congo dialect of Panama, and memory traces of the habla bozal of slaves in the Greater Antilles. Here in fact there may not have existed a widespread, stabilized creole beyond the pidginized Spanish of African-born bozales. Mass enslavement came later than in non-Hispanic regions and at a time when Spanish had taken purchase as the language of mixed and somewhat fluid societies. If localized creole did exist, its evanescence was hastened by dissolution of the structure of social castas in the eighteenth century, by demographic features of systems of production, and, on the South American continent, by fraternization during the independence wars and the early abolition of slavery. For those who cherish the presumption of an original, if now largely extinct creole, interest therefore attaches to a modern “substandard” Spanish, or mesolect, which coexists with the standard acrolect. This supposed mesolect would have arisen in direct contact, not with African languages, but with an intermediate creole, a creole continuum or basilect, that filtered their phonetic, morphosyntactic, and lexical characteristics while at the same time registering influence from established religious cult groups and from late African immigrants. According to this hypothesis, the role of substandard Spanish has been not to rework and relexify African languages in “apprenticeship” to Spanish but to sustain long-term interaction between Spanish and a creole substrate.78

Research on the creole “ghost” of the Spanish Caribbean sets an agenda for northern Brazil and the southern United States, which have their own ghosts. Despite the possibility of a Portuguese Atlantic lingua franca and despite present-day evidence of a lingering creole in southern Bahia, William Megenney resists grand conjectures about a once prevalent northeast Brazilian creole. In comparing Bahian and peninsular Portuguese he finds, apart from lexical Africanisms, only the persistent double negative, a placing of subject pronouns in objective position, and a “musical” intonation. Otherwise he denies a transatlantic shift in phonetics, phonology, morphology, or syntax. John Holm, on the other hand, concludes that popular Brazilian Portuguese did indeed absorb creole traits. Although he does not support Joaquim Ribeiro’s claim for a stabilized creole—and he even suspects that African slaves during the first two centuries learned the Indian-based língua geral more often than Portuguese—he presumes that creolized Portuguese took hold in the northeast planation zone as the African-descended population reached numerical superiority. Evolution of a creole language was blocked, however, from one side by retention of Yoruba as a lingua franca and from the other by a permissive social system that countenanced creolization (phonology, inflection, syntax) of vernacular Portuguese.79

Latin American and Caribbean linguistic study partly responds to a quest for the “identity” of nations and protonations. In the United States, where national identity is swaggeringly assumed, the creole argument bolsters the identity of the Afro-American minority. The benchmark was Lorenzo Turner’s 1949 study of the Gullah dialect of coastal South Carolina and Georgia. More informed and professional than Latin American works of its time, it demolished the assumption that Gullah was an amalgam of obsolete British dialects and slavemasters’ baby-talk. Turner showed Gullah to be a creolized English by demonstrating its retentions of African sounds, syntax, morphology, intonation, and word formation. Only with the Black Awareness movement was the implication of Turner’s work generalized, namely, that “Black English” is not composed of random errors but is a Black English vernacular, or mesolect, with its own rules. As with the language spectrum of the British Caribbean (which may in fact absorb British dialectal archaisms), it shows traits of a basilect in its creolized features or traits of an acrolect as it approaches or infiltrates standard American English.80

Lest we assume that the debates over creole origins are headed toward closure, we should heed the challenge Bickerton poses to the Afro-Atlantic theory.81 Conversant with Caribbean creoles, he has also studied Hawaiian Creole English, which shows affinities to Atlantic creoles but is of provably independent origin. To explain creole he therefore resurrects a baby-talk thesis—not, however, the baby-talk of masters, who condescendingly strip down a metropolitan language in addressing slaves, but a language arising from children’s speech, which has its own “natural” and universal structure. This occurs, Bickerton hypothesizes, when children are exposed, say, to pidgins with no adequate native language as a model. They grow up speaking a “creole” whose grammar comes naturally to children in combination with a locally available lexicon. He supposes that a creole must arise from a pidgin that is no more than a generation old and in a population where no more than 20 percent speak the dominant language and the remainder are from diverse language groups. This language-forming capacity is not Chomsky’s “innate universal grammar,” alleged to underlie all languages and to quicken the early learning of any of them. It is instead an innate grammar that creates language if at age three or four there is no censorship from parental and pedagogical authority. As evidence Bickerton cites features exclusive to baby-talk and creoles (use of negative subjects with negative verbs, use of intonation rather than word order to distinguish statements from questions), adducing speech forms common to child language and Jamaican, Guyanese, and Hawaiian creoles.

While this thesis questions the monogenetic theory of creoles and aims to place the origin of creole grammar under fresh scrutiny, it scarcely threatens the best scholarship on the evolution of American creoles. There is no necessary incompatibility (malgré Saussure) between diachronic specificity and synchronic, or achronic, generalization. It all depends on what one wishes to explain.

American Counterpoints

We may now assemble five conspicuous elements that have intersected to Americanize language, understood of course within a more pervasive and elusive process.

1. Archaic speech. Archaic speech comprises speechways, generally carried by the earliest European arrivals, that became “archaic” by metropolitan standards even while evolving on a course of their own. Canadian French is perhaps even more richly illustrative than the Spanish of the Andean highlands or the caipira dialect of Brazil. French petites gens who settled Canada were innocent of the Francien dialect that had acquired prestige as the language of the court. Even as late as the French Revolution only one Frenchman in seven spoke Francien, or “French,” with complete fluency. Meanwhile, in 1763 French emigration to Canada had been cut off. In Canada, therefore, dialects intermingled with little guidance from the courtly norm, producing a relatively homogeneous French that sounds in many ways archaic to a modern Parisian.82

2. Standard speech. Whether in colonial or postcolonial status, Americans remained exposed to “standard” norms. At first these were transplanted from Europe to prestigious centers or, in Brazil and the Caribbean area particularly, diffused by domestic elites educated in Europe. At varying speeds the new nations internalized a capacity to perpetuate approved versions of a national koine with the expansion of school and university systems and, frequently, establishment of national academies of the language.83 Independent evolution of European norms as well as language shifts in America made this necessary. The impracticability of Oxbridge English for the British Caribbean or of modern Lisbon Portuguese for Brazil required legitimizing new norms—standard West Indian English and the carioca accent of Rio de Janeiro. Although schooling may instill artificial or puristic forms (differentiation of b and v in Sarmiento’s Argentina; the it is I of U.S. pedagogues), the Chilean case illustrates the sweeping changes that schooling can engender. Schooling does not extirpate regional dialects, but it can smooth them out, especially for the more mobile upper classes.

The advent of the mass media offered new opportunities and challenges. In 1940 Mário de Andrade was intrigued by the efforts of the Argentine Postal and Telegraph Service to solicit professional advice on whether radio broadcasters should avoid colloquial programs and impose “cultured pronunciation.” By its nature, Mário reflected, the radio cannot aspire to the cultural peaks but must cling to valleys, coasts, and plateaus: “Hence its special language: complex, multifarious, jumbled, using words, clichés, syntax of all classes, groups, and communities.” John Clark observes that radio commercials and soap operas in the United States favor a blend of “formal written and informal spoken styles, and also (what is not the same thing) of the educated and the uneducated.”84

3. Seaborne vernacular. Undermining genteel language was a colloquial, plebeian speech that perhaps on some counts was more “modern” or “evolved” than the official norm. Carried by commercial and proletarian groups, its centers of diffusion were the coastal flashpoints of maritime trade. Atlantic Spanish probably had a Portuguese counterpart as it also had an English one, discussed in Dillard’s chapter “Maritime English and the American Colonists.”85 A modern sequel to the colonial seaborne vernacular is the speechways of the millions of immigrants, particularly from southern and central Europe, who streamed to urban centers in the United States and the south Atlantic zone of Latin America after the mid-nineteenth century. Their mark on American speech, however, may be less deep than is often supposed. For example, the distinctive yeísmo of Buenos Aires, which renders the ll of calle as a French j, is traceable to colonial times and is not, as some think, a “corruption” by recent immigrant speakers.86

4. Amerindian influence. To a degree not easily determined, Indian languages have influenced the speaking of European languages in America. The influence may be transmitted as substrate elements (Indian speech-ways retained by those who adopt Spanish) or as an adstrate (linguistic habits exchanged between contiguous communities).87 Save for loan words, Indian influence on the French and English of North America is negligible. In Brazil one can at least hypothesize that Tupi left its mark on Portuguese. The strongest influences are detectable in Spanish America—southern Mexico and Yucatan, Guatemala, the Andean highlands, Paraguay—where in many localities Amerindian languages still flourish. Juan and Ulloa reported that the Spanish and Quechua spoken in Quito and its environs circa 1740 were interpermeated with borrowed expressions. White children learned the tongue of their Indian wet nurses and could be taught Spanish only at five or six years of age. Even then, they spoke a mixed jargon that gained ground among Europeans who picked up local speechways.88

5. Creoles and African influence. As Europeans brought their languages to America so Africans brought theirs, in the form of pidgins, creoles, or even tribal mother tongues. Wherever a creole shared the lexical base of a dominant language, there developed a speech continuum that permitted two-way influence, particularly at intermediate levels. In both Ibero and Anglo America pidgins and creoles have virtually disappeared, although they may well have left their mark on national languages in the United States, the Spanish Caribbean area, and Brazil. Where they are still spoken in the non-Hispanic Caribbean, creoles continue in symbiotic relationship with official languages. In some cases the European language may one day displace the creole, though with linguistic concessions. In others the creole may achieve official status. In still others, where it is a minority tongue with its own lexical repertoire, the creole will hold its ground as an enclave (Saramaccan in Surinam) or else gradually disappear (French creole in Trinidad).

Because of its immense size and segmental construction, the Spanish empire exhibits to best effect the deployment and mix of these five language vectors.89 The Spanish that most broadly confronted the Indian languages was the earlier, conservative version in southern Mexico, the Central American and Andean highlands, Paraguay, and northern Argentina. Within this area larger administrative centers were points of diffusion for a more modern official Castilian, although the two main viceregal capitals were located slightly on the periphery. Maritime Spanish and the African-influenced pidgins and creoles invaded the coastal areas and lowlands, the former favoring commercial centers, the latter favoring plantation zones and the inland refuges of runaway slaves.

A vivid illustration of the interaction—linguistic, social, and psychological—between bureaucrats and a rustic bicultural constituency is the comedy ballet El Güegüence of colonial Nicaragua, still produced in that country.90 The dialogue, colloquial and repetitious, is a slipshod hybrid of Nahuatl and Spanish. The stage business, adhering strictly to the interests of a provincial audience, hinges on the impudence and cunning of the creole hero, El Güegüence. The often obscene complications arising from the disreputable hero’s feigned deafness afford comic devices and a crude vitality. El Güegüence’s sly and ribald malentendus continually undercut the pomposity of Spanish officials who must cope with him, paralleling the linguistic effect of a fluid, earthy idiom that mockingly absorbs the grandiloquent salutations of imperial bureaucracy.

Some situations present extraordinary complexity. Puerto Rico, off the main colonial trade routes, preserved many vestiges of archaic Spanish and at least some lexical items from the Indians. Subsequently exposed to Atlantic Spanish and, as a sugar colony, to pidgin or creolized speech, it was until 1898 an outpost of formal Spanish culture. The transition to U.S. rule worked further changes on Puerto Rican Spanish. Not only has wholesale relexification occurred to accommodate English vocabulary but return migrants to the island supply an English substrate for the Spanish they must learn or relearn.91 Spoken colloquially, Puerto Rican Spanish is not readily understood even by other Spanish Americans. In the present colonial situation this unintelligibility may serve the functions of psychic defense that strategic use of creoles serves on neighboring islands. Marshall Morris shows that the apparent sloppiness and indirectness of Puerto Rican Spanish is not lazy or ignorant misuse of the mother tongue but, quite the opposite, a subtle manipulation of language that allows the speaker to extract and control information without overt commitment. The complement to verbal imprecision is selective deafness. Businesslike “American” clarity is shunned. Interest attaches to intention rather than to articulation. The historical sedimentation of Puerto Rican Spanish is too thick to support the accusation of linguistic impoverishment.92

If the Spanish American situation is complex, those of Portuguese and English America are in a way more elusive. In both Brazil and the United States the colonial societies hugged the coast, so that the principal cities accumulated highbrow alongside vernacular, maritime linguistic influences. Unlike Spanish America, colonial Brazil had neither universities nor dense bureaucratic concentrations. Even urban elites were plantocrats, yet their families absorbed immigrant Portuguese merchants. The few Brazilians who sought higher education returned to Portugal, where linguistic norms were still in flux. The five types of linguistic influence that tended to be regionalized in Spanish America must all have interacted in the Recôncavo region, site of the colonial capital of Salvador. One can loosely say that by the seventeenth century the coastal zone was exposed to both courtly and maritime Portuguese with variable Amerindian and Afro-pidgin influences, while the interior witnessed the interaction of more archaic Portuguese with the línguas gerais and various Indian languages. The gold rush of circa 1700 drew to the interior streams of Portuguese immigrants as well as fortune-seekers and slaves from the coast, thus complicating the picture of regional linguistic development. The língua geral of the bandeirantes, who had discovered the mines, was displaced by coastal Portuguese and by a slaves’ lingua franca (língua Minna) based on Fon, a variety of Ewe. When the mines gave out, the population dispersed, carrying coastal speech modes that helped establish the Brazilian koine. Not until the transfer of the crown to Rio de Janeiro in 1808 did Brazil have a dominant courtly center comparable to Mexico City or Lima. Elite rural families now interrupted their “rustic seclusion” and repaired to the capital. There, mixing with Europeans at galas and levees, “they soon rubbed off the rust of retirement, and returned home with new ideas and modes of life, which were again adopted by their neighbours, and so improvement and civilization spread through the country.”93

In the United States as in Brazil, norms and vernaculars were mixed in leading coastal cities, and inland settlement did not obey the hierarchical principle of Spanish America, where bureaucratic, intellectual, and ecclesiastical activities were clustered in main centers. Society was pervaded by an egalitarian ethic analogous, if not identical, in its linguistic implications to the episodic caudillist populism of independent Spanish America. Generally, though, we find the same five influences discussed above. Here, historical linguistics has slighted the richness and interplay of these elements. A traditional preoccupation has been with identifying the boundaries of eastern dialects (northern, midland, highland southern, coastal southern), matching them with English prototypes, and delimiting the western areas into which they flowed. These efforts in dialectal geography, often relying on defective sampling methods, neglect the social layers of language and the linguistic entrepôts created by large cities. As Dillard’s books suggest, American English has been conditioned by contact with a variety of pidgins and vernaculars that escape conventional spatial and temporal categories. Of special importance is Karla Holloway’s criticism: “Much of the dialect study in the United States has concentrated on illustrating what people actually say and has paid less attention to the more informative but conceptually more abstract matter of what people know as they speak.”94

The ocean crossing impoverished European languages to the extent that emigrants failed to represent the full social spectrum of the mother country and that their intermingling eliminated many regionalisms. It would seem that this abridgment was compensated by the variety of new language contacts just discussed and by neological inventiveness in the new setting. The realm of politics abundantly illustrates the latter. For American English Mencken cites such new usages or coinages as: favorite son, gag rule, spoils system, steering committee, straight ticket, porkbarrel, landslide, dark horse, carpetbagger, lame duck, plank, platform, machine, precinct, filibuster, gerrymander, mugwump, candidacy, to bolt, to lobby, and many more. Although Argentine politics also produced fresh or freshly interpreted terms, the following list, ridiculed by a mid-nineteenth-century poet, differs from the Anglo-American one by its Gallicisms and by a classificatory rather than instrumental orientation: socialista (equivalent to “social”), clase proletaria, retrógrado, feudalismo, protagonista, misteriosa ansiedad, satánica sonrisa, volcánico ardor, prosaica figura, profesión de fe, solidaridad, masas. Or, to sample coinages and free borrowings of a century later: quedantismo, frente, antifrente, frentismo, antifrentismo, integración, bipartidario, extrapartidario, línea dura, línea blanda, golpista, politización, liderazgo, putsch, lumpen-proletariado.95

Yet despite its fresh cadences, modulations, and lexicon, language in America has disappointed many writers. Walt Whitman lamented that his country had produced no fanciful vernacular literature to compare with Europe’s:

The Scotch have their ballads, subtly expressing their past and present, and expressing character. The Irish have theirs. England, Italy, France, Spain, theirs. What has America? With exhaustless mines of the richest ore of epic, lyric, tale, tune, picture, etc., in the Four Years’ War; with, indeed, I sometimes think, the richest masses of material ever afforded a nation, more variegated, and on a larger scale—the first sign of proportionate, native, imaginative Soul, the first-class works to match, is (I cannot too often repeat) so far wanting.96

The Chilean poet Gabriela Mistral remonstrated similarly:

The ordinary Spanish American vocabulary is of a poverty one could call barren.… How beautiful would be a South American youth that, at the least, spoke like the peasant of Córdoba, Toledo, or Salamanca! I’d want to return to life to hear it. It would have grace, elegance, warmth and savor, agility and humor in each utterance, in questions and in response, in describing and narrating, even in loving and fighting!97

In explaining what he considered the dullness of Argentine balladry, Martínez Estrada contended that in a mixed-race society Indian mothers could neither transmit the Spanish legacy nor instil their own. The mestizo offspring were without roots or history. Their culture answered day-to-day claims of environment; it gave off no resonances from the past. Their discourse was “the speech of commerce and commands, a mere verbal instrument, an adjunct of weapons and tools.” Language was transmitted by teaching how things are named and sentences formed, not by repetition of tales and verse. Such balladry as existed was the spontaneous, personal song of the payador, cast in stripped-down common speech. “For gaucho poetry is neither sentimental nor affective: it’s passionate, yet careful not to trespass into the confidential.” Alonso showed how the pampean rancher classifies vegetation by a strictly utilitarian criterion. Concerned only with what serves as fodder, he scarcely has names for flowers and trees. In Spain pasto means grass actually in use for pasturage; on the pampas it means any grass that might serve that purpose. For an Argentine a lawn is pasto, but not for a Spaniard. The latter perceives an object as having many uses; the former subordinates the object to its single most practical use.98

The instrumental functions of language were nowhere more accentuated than in the United States. In this commercial, egalitarian society Tocqueville was struck by the hegemony of practical affairs: “[The] majority is more engaged in business than in study, in political and commercial interests than in philosophical speculation or literary pursuits. Most of the words coined or adapted for its use will bear the mark of these habits, they will mainly serve to express the wants of business, the passions of party, or the details of public administration. In these departments the language will constantly grow, while it will gradually lose ground in metaphysics and theology.” The triumph of the majority and its affairs, Tocqueville continued, blunts the cutting edge of language. It becomes prompt and convenient to extend the received meaning of a term, to render it ambiguous. The abstraction is preferred, not, obviously, because interests are not concrete, but because it assists the mind “to include many objects in a small compass.” “An abstract term is like a box with a false bottom; you may put in it what ideas you please, and take them out again without being observed.” As Santayana later put it, the urgency of the American’s “novel attack upon matter, his zeal in gathering its fruits, precludes meanderings in primrose paths; devices must be short cuts, and symbols must be mere symbols.” Santayana’s pursuit of the theme deserves generous quotation:

In America, where all else is precision and hurry, the very speech of the people, when it is more than a business code for co-ordinating action, becomes languid and vacuous; it drawls, it becomes indirect, humorous, and playful, it renounces all responsibility, like whistling, and is not particularly interested in anything or even in itself. Why should this happen in a nation otherwise so lively, and so shrewd in practical perception? Because speech and thought, for the man of action, lag behind the automatic decision by which his action is determined; he sees, he aims, and he hits the mark. Why should he trouble, after that, to express the fact simply in words, to focus description on the truth, or to trouble about what anything is exactly? For him speech and thought are essentially superfluous, belated, pathetic: if he must talk or think, he will take to amiable banter, as if he were fooling with a child: and his work over, the wake of his thoughts will be like those soapy patterns left wavering in the sea-water by the impetuous churning of the screws.99

As implied in the last passage, the ebullient release of energy in the New World, directed toward control of environment or of improvised labor systems, had its complement in an attitude of passivity or lassitude, testifying that colonization was adaptation as well as exploitation. Adaptation is not an act of will; it demands shrewdness, patience, receptivity, even distractedness. It is a casting of one’s lot with forces, natural or human, that are sensed but not explicit. It is malleability in face of the most efficacious gods. It is biting scepticism toward the systems and decorum of Europe, the traditional “creole malice.” It prescribes misgiving as to the outcome of enterprise or human relations and hence refuge in democratic courtesies, negligent speech, and evasive response. The Chilean Torres-Ríoseco has said that “the Spaniard is dogmatic, simple, severe, sober, impassioned, carved of a single block; the Spanish American is less decisive, less assured, more flexible, elegant, pliant, superficial, sensitive.… Our manner of speaking is less declamatory, less emphatic than that of the Spaniard; rather it is softer, more intimate; the Spaniard is more dramatic, we are more lyrical.” Or again, Martínez Estrada observes that Argentines avoid the explicit, well constructed turn of speech: “Clarity in elocution, to deliver oneself disarmed, is as foreign to our speech as the categorical, apodictic idea. Thus expression is colored by doubt and imprecision even when the speaker is quite certain of what he knows and wants to say. Circumlocution and vagueness are psychological more than grammatical habits, a way of being ourselves.” David Daiches asks whether it is mere rationalization to suggest that Americans, an emotional and rhetorical people, have found their maturest poetic expression in “cunning understatement,” while the British, so reserved in national life, look to poetry for “a richer and more passionate utterance than daily life can afford.”100

A salient trait of character and hence of language in the United States, Clark has written, is “nervous diffidence, leading to an ambivalent attitude toward superiority of any kind (or perhaps to anything strange, of the merit of which the standardless and drifting mind can not judge).” Remarking that American speech habits convey little “security of intention,” Henry James reminded his Bryn Mawr graduates of two kinds of ease, the ease that comes from facing and conquering a difficulty and the ease that comes from vaguely dodging it. In one case one gains facility, in the other mere looseness. D. H. Lawrence felt that American peoples reject the explicit and take refuge in double meanings. “They revel in subterfuge. They prefer their truth safely swaddled in an ark of bulrushes, and deposited among the reeds until some friendly Egyptian princess comes to rescue the babe.” The New World resisted post-Renaissance humanism and “hated the flowing ease of humor in Europe. At the bottom of the American soul was always a dark suspense, at the bottom of the Spanish-American soul the same.”101

The traveler Marryat remarked on the drawl and twang of English in the United States, arising, he presumed, from “cautious, calculating habits.” He once asked a woman why she drawled out her words. “‘Well,’ replied she, ‘I’d drawl all the way from Maine to Georgia, rather than clip my words as you English people do.’” The verbs reckon, believe, calculate, expect, and guess and qualifiers such as pretty, sort of, kind of, and couple of have been heavily worked as a form of wary noncommitment. Marryat reported the response of a “Yankee girl” when asked if she had a sweetheart: “Well, now, can’t exactly say; reckon more a sorter yes than a sorter no.” American English tends to smooth irregularities of stress by throwing the accent forward (ínquiry, résearch, céntenary) or back (mischíevous, exquísite, primárily). While this feature may be explained as an archaism, Mencken suggests that indecisive, evenly distributed accentuation betrays the social parvenu who fears that his speech may disclose a lowly origin. To similar effect, popular American Spanish often accents a broad vowel to produce a diphthong (paráiso, cáido, bául, máestro for paraíso, caído, baúl, maestro), thus distributing rather than consolidating the emphases of speech.102

The assault on nature and on fellow men and shrewd acquiescence in natural and human forces exerted correlative influences on language. They each caused a shift of primary interests, engendering indifference to, even distrust of, both the folkish wisdom of ancient communities and the intellectual assurance of the cities. Association in America was less an ancestral celebration than a practical measure for taming one’s environment. Communication became functional, responsive to the needs of the moment, wary of conclusive assertion. Yet precisely this rustication of language bred ingenuous fondness for the citified norm.

European travelers are perennially taken aback by the Latinized bombast of legislators and newspaper editorials in the Americas. They are startled, that is, at a supposed cosmopolitan norm, uncritically accepted because it is invested with civilizing powers or because it assuages an inferiority complex. James Fenimore Cooper criticized American English for “an ambition of effect, a want of simplicity, and a turgid abuse of terms.” Tocqueville noted that the democratic desire of the uneducated to rise above their sphere often led them “to seek to dignify a vulgar profession by a Greek or Latin name.” Euphemism, like bombast, is a veneer for earthy provincialism. Américo Castro soon learned that in Argentina the common Spanish words coger, acabar, and concha and the expressions bajar la escalera and dar a luz were all proscribed, while Mencken lists scores of “forbidden words” for American English.103

In much of the New World, with its scattered, shifting rural populations and its mushrooming cities, the precarious standards of journalese usurped the normative role once performed by the speech of educated minorities. Where social mobility is widespread, McDavid observes, the newly risen assume rigid attitudes, especially toward speechways of their group of origin. In communities settled by foreign-language immigrants English is more “formal and bookish” than where there is an English colloquial tradition. Public-school teachers are likely to be more rigid than graduate professors, with newspaper columnists still more unyielding and editors of women’s magazines the most punctilious of all. Without training in linguistic structure and history, such worthies consult the venerable Blue Back Speller or lists of common grammatical errors and mispronounced words. J. F. Cooper supposed that the pronunciations of ensign as ensyne and engine as engyne were traceable to a belief that words are to be spoken as they are spelled.104

One could readily find Latin American counterparts to Mr. Scully in Stephen Crane’s “The Blue Hotel,” whose speech combined “Irish brogue and idiom, Western twang and idiom, and scraps of curiously formal diction taken from the story books and newspapers.” The attempt of blacks in the United States to cast off creolized speech produced a similar effect of, in Genovese’s term, awkward “fancification”: “Thus, instead of the simple ‘vorce’ [for “divorce”], some would reach for ‘revorce,’ and eventually, ‘divorcement.’ By the time of emancipation the speech of the more assimilated slaves was riddled with ‘scatterment,’ ‘dividement,’ ‘separament,’ ‘worryment,’ and the like.” Clark tells of the slave who exclaimed after hearing a sermon by Henry Ward Beecher: “W’y he ain’ no preacher! Ol’ Joe un’erstan’ every word he say!”105

Construed sociologically, this linguistic counterpoint between interior and coast, backlands and city, farm and school, old-timers and parvenus, occurred also in Europe. But in America it reflects deeper tensions between experience and legacy, between sense and intellect. It mirrors the “dark suspense” of D. H. Lawrence. Poets in particular have been sensitive to the dichotomy. F. O. Matthiessen remarked that Whitman could never splice two diverging strains of his language, specific images and lifeless abstractions. Not linguistic ambivalence but sentimental disjunction produced such lines as “jovial, red, stout, with sonorous voice and characteristic physiognomy” or “I concentrate toward them that are nigh, I wait on the door slab”: “In his determination to strike up for a new world, he deliberately rid himself of foreign models. But, so far as his speech is concerned, this was only very partially possible, and consequently Whitman reveals the peculiarly American combination of a childish freshness with a mechanical and desiccated repetition of book terms that had had significance for the more complex civilization in which they had had their roots and growth.” A remarkable mixture, Emerson called Whitman’s language, of the Bhagavad-Gita and the New York Herald.106

A later generation transposed the divorce of sense and intellect to a plane where it could be dealt with in more controlled, often ludic fashion as a source of creative energy. When she abandoned herself to the flow of American vernacular, Gertrude Stein found its rhythms fresh and evocative despite semantic impoverishment. Speech, she wrote in the spirit of Bakhtin, is never repetitious “because the essence of that expression is insistence, and if you insist you must each time use emphasis and if you use emphasis it is not possible while anybody is alive that they should use exactly the same emphasis.” Ezra Pound achieved a compelling blend of fluidity and articulation. In his reading of the Cantos Kenner detects an “interplay of two contrasting streams of imagery” and suggests such pairings as cut-lumpy, sculptured-confused, stone-mud, light-gloom, volition-drift and slither.107

Finding an American Center: Arguedas, Brathwaite, Anthropophagy

The previous several pages may evince undue concern with how bourgeois speakers and a handful of poets use European languages in America. If so, it would imply that evolutionary process has steadily effaced the linguistic heritage of Amerindians and Africans, the very work force that built a “new world” and enriched Europe into the bargain. A large caveat is therefore in order. For example, while Martínez Estrada makes a case for the stripped-down, instrumental nature of Argentine popular balladry, he is less persuasive in intimating that the Indian component was everywhere cauterized and lost to memory. Similarly, Genovese’s remarks on the “fancified” speech of U.S. blacks extract it from cultural context to present it as a parody of white norms. Our earlier discussion of Tagalog and Maya and, still more, of Caribbean creoles yields clues for a more generous view.

If the third epigraph to this essay (Mannheim) is a précis of the initial “Orientations,” and the first (Twain) sets the stage for much that ensues, how may we now interpret the cri de coeur of the second (Césaire)? Here we address group identities in our century, particularly as these may be voiced by creative writers or prophetic leaders. The question is no longer whether Andean Spanish has a Quechua substrate or Antillean English betrays African tonalities but whether the rich languages of conquered peoples may cast their shadow, with energies that escape routine philological detection, on contemporary expression. To abbreviate the inquiry we shall consult two writers, a Peruvian and a Barbadian. Both, as chance would have it, return us to our point of origin in Dante.

The Peruvian novelist, poet, and anthropologist José María Arguedas (1911–69) spoke Quechua as a child, was schooled in Spanish, and as an accomplished writer felt the tension between the two while recognizing the multilinguism of Peru as a whole. He inclined toward Quechua for his poetry, Spanish for prose. Quechua, the language of the mountains, was intimate, charged with symbols, attuned to voices of nature, suited to jokes, anger, suspicions, and songs. Spanish, the invading language, conquered the coast, leaving no linguistic ambiguity for writers such as Ciro Alegría or Mario Vargas Llosa. Quechua gave tongue to a veiled world of whispers and murmurs (un mundo rumoroso). Spanish was the language of hierarchy and control, aimed to dispel the religious understandings and “enchantment” of the Quechua realm. Even European music had a metallic edge, while the speech of the new mestizo, or cholo, class was one of insults. Ironically, Quechua was once a “universal” language emanating from Cuzco, “umbilicus of the world,” while Nebrija’s “universal” Spanish surrendered cultural primacy to French, English, and German. The challenge for the Peruvian writer was to make creative use of a marginalized native tongue and that of a decadent world power.

Two brief statements of Arguedas, “Between Quechua and Spanish” (1939) at the start of his career and “I’m Not an Acculturated Man …” (1968) at the end, summarize his convictions. After early chroniclers such as Poma de Ayala, the first modern writer to confront the struggle between the inner world of highland people and the imposed Spanish language was, Arguedas felt, the poet César Vallejo (1892–1938). In the absence of historical accommodation, Arguedas in 1939 sensed “the agony of Spanish as a spiritual climate and a pure and untouched language.” He looked neither toward political, gladiatorial triumph of one language nor toward evolutionary absorption. Even if one could demonstrate that highland Spanish had acquired traces of a Quechua substrate, this need not signify transference of conceptual grasp or spiritual outlook. Arguedas shared something of the ludic vein of the Filipino bard who in 1610 explored the free interplay of Tagalog and Spanish, and perhaps something of the spirit of José de Alencar’s Iracema. What he sought among the tongues of Peru was “discursive plurality” or “combinative identity” that was translinguistic and transcultural. Within this plural universe he saw Quechua and Spanish as “copresent,” implying, in Escobar’s term, a “tensive relation” detectable in the speechways of both languages or in the absence of one, lending its signature to the other.

Escobar places Arguedas, as Mário de Andrade placed himself, in a line of writers who since Dante have refused the label of “localism.” He recalls how Dante negotiated the transition from Latin to a Romance language, citing the Vita Nuova, wherein certain actors use Latin, others including the narrator use Italian, and as the discourse shifts so do the register of speech and the required planes and perspectives. Dante and Arguedas both confronted the transition from a moribund world to the birth pangs of another. What the analogy misses is that Dante’s transition was a natural evolution, a world view in change. The Andean culture of Arguedas lacked the philosophic and philological common ground of Dante’s Italy. While the insurgent language of the “Italian” people was a newcomer of Latin origin still unbeknown, the language of the Andean people predated Nebrija’s Castilian and had been subject to neglect, disdain, and intermittent policies of oppression or assimilation. By 1300 Latin was a “dead” language, while Castilian, whether in 1600 or 1900, was very much alive. What Arguedas felt was not the caducity of Spanish but its permanent inadequacy for the geocultural Indian world. Mariátegui and Lenin helped to identify and channel his feelings. But had he understood socialism? “I don’t really know,” he confessed. “But it didn’t kill the magic in me.”

If the split between Quechua and Spanish sensibilities had to await mature poetic recognition by Vallejo, this was not because of a latter-day political mobilization, cultural renascence, or prise de conscience of coastal intellectuals. Instead, Arguedas wrote in 1939, it was because the mestizos themselves, learning Spanish in ever larger numbers in schools and universities, found that it failed to express their deepest needs, just as mestizo literature was finding blocks to expression. He foresaw that once mestizos achieved fluency their Spanish would “no longer be today’s Spanish, with its almost total lack of Quechua influence, but a Spanish in which there is much of the genius, perhaps even the intimate syntax, of Quechua.”

Arguedas’s last, unfinished novel—The Fox Above and the Fox Below (mythically, the mountain and the coast)—is set in the raw, sprawling industrial port of Chimbote and imposes, Julio Ortega has said, a delirious discourse drifting toward frenzied vertigo, “burned by agony, impelled by the need to totalize a speech that embraces that variegated and discordant reality of the city.” With the story Arguedas intersperses his “suicide diary” to create a tragic tension (each page of the novel that he forces himself to write “both hastens and retards the final act”). He shot himself on November 28, 1969, and died four days later. His creative faculties had weakened, he wrote, leaving him impotent before the great struggle that humankind was unleashing in Peru and elsewhere.108

The Andean world for Arguedas arose from a segmented history created by the imposition of an invading civilization upon an autochthonous one. The Caribbean linguistic world of the Barbadian poet, critic, and historian Edward K. Brathwaite (1930–) is less segmented than differentially melded: melded because the ingredients have suffered severe erosion and produce fluid combinations, yet differentially melded because metropolitan norms and notions still obstruct Caribbean discourse.109 Here there are not one but four “imperial” languages, dividing elites as well as peoples. There are also “ancestral” languages, some, such as Amerindian and African tongues, virtually extinct, others, such as Hindi and Chinese, still in use. Then there is creole, accommodative and vigorous precisely because unlike English or Spanish or Yoruba or Quechua, it has no “pure” form. (“Pure” languages, of course, exist only by pedagogical fiat, to which creoles are not readily subject.) Finally Brathwaite posits a “nation language,” which he refuses to call a “dialect,” thereby implying inferior English. Nation language need not be heavily African or creolized. The test is expressivity, not philological origin. In Alleyne’s example, the Rastafarians of Jamaica create or reshape words to effect “closer relation of form and the thing meant.” Rural creole may contain more African formal elements than Rastafarian speech. “Yet nowhere else in Jamaica does language serve the function it does among the Rastafarians.” This presumably is what nation language might mean.110

Here the dichotomy that drove Arguedas to suicide has long since collapsed (if indeed it ever existed), even though Brathwaite shares the Peruvian’s vision of a resurgent people and “combinative” linguistic identity. In his search for the latter Brathwaite, like others, is drawn to Dante, but here with the proviso that while Dante built a nation language from his Tuscan vernacular to “replace Latin as the most natural, complete, and accessible means of verbal expression,” he also foretold the nationalization of European languages and literatures. Dante is therefore both exemplar and admonition, for these “successful national languages then proceeded to ignore local European colonial languages such as Basque and Gaelic, and to suppress overseas colonial languages wherever they were heard.” If in this respect, then, the early European case resembles the Caribbean, one cannot ignore antidotes in Europe itself. These were belatedly furnished, Brathwaite recognizes, by the Scottish poet Robert Burns and his successors, who recovered the tradition of oral literature.

The Caribbean linguistic mix, with its incipient and partial fusions, points us beyond the “copresence” or “tensive relation” of Andean tongues toward the “total expression” of a nation language, which draws solutions and inspiration from wherever it can. It takes form in a vast sociological caldron, not from the intricate engagement of discrete cultures. Creoles and metropolitan languages enjoy easier traffic than do Quechua and Spanish. Caribbean geography is shared by all, not split into worlds of the fox above and the fox below. Brathwaite’s “total expression” is a sociological imperative, not cultural rapprochement. Part and parcel of European education in the Caribbean was reading, or “isolated, individualistic expression. The oral tradition, on the other hand, makes demands not only on the poet but also on the audience to complete the community.” An audience responds to the poet and returns his sounds to him, creating a “continuum where the meaning truly resides.” Total expression occurs when people live in the open air, in conditions of poverty, sharing a historical experience wherein they rely “on their own breath patterns rather than on paraphernalia like books and museums. They had to depend on immanence, the power within themselves, rather than the technology outside themselves.”111

The problem of English in the Caribbean, then, is not the limitation of the language—for languages are by nature protean—but usages and prototypes by which it has been didactically purveyed. King Arthur, Robin Hood, and the novels of Jane Austen, Brathwaite holds, strike no resonance with Caribbean environment. He cites the West Indian school child who instead of describing snow falling on the fields of Shropshire wrote, “The snow was falling on the cane fields” (although without venturing to suppose that here the snow might be rain). Brathwaite’s remedy is not to substitute mangoes and pawpaws for apples and pears in West Indian primers. He knows full well that childhood fairy tales of any society take leave of everyday life for the long ago or far away of this or imagined worlds. The point is that here a scarcely imaginable world is matter-of-factly presented as real, while the immediate, experienced, and not wholly disenchanted Caribbean world is ignored or disfigured. It is one thing to give tropical significance to the King James version of Eve’s adventure with the portentous apple and quite another to assume that Jamaican pupils bring apples to their teachers or eat them to keep doctors away.

For Brathwaite the question boils down to English itself. School-taught English drops a curtain between Caribbean people and their world; yet a West Indian nation language requires English as a vital, central component, an English, however, “of the submerged, surrealist experience and sensibility, which has always been there and which is now increasingly coming to the surface.” Brathwaite speaks not so much of a Caribbeanized English as of a linguistic rescue mission wherein the English themselves unwittingly participate. He starts from the premise that English verse since Chaucer has been hostage to the pentameter, and while his analysis draws on poetry, it has implications for daily speech-ways, given the Caribbean symbiosis between popular and “high” literature. Iambic pentameter fits neither the sheer physical world of the Caribbean nor its oral, African tradition. In place of the detached mountains of Arguedas’s mysterious mundo rumoroso Brathwaite sets the hurricane as a shared center of Caribbean experience. “The hurricane does not roar in pentameter. And that’s the problem: how do you get a rhythm that approximates the natural experience, the environmental experience.”112 The English of the nation language is often “like a howl, or a shout, or a machine-gun, or the wind, or a wave. It is also like the blues.” And it may be English and African at the same time. To break down pentameter West Indians discovered their own calypso, whose dactylic meter mandates different use of tongue and sound. In one of many examples Brathwaite compares Shakespearean lines, where “the voice travels in a single forward plane toward the horizon of its end,” with a calypso verse, where after a skimming first line “the voice dips and deepens to describe an intervallic pattern.”

Brathwaite set no limits to the resources of English as such, only to its hallowed uses: broadly the iambic mold but even more constraining, the “Romantic/Victorian cultural tradition,” which still muffles the Caribbean voice. Yet long before the domestic folk tradition began to assert an alternative—and here comes the turn of the screw—Eliot, Pound, and Joyce had achieved a “colonial” breakthrough in England itself. Brathwaite even supposes that Eliot’s conversational tone was the critical influence on West Indian poets who were moving from standard English to nation language. His recorded voice, available at the British Council in Barbados, introduced the “riddims” of St. Louis in his dry deadpan delivery. On the whole, “the establishment could not stand Eliot’s voice—and far less jazz.”113 This casual reminiscence shows that rivalries between imperial languages and vernaculars have less to do with languages than with those who monitor them. By portraying the conservative, inhibited, fastidious Eliot (who “dreaded” spending winters in Barbados)114 as anticolonial and a linguistic freedom fighter, Brathwaite dissolves the center-periphery construction to make linguistic renovation a decolonizing process that erupts in mutually supportive rebellions wherever a language reaches, irrespective of private political intention. European modernism furnished weaponry to create Caribbean nation languages, for it anticipated colonial resentment of the romantic/Victorian tradition, allowing eventual transaction between nationalism at the periphery and the modernist challenge to establishments and shibboleths at the center. Unable to discern the horizons of this large arena (although his mentor, Mariátegui, had in fact done so), Arguedas was driven to self-immolation. In an interview not long before Arguedas’s death the Argentine writer Julio Cortázar chided those “for whom all the music in the world begins and ends with the five notes of an Indian flute” and asked Arguedas through the interlocutor, “When you say that ‘provincial’ writers, as you call yourself, understand Rimbaud, Poe, and Quevedo very well, but not Ulysses, what on earth do you mean?”115

The lessons of European modernism for renovation of New World language were clear to the São Paulo modernists and above all, as we saw, to Mário de Andrade, searching for Brazilian language or speech. In his poem “The Troubador” Mário violently juxtaposed himself as an Indian, symbol of native America, with an ancient and alien transatlantic heritage: “Sou um tupi tangendo um alaúde!” (I’m a Tupi plucking a lute!).116 Two years later, in 1924, Oswald de Andrade wrote: “We have the double and still present base—the forest and the school. The credulous, dualistic race and geometry, algebra, and chemistry right after the baby-bottle and anise tea. A mixture of ‘sleep little baby or the bogeyman will get you’ and equations.” Sensibility stoutly resisted the prospect of irreparable fracture:

Just Brazilians of our time. Need for chemistry, mechanics, economics, and ballistics. All digested. No cultural meeting. Practical. Experimental. Poets. No bookish reminiscences. No supporting comparisons. No etymological research. No ontology. Barbarous, credulous, picturesque, and tender. Readers of newspapers. Brazilwood. Forest and school. The National Museum. Kitchen, ores, and dance. Vegetation. Brazilwood.117

This “Brazilwood Manifesto,” which tranquilly fused Western modernism with Brazilian vernacular, in effect declared that if Brazil had for so long fed the capitalist monster with its exports, starting with dyewood, it was high time to export poetry, not to say sensibility, as well. Paulistas were well placed to deliver explosive manifestoes. They lived in the tumultuous industrial and financial capital of a continent-sized nation. They heard the voice of Brazil as a cacophony arising from Indian, African, Portuguese, French, Italian, Syrian, Japanese, and many other sources. Like the Caribbean, their world was a caldron, but contained within a single national vessel that was relatively unthreatened by the global chess game of empires. If Paulistas drew a bead on turgid, elocutionary Portuguese or on French Parnassianism, these were not pedagogical impositions of an imperial power but simply the inertial stylistic indulgences of a fin-de-siècle elite. Tiny Portugal with its “parochial dialect”—not even Camões and Eça were in the Western mainstream—was scarcely a credible mother for the Brazilian subcontinent. To Brazilians the ludic attitude came naturally. They could resurrect the spoof and paradoxes of Rabelais and Montaigne from an earlier time of inquiry, release, and relief. Bakhtin’s notion of carnivalization would eventually come easily to interpreters of Paulista modernism. Paulistas smoothly performed the ludic inversion and recombination that were the trademark of modernism. They understood avant la lettre the implications of Bakhtin’s heteroglossia: “Heteroglossia is as close a conceptualization as is possible of that locus where centripetal and centrifugal forces collide; as such, it is that which a systematic linguistics must always suppress.”118

From the Brazilwood Manifesto it was but a step to “Anthropophagy” in 1928. The new manifesto recalled the cannibalism of the Indians, who instead of fleeing the Portuguese or French castaway, captured, fattened, and ingested him, assimilating his strength and powers to their own. Already possessing surrealism and bolshevism, they need not await their tardy reinvention. There occurred, Haroldo de Campos tells us, a critical devourment of the universal cultural heritage, formulated not from the resigned perspective of the noble savage but from that of the bad savage or cannibal, who devoured enemies to extract marrow and protein to renew his own natural energies. Once rechewed and digested by Brazilian “cannibals,” the canons and classics of the West would no longer be the same.119 Under other names and other masters anthropophagy remains very much alive. Its heteroglossic message reminds us that the Americanization of language featured in this essay exemplifies and participates in a more general historical process.
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four american poets: a cat’s cradle

If the previous chapter projects Americanization north and south through the wide-angle lens of language, this chapter focuses on two pairs of American writers who in their formative years, each in his own way, accompanied the paths of sense and sensibility in Europe. To examine four writers of the modernist years rather than hundreds of millions of speakers over a span of five centuries drives us to a different set of specificities. Our interest shifts to single minds that betray no clear line between American promptings and European premises or reinfusions. We lack the statistical regularities that support conclusions about the seseo in Spanish America or pronoun placement in Brazil or commonalities of Caribbean creoles. In one case the speech of whole peoples throws us back on collective emanations; in the other single minds lead us along lonely, sometimes tortuous paths. Dealing with modernists in the second case heightens the privacy of the writer’s lens. Modernism, misunderstood or even embarrassing in its time, now comes to stand as the benchmark for the Latin American prise de conscience in our century and, less decisively perhaps, for a North American prise. Microscopically examined, however, the benchmark dissolves into a thousand prisms penetrating received certainties of the industrial age. Modernism suspends trends and shared visions to favor the private eye.

A second point deserves note. I undertook this modest inquiry by innocently wondering whether there were two North American poets who might correspond to the twin stars (though unrelated by family) of São Paulo modernism, Oswald de Andrade, the enfant terrible, and Mário de Andrade, the “pope.” I committed the heresy of allowing the periphery to interrogate the center and of musing whether the Brazilian mind might help unmask constraints of the “metropolitan” mind. This has forced me to be evenhanded in dealing with each of my pairs. I have dismissed the question of influence, which tilts the scale, and examined four persons who simply had different placements in the Western world. This strategy takes us beyond Europe-America or north-south dichotomies and invites shifting triangulations among Europe and the two Americas.

A final point is that it seemed natural to treat my first pair of writers as cubists and to adopt a spare, reductive manner in doing so. The second pair are more introspective, discursive, and—for all their modernism—under the spell of tradition. Inevitably, they require more serpentine explication. My pairings were at the start visceral. As the exposition lengthened I saw that their logic corresponds to Coleridge’s hallowed categories of fancy and imagination, which provides the coda to the essay.

William Carlos Williams and Oswald de Andrade: Triangulating Two Cubists

Here we have two masters of verse, prose, and optics: William Carlos Williams (1883–1963) and Oswald de Andrade (1890–1954). I first juxtapose the men, then scrutinize a short poem by each, a total of thirteen lines or thirty-six words. Tiny though the verses be, they are two of the sturdy hinges on which the door of modernism swung in the New World.

Both writers matured at the brink of renovation in arts and letters in their respective countries. Both were allured by the avant-garde in Europe. Williams went there as a child and again in 1909–10; Oswald went first to Paris in 1912. In 1913 Williams burst out laughing at Duchamp’s descending Nude in the New York Armory Show. “I felt as if an enormous weight had been lifted from my shoulders,” he wrote fifty years later.1 That same year Oswald’s São Paulo had a miniature analogue to the Armory Show in the one-man exhibit by a young Russian expressionist, Lasar Segall. Although Segall later settled in Brazil and became one of its finest artists, his first show was too premature, and immature, to cause explosion. By 1917 the time was ripe, and an exhibition by the Brazilian expressionist Anita Malfatti, just returned from Europe and the United States, had its shock effect.2 In about this year Oswald and his cronies began concocting ingredients for the Modern Art Week of 1922, which implanted modernism on the Brazilian scene. Also in 1917 appeared Williams’s book of poems Al que Quiere, in which he abandoned cherished models for a “cubist” style.

Both Williams and Oswald were more radical than their fellow modernists in stripping language of discursive, ready-made elements. Their subjects were distilled, intensified, and directly rendered. Photography, cubism, and dadaism gave lessons for connecting discourse with typography, for achieving instantaneity through montage. Williams, himself a painter, was a habitué of the Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession, the famous “291” of Fifth Avenue, where Stieglitz became his mentor for the “hieroglyphics of a new speech.” Oswald too used a “Kodak” technique in prose as well as poetry to seek “constructive innocence” and create a “new syntax” for direct presentation of materials.3

Yet for all the illumination shed by Parisian experiments, neither poet could follow “the radical steps being taken by the European artists toward abstraction or toward the more destructive aspects of Dadaism.”4 Both felt obliged to define, or render, the American scene and to abjure the cerebral imperatives of modernism that led to blague.

They began with the medium itself, language. It was not enough to discard hand-me-down rhetoric and fixed form. That left one still in Europe. One must discover American languages if one is to convey experience directly. Linguistically, modernism began at home. Williams found that because Americans slur their speech into a common stress level, an American poem should abandon a quantitative measure for a qualitative one. The poet must base his line on “sense-stresses,” not on the inherent accents of syllables.5 For Oswald “Brazilian” was a stripped-down, plasmic vernacular, the common denominator of American Portuguese and its immigrant influences, especially African: “Language with no archaisms, no erudition. Natural and neological. The millionfold contribution of all errors. As we talk. As we are.”6 If Williams found the sonnet form fascistic for an American language, Oswald found it bureaucratic: “I was never able to count syllables. Metrics were something my mind couldn’t accept, a subordination I absolutely rejected.”7 Neither poet hankered for symbols, contexts, and poetic “beauty.” They demanded that things be starkly exposed, not painfully copied in the realist’s sense but absorbed and imitated in Aristotle’s sense. In this they went beyond their respective compatriots, T. S. Eliot and Mário de Andrade. Of Eliot’s “Waste Land” Williams wrote: “I had to watch him carry my world off with him, the fool, to the enemy.”8

To discover American language meant to discover American history and reproduce it in clean camera shots. Here our poets necessarily diverge. One can speak of linguistic Americanization throughout the hemisphere. One can speculate on commonalities of New World time, space, and identity. But the specifics of history, its political and psychosocial burdens, differ vastly. Transatlantic legacies come into play.

Williams tackled history with In the American Grain, published in 1925. He set out to discover “what the land of my more or less accidental birth might signify.” The plan was “to get inside the heads” of some American founders, a fine instance of the subjectivism of Stephen Spender, who in his chapter “Subjective America, Objective Europe” holds that Europe offers a cultural past that engulfs each person and his generation, while unexplored, “subjective” America is geographical; it speaks in the present tense, forcing an American to achieve a private relationship with his fellows and with nature. For Williams nothing was “to get between me” and what the founders had recorded.9 Such founders included the Spanish, to whom Williams, whose parents grew up in the Caribbean, felt drawn. Not only did he recreate original texts but he composed his chapter on the destruction of Tenochtitlán “in big square paragraphs like Inca [sic] masonry.” He admired boulders fitted without plaster. It was how he wanted his prose: no patchwork.10

Williams starts with Red Eric, who “left the curse behind” in reaching Greenland. “Rather the ice than their way” are the opening words. He repeats them near the end in explaining Edgar Allan Poe, whose eeriness and isolation made him the first original North American writer. Williams refuses to blame the conquistadors for the work of their terrible hands. They traveled on instincts as deep and ancient as the seas that carried them. Against them he sets the Puritans, the first to come as a group, prompted by private desire. They were to make everything like themselves, for no man led them. Stripped and little, their sole authority was the secret warmth of their tight-locked hearts. “Each shrank from an imagination that would sever him from the rest.” On the other hand he praises Champlain for his skill at detail, his woman’s tenderness, “the perfection of what we lack, here.” There follows a panel on the Salem witch trials, when suddenly the author plunks us down in the Paris of the 1920s amid Picasso, Braque, Stein, Tzara, Joyce, Pound, Léger, and the whole modernist crew.

Williams had indeed revisited France while writing the book, to find himself with his ardors “beaten back, in this center of old-world culture where everyone was tearing his own meat, warily conscious of a newcomer, but wholly without inquisitiveness—No wish to know; they were served.” Yet precisely this remove brought the New World into focus, and with it the opposition of Puritan and Catholic. (In 1924 Paulo Prado wrote that Oswald de Andrade, “from high in an atelier of the Place Clichy, navel of the world, was dazzled to discover his own country.”)11 In conversation a French interlocutor found Williams brimming with three things, all embattled: the Puritans’ sense of order, the Jesuits’ practical mysticism, and the qualities that both of them defeated in the Indian. This led Williams to discuss Père Rasles, the Jesuit martyred in Canada, who lovingly labored to release the Indian from his pod of isolation, but as an Indian. The Jesuit’s world was one of touch, acknowledgment of femininity, mystery, not the Protestant heaven where everything is Federalized, all laws are prohibitive, and the blacks alone make religion vital. Now Williams had his touchstone for judging heroes such as Daniel Boone and Aaron Burr and Poe, his Indian heroine Jacataqua, or the antihero Ben Franklin. He ends (at his publisher’s request) with one page on Lincoln, presented as a brooding, compassionate woman in an old shawl, the beard and stovepipe hat lending unearthly reality.

The history that informed Oswald was vastly different. And he was, despite convergences noted, a vastly different person. Williams, the devoted obstetrician who delivered lower-class babies of all races in Rutherford, New Jersey, was not the same young man who bought a Cadillac in São Paulo because it was the only model that had an ashtray. One was a no-nonsense physician bringing things to light, unmasking sham and meanness in a land of power and plenty. The other came from a terra incognita with no world image. Its colonial status, never dismantled, was reinforced by the North American success story. The issue for Oswald was not lack of compassion but lack of liberty; the therapy was primal emancipation, not psychoanalysis.

If both writers used cubist composition and the bare Kodak shot, the Brazilian tilted the picture. He needed irony, parody, and jeux de mots. Take Williams’s pronouncement that North American wealth, a product of fear and torment to the spirit, makes us “the flaming terror of the world.” Amid our opulence “we have the inevitable Coolidge platform: ‘poorstateish’—meek.… THIS will convince the world that we are RIGHT. It will not. Make a small mouth. It is the acme of shrewdness, of policy.”12

Had Oswald read In the American Grain, his reply would have been his poem “hip! hip! hoover!” celebrating the visit of the U.S. presidentelect to Brazil. This “message to the Brazilian people” commences with three lines, anticipating Brazil’s concrete poetry of the 1950s, that affirm the heat, sweat, and sheer geological presence of the southern continent:




	América do Sul

	South America




	América do Sol

	Sun America




	América do Sal

	Salt America






A “south” that implies indolence and “underdevelopment,” an impassive “sun” that voluptuously tans the flappers of Copacabana while mercilessly flaying workers in the fields, the “salt” of waves cooling to bathers and of sweating bodies that wield machetes. The rest of the poem tells how the whole country turned out to welcome the guns of the warship Utah (an implicit rhyme with, or ellipsis for, the Portuguese “puta”) and the leader of the Great American Democracy: the corporations, the families, every pickpocket, every bird in the sky. All flocked “to see him, Hoover” (“para o ver, Hoover”). The pun in Portuguese turns the phrase into a commercial jingle. For not everyone turned out to see Hoover. Not even on that festive day did the police stop persecuting factory workers, the human bedrock for an “advanced” industrial nation.13 How, then, could Brazilians have reduced their problems to the fact, deplored by Williams, that Emily Dickinson starved of passion in her father’s garden? Granted, the obverse is, Why should Puritans who pay a toll even to “reach out and touch someone” worry about factory wages in Brazil? But Williams saw this too when he observed that North American violence extends even to the enterprise that puts bananas on the breakfast table.14

In 1925, the very year of American Grain (to resume our miraculously synchronic account), Oswald published his volume of verse Pau-Brasil (Brazilwood). It opens with eight prose poems that, in Williams’s manner, “photo-synthesize” the early chroniclers, but with greater brevity, and conclude with a letter of the first emperor of independent Brazil. The remaining poems are cubist miniatures that juxtapose snapshots of industrial, Frenchified, North-Americanized, immigrant Brazil with those of a cultural undertow, African and Iberian. The poems themselves are not the developed, editorialized recreations of Williams. Oswald saves his programmatic statements for manifestoes: the Brazilwood Manifesto of 1924 (an abridged version of which introduces the Pau-Brasil poems) and the Anthropophagy Manifesto of 1928.15 We commiserate with Williams for being sickened by North American adoration of violence, the thrill at fires and explosions, the use of violence for “service” and of battleships for “peace.” But after all, the world knew what he was talking about. No one, not even Brazilians, knew what Brazil was about. Oswald had to employ rhetorical violence simply to establish footing. Hence his poem about the “error of the Portuguese.” What a pity the Portuguese arrived in a thunderstorm and put clothes on the Indians! Had it been sunny, the Indians might have undressed the invaders. In other words, suppose that things are the opposite of what they seem. Suppose Montaigne was right about the humanity of the cannibals. Or suppose the Indians did not need the Christian compassion of Père Rasles but the Europeans (who, by invading, became colonials as well as colonizers) needed to learn from the cannibalism of the Indians.

Oswald was necessarily more radical than Williams. The Brazilwood Manifesto declared that by emancipating their language Brazilians could export poetry as they had long ago exported dyewood and all the commercial crops that followed. By insisting on the copresence of forest and school, of witch doctors and military aviation, he moved toward his primitivist theory of anthropophagy. Brazil should ingest, not copy, Europe, just as Indian cannibals had once consumed the white man and absorbed his powers. Imposed authority must be demolished; tabu must become totem. Before 1500 Amerindian Brazil had already invented bolshevism and surrealism. It had revealed natural man to Europeans, starting with Thomas More, and thus natural rights. Oswald’s was not a plea for ethnic sympathies and Christian compassion. He invoked indigenous values such as leisure, fraternity, abundance, sexual freedom, and Edenic life as a revolutionary program for a technified world. He would restore instinct and enchantment to an industrial age.16

The insurrectionary force and stark oxymorons of Oswald’s manifestoes made a lasting imprint on highbrow and popular culture in Brazil.17 Williams’s anti-Puritanism, on the other hand, was scarcely so inventive. He had even derived it, to an extent not fully acknowledged, from Paul Rosenfeld and the Stieglitz group.18 Obstetrical skill rather than revolutionary instinct gave him prominence. Oswald adopted modernist grammar and syntax but went beyond Europeans in reconceiving their Eurocentric world. Hard and withered Puritan hearts required different therapy than did a repressive church-state apparatus that was renewed over the centuries under changing forms of patriarchal, cultural, and even linguistic domination. Brazil’s Padre Anchieta may have been even more saintly than Père Rasles, but for Oswald the Jesuit project could only be repressive.

All this is a backdrop to two poems that energize our present categories and, because they are poems, somewhat elude them. Each poem can be taken as complete in itself, although each is plucked from context. Williams’s “Wheelbarrow” comes from Spring and All (1923), a “fooling around book” that included pleas for imagination (in Williams’s sense), finely crafted short poems, indictments of modern civilization, and poetic manifestoes, while Oswald’s “Farm” is from the “Colonization” section of his Pau-Brasil poems (1925). Both poems portray a farm, but from the titles we note that Williams has anatomized it to an instrument of leverage, while Oswald retains the cluttered view of a social entity. In both, however, the central action is lifting. What is more, neither farm can we mistake for a European one.

Here is Williams’s poem (first published without a title):

The Red Wheelbarrow

So much depends

upon

a red wheel

barrow

glazed with rain

water

beside the white

chickens

Visually the stanzas present four identical little barrows composed of words in three-plus-one blocks. They suggest that with the trick of leverage solved, nature becomes infinitely organizable, and the farm infinitely replicable: mass production. The extra short syllables in line one of the first and last stanzas invite us to duck and pick up the barrow to see how light it is, then to set it down. (“Eye it, try it, buy it,” said the old Chevrolet commercial.) A child could do it; yet we see no human in the picture. The mechanism “runs itself.” At the outset we learn that “so much,” perhaps “all,” depends on the barrow. Hugh Kenner reminds us of the ambiguity of the word depend. It means “hang from,” implying vital “dependence” or suspension from; yet idiomatically the verb takes the preposition “upon,” implying a load piled on the barrow to relieve the owner’s shoulders.19

If humans are now a ghost in the machine, nature too has strangely evanesced. Williams’s farm(s) are no longer Wordsworth’s “plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts, / Which at this season, with their unripe fruits, / Are clad in one green hue, and lose themselves / ’Mid groves and copses.” No “natural” colors remain. We have only red—an eminently human color used for barns, fire engines, stoplights, and red-light districts—and an achromatic white to which the chickens have been bred. Nature becomes a tabula rasa. The only natural element mentioned is rain, which cannot penetrate the barrow to rot its wood but merely glazes the paint. The lines break wholes into parts (wheel / barrow, rain / water). Nature and human effort resolve into the Cartesian triangle, vectors, and circle of the barrow and pivot on its single axle. Such is the spare and functional vision of the physician, or the Puritan.

Here is Oswald’s poem:




	a roça

	the farm






	Os cem negros da fazenda

	The hundred blacks of the fazenda




	comiam feijão e angu

	ate beans and cassava gruel




	Abóbora chicória e cambuquira

	Squash chicory and pumpkin-vine stew




	Pegavam uma roda de carro

	They could hoist the wheel of an oxcart




	Nos braços

	In their arms






First off, the title is ironic. Portuguese and Spanish have no word for the commercial, efficient, family-owned “farm.” Their lexicon describes, at one pole, the subsistence plots of squatters and peasants—or peasant plots whose income is siphoned to intermediaries—and at the other, large enterprises, industrialized or not, that command dependent labor. The “farm” here is called a roça, denoting a marginal subsistence plot; yet the first line tells us it is a fazenda, or plantation, with a hundred black slaves. Not, however, a large and prosperous fazenda. Hence the epithet roça.

Oswald places a hundred humans at the center of his picture. The “machine,” which does not function, comes later. Slaves, or human energies, are the motor power for production and society. Unlike the wheelbarrow, which needs neither food nor fossil fuel—and precious little human exertion—the blacks require constant stoking, although not with meat or white chickens. Luxuriant nature invades the fazenda from all sides to offer a host of European, African, and local crops, some wild and some cultivated, some pulled from the vine and some described as already cooked. Enterprise and wild vegetation interpenetrate. Yet the poet never mentions the commercial crop, presumably sugar, but only the foods needed to sustain human labor. Both poems can be called cubist for being reductive and sculptural. But Oswald’s tableau, although quite as economical as Williams’s, cannot fully submit to technical regimentation.

One poem demonstrates control asserted over nature to a point where human agency evanesces. In “Salt” or “Sweat” America, however, control is exerted over human beings, a less perfectible endeavor. The meter shows this. The flat first line (in Portuguese) presents a captive, disciplined work force. The second line ripples as the slaves disband to eat. The third line falls into disarray. The fourth line solidifies as they return to common labor. The final line crystallizes into a statuesque image of sheer exertion.

Here nature is not “managed.” Rain, instead of glazing a barrow, creates huge potholes in the road. Therefore the wheel cannot take precedence as a secret of power but comes last as an encumbrance. Sheer human muscle must rescue it. The phrase “They could hoist the wheel” has frightening ambiguity. It suggests the hyperbole that to lift the immense wooden wheel of an oxcart took a hundred blacks. But if “they” means not all but any of them, then we are left, in the powerful and pivotal last line, with a single African supporting the weight, like Atlas carrying the globe. Or like a savior crucified, arms outstretched to frame the poem. Oswald, the future communist, unveils a society where religion, whether European or African, escapes translation into science.

T. S. Eliot and Mário de Andrade: In Search of the Grail

Williams and Oswald are a natural fit, at least in the selective way I have treated them. To pick a companion for Mário de Andrade (1893–1945) was more tricky. I chose T. S. Eliot (1888–1965) for reasons developed hereafter, but at first glance they seem to offer an unlikely coupling of populist and elitist sympathies. Cautiously attracted to the “iron laws” of Marx and Bukharin, Mário also confessed sentimental hopes for fraternity, humanitarianism, progress, and enlightened nationalism as notably synthesized in the unanimism of Jules Romains. Eliot censured the whole package. Mário looked to the people for culture and democracy; Eliot felt that his people had trivialized both. To trace affinities between the two, we must suspend ephemeral “political” criteria to show how, at a keen creative pitch, they mobilized private expression and proven authority to intercalate the realms of art, culture, tradition, society, and belief. So ambitious a quest moves beyond our concern with Americanism, as indeed it must once we slip from the thematic to the cognitive realm. Mário in a sense lets us off the hook, for his whole oeuvre is drenched in Brazil, its transactions and accommodations. Eliot is more problematical unless we accept that his self-exile was like that of Henry James, a kind of rejective affirmation. Poetry, Ezra Pound told Eliot in urging expatriation, could not be written in America. Eliot accepted his fate, feeling that the civilization his country lacked existed only in Europe. He moved there longing for a past that seemed more real to him than to most Europeans. Like James and Pound, what he found was “decadence.” And like Mário, he began seeking primary definitions for what, as an American, he could not take for granted.20

Given the seeming incommensurability of Eliot and Mário, let us start with two texts rather than, as with our previous pair, end with them: Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and “Inspiração,” the opening poem of Mário’s Paulicéia desvairada.21 “Prufrock” was published, reluctantly and at Pound’s insistence, by Harriet Monroe in Poetry in 1915. Paulicéia appeared in 1922 under a dedication by the author to himself as his “dear master.” Both texts plunge us into the metropolis, seen as crucible and as outcome for modern civilization. Prufrock’s is a disenchanted city of half-deserted streets where the romantic sunset becomes an etherized patient and its inhabitants lonely men in shirt-sleeves leaning from windows or women gliding behind windows talking of Michelangelo—a matrix for alienating forces that encompass the globe. Because the poem was completed in 1911 and Eliot moved to Oxford in 1914, one may suppose that the nameless city derives from the commercial St. Louis of his childhood and the ersatz high culture of Cambridge, Massachusetts, where he studied. It distills radiations from a commercial-industrial impulse deplumed of cultural thickness and social textures. In his Dantean epigraph Eliot lets us know that Prufrock is a passive character who cannot, in his inferno, become an active agent. We will be treated to a tableau of several states of soul, from damnation to limbo to salvation. “Prufrock is superior to the inhabitants of his world because he is conscious of being inferior. He suffers, which means that he is one of those who knows he is in a Baudelairean hell. He glimpses boredom and horror.”22

Mário’s epigraph for his “Inspiration” is from an early Portuguese historian who spoke of summer as producing storms of cruelest winter. Climate, geography, history, and self interpenetrate. Whereas Eliot’s yellow fog curls about the house and falls asleep—is external to or sets a mood for a morality play23—Mário’s São Paulo, and the very air he breathes, urges him to a Protean quest for self-community. In his first “Landscape” São Paulo is his “London of fine mists”; its ten thousand million roses fill his nostrils; the wind is a razor in the hands of a Spaniard; at moments the sun burns through a wintry chill that tastes of tears. All is interfused and in potential, as on the day of creation. The religious symbolism is not from Eliot’s Dantesque nether world but from a carnival fantasy that merges the city’s light and mist, grey and gold, ashes and lucre, repentence and greed, with the lozenges of a harlequin’s leotard. São Paulo is the “commotion of my life,” not a proscenium or complex metaphor, while “my life” belongs to Mário and is not an escape from self as in the projected first person of “Let us go then, you and I…”. We are left with the paradox that the interlocutor of the modern city is passive, detached, and condemned, while the one for its peripheral, derivative version is active, engaged, and promissory.

Their respective poetic language softens the variance between Eliot and Mário. Both versions are far removed from the camera shots of Williams and Oswald. The intention here is not cubist reduction nor veiling the private lens nor repudiation of poetic “beauty.” It is to link present and past, not sever them; the genealogy of poetry is respected. Both use internal rhyme, assonance, nuanced metrics. In “Reflections on Vers Libre” (1917) Eliot dismissed the manifestoes of his age, when a million in advertisement bought a groat’s worth of art. A living tradition would be “the good New growing naturally out of the good Old, without the need for polemic and theory.” Vers libre, he felt, offers no excuse for polemic; “it is a battle-cry of freedom, and there is no freedom in art.” In any epoch interesting verse either starts from a conventional form and withdraws from it or starts from no form to approximate a simple one. Freedom presupposes artificial limitation. There is no escape from meter, only mastery; rejection of rhyme only tightens the strains on language. There is no division between “conservative” and free verse, only among good verse, bad verse, and chaos. In his own reflections on free verse Mário placed Eliot (without, we assume, having read his “Reflections” of 1917 published in the New Statesman) in a motley list of sixteen poets including Unamuno, Cocteau, D. H. Lawrence, Millay, and Manuel Bandeira who used “now measured verse, now rhyme, now both of them.” “To the destruction of verse by the prose poem we prefer, we choose, the existing Free Verse.… To the destruction of the intellectual order, the Order of the Subconscious.” And: “The poet doesn’t photograph: he creates.”24

Keeping in mind this shared poetic sensibility and the common preference for historical awareness over modernist fragmentation helps us bridge cleavages of temperament, upbringing, and milieu. The fascination of both poets with religion, history, and tradition as these affect culture and people was acquired in vastly different settings. Eliot’s Bostonian grandfather left Harvard Divinity School in 1834 to establish Unitarianism in the wilderness of St. Louis. Although baptized in that faith, the grandson spent his early life rejecting it as a heretical creed that made Christ a loftier Emerson, drained Puritanism of its theology, and accorded less importance to heaven and hell than to the mundane space between them. He distrusted the quasi-spiritual sanction for belief in progress, perfectibility, and high-minded “ethical culture.” Ironically, though, his eventual career as a smiling public figure, businessman, and educator splendidly exemplified Unitarian leadership and service.25 Mário’s case was the opposite. Born to a petty bourgeois Brazilian family, his legacy was the hand-me-down version of an age-old, universalist Catholic faith ill adjusted to modern times. At twenty-three he was still asking ecclesiastical permission to read the indexed works of Balzac, Flaubert, and Maeterlinck and the Larousse dictionary.26 Eliot, born to a faith consonant with modernity, groped to recover one adequate to decadence and disillusionment. Mário, born to a timeless and unarguable faith, acquiesced in a vague substrate of credence that he aspired, in part subconsciously, to splice to currents of change and liberation. His world was one of turbulent self-discovery; Eliot’s was one of senescence.

All this underscores the futility of an academic contrast between the establishmentarian Eliot and the populist Mário, the Eliot who became a British subject in search of venerable assurances and the Mário who never left Brazil save for a foray into “primitive” Peru. Ideological positions not being centrally at issue, we must delve to their latent content—which is indeed what “ideology” pleads for. As poets they saw artistry neither as a self-sufficient statement nor as an ideological vehicle but as orchestrated with culture, tradition, and prehistory. Both, therefore, drew on musical along with consecrated literary principles of composition. Both distrusted iconoclastic manifestoes that promised new realms of freedom. Both, to seize the crux of the matter, were reluctantly modernist pilgrims on paths toward, quite literally, a traditional grail.

In the matter of manifestoes, Eliot escaped to England, a land that avoided them, while Mário remained in São Paulo, a land that wantonly produced them. England refused in the 1920s to overturn a venerable “classical modernism” and embrace the dadaism of Zurich, Berlin, Paris, and New York which rejected past, future, and the very idea of art. The notion of artistic personality remained secure, allowing the esthetic humanism of Coleridge and Arnold to persist into this century. Historical consciousness and awareness of the relativity of literary style help explain the power of “The Waste Land.” Malcolm Cowley, spokesman for the exiled Americans, recalls that Eliot, who never wrote “a line that betrayed immaturity, awkwardness, provincialism or platitude,” showing that a Midwestern boy might become a flawless poet, was their model. Yet “The Waste Land” posed a dilemma: a great modern poem, richer musically and structurally than Eliot’s earlier verse, showing magisterial command of post-Baudelairean poetic technique, meeting every demand of modernist slogans. Even so, on emotional grounds “we didn’t like it.” Eliot’s fellow Americans refused the simple idea underlying the poem’s wide learning and consummate composition, namely (as they read him), that the present is inferior to the past, with the fountains of spiritual grace now dry. Eliot seemed to say that his senile age had no words to bewail its impotence save patched excerpts from dead poets. If so, he could not share the excitement of living in the present.27

Mário, whose advanced education consisted of two months in a business school, which he left after a tiff with the professor of Portuguese, and six years in the Dramatic and Musical Conservatory of São Paulo, lacked the sobering credentials of Eliot, who studied philosophy at Harvard and Oxford and, had it not been for wartime disruption of sea travel, would have defended his dissertation on F. H. Bradley at the former. Without pedantic inclinations and living where northern eyes saw a huge subequatorial blotch on the map with no imaginable “culture,” literary or popular, Mário relished modernist boutades and shock treatment. Yet one thing was shock to awaken sensibility; another was to cauterize the tissues of memory. Mário soon regretted having allowed Oswald to baptize him as his “futurist poet.” “I’m not a futurist (à la Marinetti). I said it and repeat it.… The fault is mine. I knew of the article and let it appear.”28 At the start of this same preface he founded his own school of Hallucinism, then summarily disbanded it at the end.

Nearly four years after Modern Art Week, in an interview ironically captioned “Thus Spoke the Pope of Futurism,” Mário declared that futurism had kept on “killing the moonlight till now, without finding a humanly artistic solution. What mark can we give it? Zero.” French, Germans, the Sturm group, dadaists, and integral cubists likewise missed the boat. They either kept imitating themselves or cascaded from revolt to revolt without creating. “Revolt breaks with tradition, then it ends and tradition keeps on evolving. Everyone drowsed in the torpor of our official literature. We yelled ‘Fire!’ and they woke up and began flailing around. Now they want us to shout the alarm forever.… But we go on our way with no more cries of revolt.” The secret of revolt was to discern working reality and a human value for reconstruction. Brazilian modernism led toward that victory; it killed nostalgia for Europe, geniuses, ideals, and past and future, and longs only for the loved one, the friend. “The Brazilian modernist lives, he doesn’t relive. Hence the clever sonnet and evocative poem died.… To traditionalize Brazil will consist in living its actual reality with our sensibility as is, not how people want it, and referring to that present our customs, speech, destiny, and also our past.”29

Despite their different placements in the world, Eliot and Mário both found themselves in a desert. “Younger generations,” wrote Eliot in 1934, “can hardly realise the intellectual desert of England and America during the first decade and more of this century.” America’s extended “à perte de vue, without the least prospect of even desert vegetables.” Mário spoke of his desert in ludic extroversion rather than the dark humor of the repressed Eliot:

São Paulo! commotion of my life …

A Gallicism yelping in the deserts of America!

His emblematic “Gallicism” could be taken to mean Dumas, symbolist verse, Parisian avant-gardism, haute couture, haute cuisine, or simply what was au courant in Europe. Eliot regarded Paris and its “incontestable” predominance more in envy than in Mário’s vein of expressive badinage. Calmly he tallied the stars of his French constellation: Anatole France and Rémy de Gourmant (elderly mentors, now scapegoats for the young), Barrès, Péguy, Gide, Claudel, Romains, Duhamel, Durkheim, Lévy-Bruhl, Janet, and Bergson. His perspicuity in identifying such a cast richly hints that the Anglo-American “desert” that had nurtured him was not unirrigated.30

Next to Mário, Eliot appears disingenuous or hermetically self-involved, even verging on parochial. After all, Eliot, one presumes, never read Mário, while as early as 1922 Mário cited Eliot twice, saying that “the American Eliot applies in poems the eminently lyrical theories of Einstein.”31 The imputation of parochialism to Eliot may be unfair given the sociology of book translation and distribution in the Western world at the time. But then again, Eliot left banking for the prestigious Faber and Gwyer publishing house in 1925, thereby assuming a mite of responsibility for that “sociology.” Why, we may ask rhetorically, did he not learn of Margaret Hollingsworth’s unfinished translation of Macunaíma and insist on publishing such a classic? Eliot’s irrigated desert had provided an education at Smith Academy in St. Louis, where he read Othello, Milton, Macaulay, Addison, Burke, Virgil, Ovid, Cicero, the Iliad, Racine, Hugo, Molière, and La Fontaine; he studied at Harvard at the feet of Santayana, Josiah Royce, and Irving Babbit, then moved to Oxford; he had connections to land a job at Lloyds Bank and to place writings in Harriet Monroe’s Poetry or with the Hogarth Press of Leonard and Virginia Woolf or with Alfred Knopf; when he had a breakdown and was in penury, a group including the Bloomsbury set took up a collection, which he declined, but soon after he received Dial’s two-thousand-dollar award and became editor of the influential Criterion. Like Mário, he suffered indigence, overwork, and distress in his private life, but as his talents matured he found his “desert” peopled by literary figures who could strop his razor of private sensibility and who controlled the delicate levers of power needed to enhance his visibility at the world’s cultural center—a center in his view perhaps a waste land but, like the umbilicus after birth, still a cynosure.

Mário’s desert was of another sort, not a sere waste land but a wilderness. Far from having an Oxford or Harvard, Brazil had no universities at all. It lacked institutions to implant cultural canons, much less furnish heterodox versions of them. Because he had no means to travel (and perhaps because his imagination, like that of Machado de Assis, was a sufficient surrogate) he relied on random visitors or returnees from outer space such as Blaise Cendrars or Oswald or Sérgio Milliet for tidings from Paris. He knew the Western world, to say nothing of “primitive” worlds, but as refracted through his private lens. His self-education flowed instinctively toward fusion rather than manic delight in juxtaposition. Eliot too thirsted for fusion, even to the extent of his baptism into the Church of England, but he came from another heading. The difference shows up in how they saw Dante. For Eliot, Dante was exemplary because his beliefs and his poetry were seamless although his thought and method had been accessible to any cultured person of his time; “he wrote when Europe was still more or less one.” For Mário, Dante was a forger of culture; he lacked even a language for his Comedy, for if he was not to revert to Latin he must “invent” Italian. He was at a crossing between an inherited canon and emanations of fresh community. Eliot yearned for medieval organicity, Mário for renaissance.32

Both writers felt themselves heir to Western culture, and Mário, despite the poverty of Brazilian libraries, bookstores, and centers of learning, probably kept up with Eliot in absorbing it by the eclecticism and sheer serendipity of his readings. By far the most learned of the Paulista modernists, his writings of the 1920s seem even more abundantly, if less coherently, informed than Eliot’s. The difference lay in how each was to fit his national culture (for Eliot an ambivalent transatlantic one) to the fusion. Eliot was quite prepared to excise swatches of his poetic legacy—Georgians, Swinburnians, romantics, even Milton—as he harkened to a time when wholeness was all. Mário could not dissect his tradition, for it was not for him a recognizable entity, an etherized patient on a table. On the eve of Modern Art Week he reexamined five Brazilian Parnassians, or “masters of the past.” If he laid them to rest with “hosannas dripping irony and sarcasm,” they also taught him what might be needed for a poetic revolution.33 He came to bury and not praise them, simply because he found little to love in what they wrote. Indeed, if intellect shaped the reluctantly Puritan Eliot’s reconstruction of tradition, it was love that guided the lapsed or inadvertently Catholic Mário’s invention of his. He even hesitated to grant Brazil’s most “universal” author a place in it, asking his reader to answer honestly, “Do you love Machado de Assis? … Do you know the difference between Catholic charity and Protestant free scrutiny? … A Machado de Assis one can worship only ‘Protestantly.’” Mário went farther. One loves the less genial Dante of the Vita Nuova more, he felt, than Eliot’s mature Dante of the Inferno (even though, ironically, the Comedy concludes with the maximal love that moves the stars).34

As with Williams and Oswald, a dual tension arises between two technological and two religious worlds. What for Eliot and Mário conditions the antitheses and, with them, the purpose of art is historical conscience. Yet Novaes Coelho cautions us that Mário’s poetics were not a hankering for “beauty” nor a defense of the eloquential manner. For even in the modernist age of shock, montage, and blague an older division persisted between the poet as artist in the tradition of Mallarmé and the poet as seer in the tradition of Rimbaud—following Marcel Raymond’s distinction. Oswald was the former, Mário the latter. The artist discounts lyricism in favor of free association and abrupt analogies produced by sheer intelligence. He exalts the self-given present, seeking instant destruction and liberation. He enumerates objects, shatters their logic, improvises language, calls up concrete and visual imagery. The seer, on the other hand, holds to an interior world and the history that suffuses it. In Mário, Novaes Coelho finds “a historical conscience and an ordering vision of the universe,” and in the Oswald of the inventive work “an anti-historical conscience, a fragmented vision of the world, in obvious syntony with that creative, anarchic spirit.”35

Such differences have correlates in personal life, with the “artist” given to gratuitous pronouncements. Oswald one day accused Brazil’s composer Villa Lobos of being an ignoramus who did not know harmony or counterpoint. When pressed, he cited Mário as his authority. Mário heard of it and called him to account. “I lied!” replied Oswald with a balmy smile.36 William Carlos Williams also favored obiter dicta, as when he complained that “The Waste Land” set him back twenty years or that Eliot had carried “my world off with him, the fool, to the enemy.” Ezra Pound found Williams’s criticism personal and not a true opposition. And if Wyndham Lewis, who formed the Vortex trio with Pound and Eliot, was reputed to be snide, his friends agreed that he placed issues above personalities. If he attacked Eliot, Eliot found him “impartial” and never malicious: “The meaning of ‘opposition’ is that one chooses worthy opponents—people with ideas and not ‘borrowed clichés.’”37

Haroldo de Campos rightly cautions us against reifying the split between Oswald’s shock technique and Mário’s poetics. He places Mário as well as Eliot on a spectrum. “The most radical Eliot is the one near to Pound, the one of The Waste Land, just as the most radical Mário is the one who fraternizes with Oswald, the one of Macunaíma.… Mrs. Novaes Coelho seems not to notice that the best part of Mário de Andrade’s poetry is precisely that where its ‘anthropophagic’ face devours subjective sentimentalism in critical and ironic fashion.”38 Clearly, modernist sensibility, technique, and tactics were central to the poetic mastery of Eliot and Mário. Yet if both were selectively dismissive of recent literary generations, they also drew back from proclaiming fresh Truths manifesto-style. As hostages to human time in all its range and texture, they could not dispense homiletic distillations of history as did Williams and Oswald. Historical imagination resisted modernist fragmentation. Indeed, neither was content even with a base line in the Renaissance or the Middle Ages. Each was drawn to origins. And here they differed. Eliot had to build down from where he was to discover the “primitive,” rendering it in partial caricature and mediated by cognoscenti. Mário built up from what he saw around him to construct the modern, thus winning firmer footing in the primitive. Theirs was the coming of age of anthropology. Both read Tylor, Durkheim, Lévy-Bruhl, and Frazer but interrogated them from different angles.39 As poets, they performed a reconstruction that was not historiography but adroit pastiche.

Eliot’s fascination with primitivism arose from his quest for sources to rehabilitate a discredited world. Cleanth Brooks compares his mission with those of two poets used for “The Waste Land”: Dante, who inherited a faith that required no proof, and Edmund Spenser, who projected a new system of beliefs requiring didactic efforts. Dante’s beliefs had become clichés that if directly asserted would elicit stock responses. Spenser’s pedagogic strategy clashed with Eliot’s business of the poet. Concerned with integrity, Eliot felt ill at ease with strategy. He composed “The Waste Land” with poetry at the center. He asserted beliefs obliquely, using ancient fertility rites to suggest resurrection or Sanskrit words to denote thunder. If his aim was rehabilitation and not propaganda, using poetic and not hortatory discourse, his method had then to be indirection—not a vague allusive manner but a shock technique to renew symbols encrusted with “distorting familiarity.” “In this way,” writes Brooks, “the statement of beliefs emerges through confusion and cynicism—not in spite of them.”40

For Eliot religion, art, and public culture were discrete realms although subterraneously interfused. With only spectral tracings of it in his art, he pursued the archeology of this fusion. A first layer was his appraisal (1922) of the music-hall artist Marie Lloyd and her expression of working-class virtues.41 The morally corrupt middle classes, much less the aristocracy they were absorbing, lacked the dignity to find such an idol. But with the decay of the music hall he expected the lower classes to drop into “the same state of protoplasm as the bourgeoisie.” They would attend the cinema lulled by senseless music and by visual action too rapid for the brain to act upon and, in the listless bourgeois attitude toward art, would receive without giving. “Civilization” would soon deprive them of all interest in life, as it had the Melanesians, whose fate, Eliot supposed, would soon be that of the civilized world.

Deeper layers took him to the metaphysical poets, to the Elizabethans, to Dante, and of course to the sources of Christianity. But undergirding this whole stratigraphy was from the start prehistoric man. In his early “Portrait of a Lady” in “the smoke and fog of a December afternoon,” among the violins and “ariettes of cracked cornets” with the “latest Pole” transmitting the Preludes, Eliot felt within his brain a dull tom-tom absurdly hammering a prelude of its own. “Let us take the air, in a tobacco trance”: Was smoking simply a nervous drawing-room tic? Or was the trance of the witch doctors in the poet’s mind? Farther on the “tobacco trance” recurs when the poet muses that he must borrow every changing shape, must “dance / Like a dancing bear, / Cry like a parrot, chatter like an ape.” Piers Gray reminds us of the text of Jules Laforgue, who had shaped the sensibility of the young Eliot: “Le rage de vouloir se connaître—de plonger sous la culture consciente vers ‘l’Afrique intérieure’ de notre inconscient domaine.” The search for origins led to primitive myth and religion. But these, and the whole layered course of history, were recapitulated within the modern person. Thus historical myth and private self were both subjects of modern anthropology and psychoanalysis. Lévy-Bruhl, he thought, drew too clear a distinction between primitive and civilized mental process.42

Eliot in his formative years performed a balancing act on the precarious tripod of art, religion, and science, with art as his innate vocation, religion as a yearned-for renewal of faith, and science as his homage to the dominant legitimation of his time. The science he accepted, however, did not validate the Durkheimian “social fact” nor speak, from outside history, of the “evolution of religion.” His argument “drove a wedge between the science of natural development and the history of cultural change.” One cannot penetrate history or culture, he held, by behavioral description. Contemporaries see only fragments of their era. Larger understanding remains for later ages, when, paradoxically, interpretation distances the past while the act of interpreting makes the past inform the present. The scientists whom Eliot therefore follows are not brilliant theorists of behavior such as Durkheim and Lévy-Bruhl but anthropologists such as Frazer and Jessie Weston, versed in comparative history. These authorities take precedence in the notes to “The Waste Land” over classical, Christian, medieval, and Elizabethan sources, whereon he so freely drew. Weston’s From Ritual to Romance had inspired his title, his plan, and much of his incidental symbolism, while Frazer revealed the importance of nature cults or “vegetation ceremonies.”43 An intellectual problem remained, however, that was not to be resolved, or transposed to another plane, until Eliot’s religious conversion in 1927. For he accepted Frazer only insofar as he declined to explain religious behavior, a line that Frazer sometimes transgressed. Matters of intention, Eliot felt, were too subjective for scientific treatment. If his poetic sensibilities were taking wing, his intellect had not yet crossed the pons asinorum.

Mário also relied on the coordinates of anthropology and psychology. Before Macunaíma appeared in 1928 he was familiar with Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Freud’s Totem and Tabu, and perhaps more of Freud. His reading, or absorption, of Lévy-Bruhl and Frazer came in 1929–32. These sources were seasoned, as they were not for Eliot, by the attempt to accommodate Marxism (he read the classics in 1924–26 and came to grips with them in the mid-1930s through Bukharin’s Historical Materialism) and, more supportive of his interpretation of Brazil, by his reading of Keyserling, who had found in the New World a culture linked to “being” (Sein) and sensibility that seemed closer to true civilization than the mechanized barbarism of Europe. Keyserling identified the issue, Marx the paths for action. Eliot and Mário posed different questions to their overlapping sources while arriving at similar pathologies of their age. Eliot wrote from the heart of Western civilization and from a “modern” condition seen as cultural entropy and degradation. The course of civilization he traced through “universal” authors—Homer, Dante, Shakespeare, Joyce—with distant tom-toms and the decadent Melanesians fading reminders of primeval holism. For Mário the issue was not cultural renovation but invention. If he favored shock methods, it was not to unmask the bankruptcy of Western progress, secularism, capitalism, and individualism (although he did have his socialist convictions) but to explode preconceptions regarding the coexistence in Brazil of elite culture and, in the old-style term, the “barbarism” of the common folk. There is nothing Prufrockian about his bourgeois figures: the villainous Italian in Macunaíma; the nouveau riche father in Amar, verbo intransitivo (translated into English as Fräulein, in 1933), who employs a German governess for the sexual education of his teenage son; or the prototypal figure of his “Ode to the Bourgeois.” These personages may be mercenary or immoral or philistine but not symbolic of widespread spiritual dryness or acedia. With reference to the characters of Macunaíma the author even assures us that none was intended as a symbol.44 Indeed, there was nothing for them to be symbolic of. While Eliot could assume a general Western (and by implication universal) culture, Mário could not assume the features of even a Brazilian one. If the former was bent on scrutinizing the past to see what had “gone wrong,” the latter lacked inclination for historical resurrection.

Eliot saw his city (St. Louis-Boston-London) as homogeneous, while Mário saw São Paulo as kaleidoscopic, the “commotion of his life.” Eliot reached back to “primitivism” through anthropological renderings, while Mário immersed himself in it simply by traveling about his own country.45 Why start with Homer and Dante if cosmic myths are all around one? Because Brazil seemed still inchoate, his writings, had they reached a European public, would have seemed to it “exotic.” But he had to start from where he was, taking Brazil as emblematic of a larger human condition. There were two caveats to his “nationalism.” First, it was not composed of discrete regionalisms. Regionalism he saw as “poverty without humility,” a blind alley of compressed social vision, condescending folklorism (caipirismo), and nostalgic sentimentalism (saudosismo). Therefore Macunaíma and his writings on Brazilian speech aimed to “de-geographize” Brazil’s regional mosaic. Second, nationalism itself was merely a stage in self-knowledge that preceded the incorporation of Brazilian expression to world culture. Because through their folklore one knows the people, and because the industrial city consigns common folk to racial categories, Mário accepted the task of reabsorbing folklore and returning it to Brazil. Haroldo de Campos casts the matter in Saussurean terms, comparing folklore to langue and literature to parole. Literature would admit richer possibilities for innovation than folklore, which responds to the judgment of the collectivity. Mário immersed himself in the people’s culture and internalized their codes, but seeking to be both interpreter and innovative coproducer.46 More distantly, Eliot assumed the same role in allowing jazz or Marie Lloyd to infiltrate his poetry (as in “The Waste Land”: “O O O O that Shakespeherian Rag— / It’s so elegant / So intelligent”); but the transaction between popular and citified culture was for him a means, not an end: he thought he knew where it should come out, while Mário had his notion of where, on its own, it might come out.

In 1918 Mário published a newspaper article on “a divina preguiça” (divine indolence).47 Over the years, influenced by Keyserling and Lévy-Bruhl, he developed his praise of indolence into a justification of primitive life and the tropical world as therapy for a technified, consumerized society. Civilization was the antidote to “progress,” not its handmaiden. Preguiça in part reflected his sense that the Brazilian still lacked firm character or “national conscience” and resisted discipline for modern life. But it also connoted idleness for cultivating artistic sensibility, with no theological imputation of laziness as a state of spiritual dryness. Hence his interest in Lévy-Bruhl’s pre- or nonlogical primitive mentality, meaning, we may presume, not irrationality but resistance to rationalization.

In the mid-1920s Mário found the key for translating his intimations into the exactitudes of art in the works of Theodor Koch-Grünberg, based on research in 1911–13 on the Indian lore of Venezuela and northeast Brazil. Here he came upon his antihero, or “hero without any character,” in Macunaíma. Mário took him, however, not as a symbol for Homo brasilicus, for he appeared in legends common to Venezuela and the Guianas as well. Mário once confessed his “horror” of boundaries. No patriotism caused him to prefer Brazilians to Hottentots or Frenchmen; he worked for Brazil simply because he was more useful here than in Cochin China. Nonetheless, Macunaíma closely exemplified Brazilian character as Mário knew it. To start with, English missionaries had misunderstood the name Maku (bad), with its augmentative Ima (great), or Great Evil, and used it to signify the Christian “God.” This ambiguity Mário took as symptomatic of modern Brazilians, or even modern men, who invent morals as circumstances suggest. Macunaíma’s logic was to have no logic. Mário could therefore project him into serial incarnations: temporal, geographic, ethnic. What he need not do was to explain, interpret, or preach. He simply adhered, with creative rearrangements, to the legend. In this he was close to Eliot, who was a poet when writing poetry, only intimating his own beliefs.

Two further points illustrate our two writers’ affinities. One is their use of musical form as complement or alternative to an intellectual one. Mário was a musicologist and, as Mello e Souza shows, “composed” Macunaíma on musical principles. The two genres that he found applicable to popular music were the suite or rhapsody (Macunaíma is subtitled a “rhapsody”) and the variation. Each was suited to a people “parasitic” on Indian, African, and European forms and having none of “their own,” where creation requires mimesis, dissolution, absorption, and recomposition. Music, in short, is an idiom suitable for creating ex nihilo. The transaction with imported forms, however, did not imply passivity; one might conjecture that the popular orisons of the Brazilian northeast displayed prophetic “surrealist” elements. Eliot too was given to literary musicianship, but more in Aristotelian imitation of form than in search of it. Spender gives two examples. When he first read “Ash Wednesday,” section 2 reminded him of the mysterious second movement of Beethoven’s Quartet in A Minor. When he asked Eliot whether he knew the late quartets, he replied that he found the A Minor Quartet “inexhaustible” and that the later works seemed “the fruit of reconciliation and relief after immense suffering; I should like to get something of that into verse before I die.” Or again, Spender sensed an affinity between Eliot and Wagner. Once, after following a performance of Das Rheingold from the score, he asked Eliot whether he had been studying the libretto when he wrote “The Waste Land.” “Not just Rheingold,” replied the poet slyly, “the whole of the Ring.”48

The concluding point, and the heart of the comparison, lies in both writers’ fascination with the grail legend. Eliot took the legend as the organizing symbol of the waste land from Jessie Weston’s From Ritual to Romance—a land blighted by a curse where crops cannot grow nor animals reproduce. The plight of the land is related to that of its lord, the Fisher King, who has been maimed and rendered impotent. The warning Eliot drew was that for people to lose the knowledge of good and evil keeps them from being alive; hence the modern waste land was a realm whose inhabitants were nonexistent. Evil itself was more dignified and less boring than the “life-giving,” cheery automatism of the modern world. It at least proved existence. Eliot could demonstrate the persistence of the legend from pre-Arthurian or African tribal times to the present, passing through Dante’s inferno and Baudelaire’s Paris. A controlling theme is the victory of lust over love in the primal version, or of science over asceticism and ritual in the modern one. The Rhine-daughters of Wagner’s Götterdämerung, whose river is polluted by Alberich’s theft of the gold, become, in “The Waste Land,” the violated Thames-daughters, whose feculent river is cursed by oil and tar.49

If we suppose the waste land to be the entropic, self-annihilating outcome of civilization, we must remember Eliot’s grounding in anthropology, which yielded symbolic vocabulary for incorporating the experience of the industrial West to history and prehistory, and in Freudian theory, which allowed him to see a single life as recapitulating all stages of civilization. Despite his tactical use of literature from Homer to Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Eliot’s primary reliance was not, like Joyce’s, on literary myth. “What The Waste Land does on the positive side is to replace the aesthetic with anthropological myth.”50 While this nonpositivist yet “scientific” grounding did not commit him to entropic evolutionism, he was left with the problem of redemption. This he managed by making prayer, as the link between despair and hope, the subject of “Ash Wednesday.” Yet the Anglo American who had meticulously classified art, science, and religion and, within religion, described himself as having “a Catholic cast of mind, a Calvinistic heritage, and a Puritanical temperament,” faced a dilemma. Poetry could not resolve it, nor could he, once he had drawn the connection between the grail legend and the myth of the wounded god, clearly identify the grail of his times. He required, and undertook, a Pascalian leap.51

Mário negotiated more smoothly the transition from myth to present circumstances. When he encountered Koch-Grünberg’s books, he took him not as an ethnologist with another view of primitive thought but as a repertoire of contemporary Amerindian legends. No interpretation was needed, just as none is needed for vestiges of the Song of Roland that appear in Brazilian peasant balladry. In the Brazilian subcontinent cultural time had collapsed. Once Koch-Grünberg gave him specifics, Mário could straightway exemplify hunches he had been developing about the Brazilian, or South American, human creature. It took him one week (December 16–23, 1926) in a hammock, clouded in tobacco smoke, on a farm in São Paulo state to compose Macunaíma. (Eliot took a year, 1922, to write “The Waste Land.” Toward the end he sought surcease and psychotherapy in Lausanne, where he wrote the final sections in an “inspired” state, recovering long-suppressed passages from his Harvard years.)52

Gilda de Mello e Souza addresses the grail theme in Macunaíma by examining a historic literary form that helps to specify the message rather than, as Eliotologists are wont to do, by showing how form emanates from the author’s intention. This might imply that Mário started from where he was and tried to make something of it, while Eliot started with the weight of civilization on his back and tried to give it translation and form. The poet, said Eliot, “must develop or procure the consciousness of the past and … continue to develop this consciousness throughout his career.” In his second preface to Macunaíma Mário warned, however, that during social transitions one cannot easily bargain with an unknown future. “I don’t want the past to return, and so I can’t extract from it an instructive fable.”53

Mello e Souza explains Macunaíma as a satiric reprise of the Arthurian chivalric romance or grail legend, which had already passed through several phases. By the time it reached Rabelais the “spiritual journey” had lost its purity, and the narrative was absorbing grotesque, obscene, and parodic elements from the intruding popular culture. With Cervantes the hypertrophy of chivalric virtues further inverted the legend, but without yet draining the courage of the protagonist. With Macunaíma—coming after Wagner’s ineffectual attempt, though portentous for Eliot, to recover the original legend—the complete reversal occurs. The hero’s knightly virtues have atrophied. In Macunaíma’s character each becomes its opposite: courage becomes cowardice; loyalty, disloyalty; truthfulness, mendacity; justice, injustice; altruism, self-interest; and love, concupiscence. Yet the oppositions are not categorical, or else the new antihero would be a monster or a devil. Parsifal or Galahad had, as paradigms, always to live up to the code. Macunaíma, as representative rather than exemplary, could not live up to either a code or an anticode. The grail itself was now no longer the chalice of the Last Supper nor a stone whereon a lance drips blood but a magic jade talisman, or muiraquitã, that could make its owner happy, rich, and powerful. The quest, that is, was now incompatible with chivalric virtue, nor was it restricted to the virtuous. The very grail had become sacrilegious.54

We could comfortably polish off our comparison by reverting to the Weberian dualism between the Catholic society, which expects of its parishioners only an “average” morality, and the Protestant society, which preaches private asceticism. Macunaíma and Prufrock might exemplify such a construction. This, however, invokes transatlantic legacies, while Mello e Souza helps clinch the American theme of this essay. She senses that the leitmotif of Macunaíma is not an anthropophagic celebration of Brazilian “identity” and that it reflects not simply tension between Europe and America but discomfort with the ineradicable European presence. The grail legend, however carnivalized in its Brazilian version, is still a transatlantic myth, and by its aspiration toward perfectibility a universal one. As emblematic evidence the critic cites the incident in chapter 13 of Macunaíma when the (anti)hero is attracted to the fivedecked luxury liner headed for Europe. The brawny sailors and luscious stewardesses urge him abroad, but then the captain raises his gold-laced cap and makes a sign. At once the crew jeer at Macunaíma, and the steamer belches forth a cloud of mosquitoes, gnats, and wasps. He brushes them off and goes home.

Unlike Mário-Macunaíma, Eliot did go to Europe; he joined the Church of England and became a British subject, succumbing, as it were, to the legend of the grail. After the early poems it becomes for a while difficult to tell where America breaks off and European civilization begins. England seems to have provided the coordinates for his life work. Yet in the Four Quartets (1943) he reverted to a quest, the tortured Puritan quest, for origins. “East Coker” was the English village where the Eliot family had lived for two centuries before coming to America. “Dry Salvages” are the rocks off Cape Ann, Massachusetts, of which Eliot had earlier written:

But resign this land at the end, resign it

To its true owner, the tough one, the sea-gull.

The palaver is finished.

He complicates the reminiscence by setting Cape Ann against an earlier memory of the “sullen, untamed” Mississippi. In New England, he once wrote, he missed that long, dark river, the ailanthus trees, the cardinal birds, the limestone bluffs, while in Missouri he missed the fir trees, golden rod, song sparrows, red granite, and blue sea of Massachusetts.55 The last quartet, “Little Gidding,” returned him to England, to the Anglican community that received King Charles and was later desecrated by the Roundheads. Here, believes Spender, is “the darkest, most wintry, most death-saturated of the Quartets, and … also the culminating point of Eliot’s oeuvre.”56

Eliot’s search was solitary, and his abandoned homeland remained for him multiple and not de-geographized. Mário cast his destiny with Brazil even though his search too was of Christian-European origin. Because his nationalism required self-discovery through popular culture, his vision was not private and Puritan but communal and Catholic. His Brazil would take form, and achieve universality, as the educated mind absorbed the esthetic of the people. To this end he fused the temporal, ethnic, and cultural fissures of his homeland. Macunaíma registers the complexity of the matter. Vei, the Sun, offers the (anti)hero one of her daughters as a wife; instead he pursues a fishwife from (Christian-European) Portugal. At the end Vei delivers Macunaíma to the siren Uiara, made up as a rosy-cheeked European brunette. He plunges into the lake after her and is nearly demolished by piranhas. Bereft of his muiraquitã, his body lacerated, betrayed by the world, his character still unformed, he refuses to settle in Marajó, the Amazonian island whose ancient mounds are Brazil’s only traces of a superior culture. Instead he becomes Ursa Major, a new constellation visible mostly from European latitudes. He chooses to brood alone, shining uselessly in the heavens—uselessly save for those on earth who may find in him self-recognition. And thus a beacon.57

Fancy and Imagination: A Shifting Equilibrium

This essay has grown in its own fashion. The two main sections were written a few years apart and, now I see, are not quite comparable. I started out wanting to stick to the 1920s, with a few lines of verse as my fulcrum. But with Eliot and Mário this became difficult. I found I had to skip ahead to Eliot’s Four Quartets of the 1940s and to address Mário’s Macunaíma, a “rhapsody” to be sure but scarcely a poem. In fairness I should then have gone back to Oswald’s novels of the 1920s—more memorable even than his poetry—and set them against Macunaíma and Williams’s The Great American Novel of 1923, to say nothing of dealing with Williams’s masterpiece Paterson (1946–58). Well, this is an essay, not a treatise, and I shall let it keep its natural shape. As the song goes, I never promised you a prose garden. The original “American” theme was dispatched in the first section, where telegraphic treatment, Morse code as it were, was perhaps admissible; but Mário and Eliot are more loquaciously introspective than the first pair and made me so in the process.

More serious still, the cat’s cradle I promised remains unstrung. I wove the strands between Williams and Oswald and between Eliot and Mário. In the process affinities between the two Americans and the two Brazilians became detectable. To complete the cradle we should toss loops between Williams and Mário and between Eliot and Oswald. The first would require attention to the Whitmanesque qualities of each and comparison of their symbolic city-river complexes Paterson-Passaic and São Paulo-Tietê. But this would stretch to the breaking point my exegetical capacity. In the event that comparison is at all possible between Eliot and Oswald, I have scattered suitable clues in the final section of the previous chapter, “Language in America.” Doctorandi are invited to dot the i’s and cross the t’s. All this is to say that I entertain no inclusive paradigm and that I am less concerned with defining the American theme than with discovering ways of appropriating it.

Let us see, then, what we can extract from our writers as I have instinctively paired them. As my argument proceeded it dawned on me that they represent the two modes of sensibility consecrated by Coleridge as fancy (Williams and Oswald) and imagination (Eliot and Mário). The English poet found these markers useful for navigating from the calm waters of a classical age to the turbulent seas of romanticism. The distinction can be traced to German critics such as Schelling, Fichte, and A. W. Schlegel. Schlegel, for example, assumed that genius, taken to embrace man’s complete inner powers, included fancy and understanding along with imagination and reason. Imagination he called the higher power for its kinship with reason. Or as Jean Paul (Johann Richter) put it, fancy is a strong, vivid memory, while imagination makes all parts a whole and “totalizes everything.”58 One might even wonder whether the Germanic sources of Coleridge’s dualism, sprung from concern with society, history, culture, and faith—in short, with an “underdeveloped” world in formation—are of special relevance to our Brazilian writers, while his English preoccupation with a poetics that had become desiccated and a Hartleyan or associationist psychology that denied private impulse points toward our Anglo-American poets. These, of course, are matters of modulation. Coleridge’s handling of general issues and contemporary domestic quarrels was seamless, which is why he illuminates our case.

When Coleridge took up the challenge of imagination, it was defined in the English neoclassical tradition as a combining and associative but not a truly creative faculty. “Since Milton, poets had on the whole ceased to maintain the creative interchange between mind and object, and had been content to use ready-made material created in earlier, more imaginative times,” or at best to say well what others had greatly imagined but less perfectly uttered.59 Imagination was seen as welding distinct impressions to form images not found in experience, but without fusing or blending them. Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of 1755 equated imagination to fancy as “the power of forming ideal pictures.” In the late 1790s Coleridge moved from treating fancy and imagination as a combined faculty opposed to reason that could recall or create images and began to conceive imagination as autonomous: complementary though not antagonistic to reason. Wordsworth’s poetry, Kant’s epistemology, and Cudworth’s True Intellectual System all pushed him in this direction. He gradually understood fancy as an aggregative faculty that dealt with “fixities and definites,” “a mode of Memory emancipated from the order of time and space,” and took imagination to be synthesizing rather than passive and associative, requiring interrelated powers rather than discrete capacities.

Critics who compare Williams and Eliot give generous hints for fitting them to Coleridge’s categories.60 They help us also to see that fancy and imagination are not simply different sets of optics or stages of awareness but are in the service of different messages. Williams, for whom “The Waste Land” was the “great catastrophe to our letters,” felt himself in competition with Eliot. If, however, he fell under the spell of Eliot’s meditations on history, place, and local identity in the Four Quartets, he never sought “to retrieve the past nor to locate the present in a circling pattern of transcendence.” He compared his own sense of the “universal in the particular” with Eliot’s “fatal blunder” of thinking that “place is always and only place.” He esteemed Whitman as the first American to have addressed the local situation of America and rendered its sensual essence. Breslin calls “The Waste Land” an anti-epic, in which the quest for meaning is thwarted and we are left awaiting the collapse of Western civilization. “Paterson is a pre-epic, showing that the process of disintegration releases forces that can build a new world.” Willey cites Eliot’s “April is the cruellest month, breeding / lilacs out of the dead land…” as a prime example of imagination as the power that shapes a multitude of things to a poet’s predominant mood. Breslin cites an April definition from Williams’s Spring and All—“tomorrow / the stiff curl of wildcarrot leaf”—uttered extempore and self-given at an instant when the world is new.

For Oswald and Mário the amicable polemic between Nelly Novaes Coelho and Haroldo de Campos, cited earlier, scarcely needs translation into Coleridgean language. Novaes Coelho makes the case in canonical fashion. To Oswald she attributes the “inventive style” of verbal juxtaposition, pulverized syntax, grammatical deformation, preference for the objective and descriptive over the subjective and narrative, ironic use of common speech, mix of the banal or colloquial with the recherché or erudite, and predilection for visual imagery. However refreshing this Oswaldian modernist esthetic, Novaes Coelho finds Mário’s poetics to be fully as renovative. For her the point of difference is not that Mário failed to go the whole way, that he was hostage to elocutionary or Parnassian nostalgia, but that he entertained historical conscience and “organizing vision” in place of vanguardist fragmentation and ahistoricism. He searched for ultimates “through the concrete forms of the objective world while the revolutionary vanguard sought the concrete world, the new objective reality, in refuting essences.”

Haroldo de Campos reshapes this dichotomous view in holding that Mário’s verse, even when “experimental,” betrayed irresistible attraction, save in occasional instances, to “urban symbolism à la Verhaeren.” He did not man the barricades of the “Copernican” Brazilwood revolution which led to Drummond de Andrade and thence to João Cabral de Melo Neto. De Campos nonetheless feels that Macunaíma, for many the modernist masterpiece, owes its power precisely to a kinship with anthropophagic poetics. To complicate matters further; if we associate the party of “fancy,” to which we provisionally assign de Campos, with the fragmentation tout court of received imagery and structures of thought, we must then explain why his own “morphology” of Macunaíma commends the meticulous coherence and structural imagination that inform Mário’s achievement.61

These paradoxes suggest the need to lift fancy and imagination from German and English romanticism and retranslate them for the world of our four poets. These are not, after all, fixed literary or philosophic devices but versatile psychic dispositions that in their pathological state, Coleridge tells us, would become, respectively, delirium (images juxtaposed without fusion) and mania (images fused in the heat of coercive passion). Once checked by sense and reason, they become “strategies” (pace Eliot’s reservations about the term) of understanding, craft, and illumination. Situation of course determines strategy. Coleridge was born to an age when poetic fancy lived off prior creativity and now merely embellished received literary forms. He redefined imagination for privileged status in a revolutionary time when “life, and growth, and consciousness—those very mysteries which had never fitted comfortably into the mechanical scheme, now came into their own.” Poets felt themselves in league with ascendant forces, legislators of mankind rather than elegant triflers.62 For Coleridge the mind at its pitch receives feeling, intellect, memory, and experience to modify or “coadjunate” them, employing “esemplastic” power.63 He saw the universe not as atomistic but as symbolizing transcendent reality, and the mind not as a detached subject beholding an object but as a coinvolved agent of synthesis. In only a restricted sense, however, is imagination a higher faculty than fancy, for if the former connects reason to understanding, the latter connects understanding to sense. The mind in its normal state employs both faculties. “Imagination must have fancy,” wrote Coleridge; “in fact the higher intellectual powers can only interact through a corresponding energy of the lower.”64 The “fixities” that fancy toys with are formed only by prior acts of imagination.

After two centuries Coleridge’s terminology retains its allure. What has changed is the situation and thus the strategic imperative. Coleridge found it natural to endorse imagination in his quest for an organic, historicist vision of world process, nourished by culture, experience, and feeling, to supersede a mechanicist conception that rendered the poet spectatorial and his poetry decorative. By the early twentieth century Coleridge’s single option, as our four poets exemplify the case, is no longer so clear. For Eliot and Mário “esemplastic” imagination was still the key, whether for recovering a traditional culture or for envisaging a new one. For both, the links among myth, tradition, culture, private sentiment, and poetic craft were a given. The “vanguard” view was that an atomized world could no longer, in Coleridgean terms, be apprehended, much less shaped, by imagination. The new atomism had escaped Newtonian chaperonage to enter a state of primal anarchy requiring dadaist and cinematographic techniques for its capture. Fancy, no longer ancillary to imagination, had acquired autonomous life.

Williams felt that Eliot’s “traditionalism, fantasy, and associativity” and his rejection of America showed intentions about the sources and purposes of poetry wholly at odds with his own. He resented Eliot’s adopting “the lofty, ironic perspective of the seer Tiresias,” whereby he annulled the reader’s personality, lifting him to an impersonal, timeless point of vantage. Williams’s poet must construct a “complete little universe” from things directly, geometrically apprehended with words scrubbed clean of metaphor and allusion, a finely machined, self-sufficient world sprung from the immediate physical world of our origin. Williams admired Marianne Moore, for whom “a word is a word most when it is separated out by science, treated with acid to remove the smudges, washed, dried, and placed right side up on a clean surface. Now one may say that this is a word.”65 In Williams at his best, wrote Blackmur, “you get perceptions powerful beyond the possibility of backing; the quotidian burgeoning without trace of yesterday; the commonplace made unique because violently felt.… He isolates and calls attention to what we are already presently in possession of.”66 So angered was Williams by “The Waste Land” and the prospect of Eliot becoming the poet of the age that he could not acknowledge coincidences in their views of poetic discourse, much less admit lessons that he had learned. For him the battle lines were drawn: Marianne Moore, Kreymborg, and Bodenheim against H. D., Pound, and Eliot.

To make the match between Williams and Oswald on the points just raised we need only consult the latter’s “Manifesto of Brazilwood Poetry” (1924). “Poetry exists in the facts,” he starts. Saffron and ochre shacks amid the greens of the favelas under a Cabraline blue are esthetic facts. (Cabral discovered Brazil in 1500.) “The black girls in the jockey clubs. High-society odalisks. Fancy talk … Brazilwood poetry. Agile and candid. Like a child.” Naturalism is optical illusion. Elites took it apart with impressionism, fragmentation, voluntary chaos. Next come lyricism, presentation in the temple, materials, constructive innocence: synthesis, geometric equilibrium, technical finish. Fighting copy by invention and surprise. No formula. See with open eyes.67

The nature of their message restrained Williams and Oswald from discursive explication, from critical essays drawing literary analogies, using the optic of dead masters, or coming to grips with philosophy. If Williams dealt with human struggle, Blackmur remarked, he did so before it reached the level of morals and when it touched the spirit only by accident. He had “no perspective, no finality—for these involve, for imaginative expression, both the intellect which he distrusts and the imposed form which he cannot understand.”68 Asked to compare Oswald and Mário, Antonio Candido called them the dialectical poles of Brazilian modernism. Oswald was the more fascinating personality, a man of genial intuitions but highly uneven sets of values. Mário was more constructive, scholarly, coherent, wide-ranging, intellectually penetrating. The more important? “For someone seeking precursors for language to break with the traditional mimesis, Oswald. For someone seeking language for a Brazilian vision of the world, Mário.” The reputation of each depends on the historical moment.69

Williams never expanded his critical ideas. “He correctly saw the need to establish a center from which he could apprehend the chaos of the contemporary world; but he could never admit the validity of any locus—such as Eliot’s in tradition—that appeared to threaten his own.”70 Toward the end of his life, after a detour into sociopolitical matters when he mocked his bohemian past, Oswald resumed the utopian motifs of his anthropophagic period—the passage from neg-otium to otium cum dignitate, signifying abolition of the repressive patriarchy and “restoration” of a classless, communal matriarchy.71 If his torrential documentation from two millennia of world history and ideological fiats did little to deepen the messages of his early manifestoes, they spread the canvas needed to raise fancy from a literary tactic to an agonistic force that could vie with imagination.

The heirs of Oswald who retrieved his project in the 1950s were the concrete poets grouped around Haroldo and Augusto de Campos and Décio Pignatari.72 The concretist movement is not exclusively “poetic” any more than Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations is strictly “economic.” Fancy becomes a way of construing and reporting our world. Like imagination, it accrues generous conceptual underpinnings and its own genealogy. Instead of absorbing Mário’s Macunaíma into the Christian, Euro-American quest for a grail—a dimension that he fully acknowledges—Haroldo de Campos finds it a work of scrupulous coherence, purged of subjectivism, and explicable (à la Propp and Barthes) within a functional, universal typology of fables. Psychologistic residues and evocations of “atmosphere” dissolve under objectivized scrutiny of actions.73

The concretist genealogy springs from Mallarmé’s “Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard” of 1897, the year before his death. The concretists call his a prismographic method, a spatial syntax grounded in prismatic subdivisions of an idea. Mallarmé utilized blank space, dispersing his poem over double pages to visualize his meaning and assist simultaneous perception, using varied typefaces to orchestrate his ideas under musical inspiration rather different from that of Eliot or Mário.74 Other pioneers are Pound (ideogrammic method), Apollinaire (calligrammatic method), Joyce (palimpsest method), e. e. cummings (phonetic pulverization), futurists (process of total light), and dadaists (historical blackout).75 Precursors include Lewis Carroll and Rabelais, while theoretical infrastructure was derived from the semiotics of Peirce, Ogden, and Morris. Bakhtin came on stage as his work was published. If Baudelaire and Eliot become less exemplary than Mallarmé and Pound, Pound and Joyce are Janus-faced; like Mário, they are in the pantheons of both fancy and imagination, helping to coadjunate the two.

Under the sign of concretism the lyrical ego surrenders to audiographic presentation.76 Architecture, painting, and music join hands with poetry. Industrial production replaces artisanship to deliver a useful product. Our intelligence, the concretists quote Apollinaire as saying, must understand syntheticoideographically instead of analyticodiscursively. Concretism does not dismiss language or communication, only the armature of discursive syntax. In Pignatari’s résumé: “Before concrete poetry: verses are verses. With concrete poetry: verses are no longer verses. After concrete poetry: verses are verses. But they’re two fingers removed from the page, the eye, the ear. And from history.”77

All this leads to quite different understandings than those of Eliot and Mário about the germination of culture in America and its recovery of or incorporation to “Western Culture.” Culture, steeped in psychology and outlook, is in fact less at issue than are books, pages, and words. Haroldo de Campos speaks of the new barbarians buried in books—Borges immured in a municipal library in Buenos Aires; Alfonso Reyes in his “chapel” in Mexico City; Mário amid scores of Schoenberg and Stravinsky, expressionist portfolios, and tracts of Freud and folklore on Rua Lopes Chaves in São Paulo; or Lezama Lima in a house in old Havana—all gnawing at and “ruining” a cultural heritage that is ever more global. Although engendered by vanguardism, anthropophagy-concretism does not begin its work with the modern(ist) age. It is also retrospective and offers a fresh reading of American culture, no longer cast in the genealogical imagery of trunks, branches, and twigs, suggesting a gradual formation of transatlantic “identities.” An example is the contrast between how Roberto Schwarz handles the Brazilian novelist Alencar as a step in a developmental sequence and how Haroldo de Campos treats him as a philological revolutionary (see above, chapter 1). Another is between how Mello e Souza treats Macunaíma as the recrudescence of a Western literary myth and how de Campos, though he recognizes this affinity, absorbs it into the wider realm of language and fable, where specific authorship and genealogical laws fail to apply.

The American deconstruction of Western logocentrism can be traced farther back to the baroque antitradition that took marginal or interstitial paths within the course of normative historiography to challenge and cannibalize the Western koine. Linearity yields to synchronism, center-periphery to polycentrism. Lezama Lima intercommunicates with Proust, Mallarmé, and Góngora, Cabrera Infante with Lewis Carroll, Guimarães Rosa with Goethe and Heidegger. National differences are not new buds but the operating space for fresh syntheses of the universal code. “More than a heritage of poets, this is the case of assuming, criticizing and ‘chewing over’ a poetics.”78

It was, then, a flight of fancy to posit the linkage of fancy itself between Williams and Oswald and that of imagination between Eliot and Mário. It would be an esemplastic task, both fanciful and imaginative, to fuse our two pairs into a vision of America and how it came, or might come, to be.





 

Part II

Ideology and Political Culture

For modern man the past is something useful; for the Ibero American it is an obstacle.

—Leopoldo Zea
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The Transfer of Institutions

Many think of the Spanish colonization of America as the work of free-acting conquistadors and their followers, avid for products of soil and subsoil, in particular gold and silver, and for the servile labor to be used in extracting them. Others, who applaud the individualism of the self-reliant settlements of Anglo America, criticize Spain for having stifled colonial development with statism, bureaucracy, and discrimination against the early settlers. First off, then, we must distinguish the roles played by private and public initiative and appreciate the connotations of each in the Spanish American context.

Mario Góngora reminds us that although the Spanish state had acquired a strong administrative nucleus by the sixteenth century, it was not yet, as it later became, “a unitary and rationalized whole, dominated by the ‘monism of sovereignty.’”1 Political jurisdiction and other rights brought together in the king were exercised through the bureaucracy; but these might be conceded as privileges that could be defended juridically against the king himself. The categories of the public and private spheres, established under revived Roman law, were still in the process of elaboration. Thus the conquistador was not a free entrepreneur under a private contract. He was under continuing obligation to ask the crown for privileges, such as grants of Indian labor. His contract (capitulación) linked freely assembled social forces with the power of the state, converting them into political elements.

The state, then, was a colonizing state (estado poblador), operating through laws, customs, and judicial and administrative decisions. Grants of soil and subsoil were founded in royal concession, not in private law. Colonization implied the organizing of a congeries of civil and ecclesiastical jurisdictions and hierarchies; a regime of defense, taxation, and tribute; and systems of schools and universities. Not only did economic life and claims to land have their origin in the state but the whole colonizing process was conceived as having the “civilizing” function of transmitting Western Christian culture. For sixteenth-century Spaniards the state was an institutional equivalent to temporal human life in all its fullness. It contained only in embryo such possibilities as the rationalist state of seventeenth-century mercantilism, the free-enterprise state envisioned in the eighteenth century, or the “imperialist” state of the nineteenth.

From Columbus onward the conquistadors took possession of new lands and oceans in the name of the crown. Although the crown’s resources were insufficient to underwrite the vast colonizing adventure, neither conquest nor settlement was a private enterprise undertaken at the margin of the Castilian state. Apart from a few important voyages subsidized by the crown (as were those led by Columbus, Pedrarias Dávila, Magellan), recruitment and financing of most expeditions were left to private initiative. Such undertakings were sanctioned, however, only if they conformed to the broad policies of the state. An expeditionary leader might be given a liberal contract for life, or for two or more generations, to distribute and settle land, found towns, engage in commerce, and use Indian labor. But since the Indians were considered vassals to be protected and Christianized—and also taxed—his retinue included officials and ecclesiastics who represented the political, fiscal, and spiritual interests of the crown.

Gradually there emerged as an embedding context for the capitulaciones (1) an elaborate juridical and theological casuistry that justified the Spanish title to the Indies and set down principles for treatment of the natives and (2) a series of civil and ecclesiastical hierarchies that exhibited both functional overlap among agencies and coalescence of function (especially administrative and judicial) within given agencies. These hierarchies culminated in the arbitrating crown, which delegated its power hesitantly and erratically. The legal apparatus for empire betrayed its medieval origins. It was informed by the broad Christian principles of theologians and jurists but frequently took the form of trifling administrative detail. Legal codifications such as the 1573 colonizing ordinances and the 1680 Laws of the Indies were essentially compilations that failed to work natural-law principles and administrative decrees into a coherent whole.

That such government signified deprivation of autonomy for Spanish America and meager preparation for independent nationhood is widely accepted. Nonetheless, the theoretical premise for centralization was not colonial subjection of the Indies but the assumption that the New World viceroyalties were coequal with the realms of Spain, having commensurate claims to redress from the crown. The Council of the Indies was not a colonial office but had ministerial status. The viceroy of New Spain or Peru was the king’s proxy. He and lesser royal officials were under elaborate admonition not to acquire private interests, economic or domestic, in their jurisdictions, and they underwent judicial review at the end of their terms. In the cases of both Spanish America and Brazil one can argue that it was only under the “enlightened” peninsular monarchies of the eighteenth century that a status—“colonial” in the modern sense—was adumbrated.2 Differences between Hapsburg rule, under which Spanish American institutions were established, and Bourbon rule, which tried somewhat ineffectually to reform them, apologists for the former have described as the differences between absolutism and despotism.

Insistence on the neomedievalism of Spanish colonial institutions reflects no intent to romanticize them. It looks toward identifying a design that the formative period of Spanish rule left implanted in the Indies. This design, which had roots in outlook as well as in institutional arrangement, was to conflict with many administrative directives of the Bourbon period. It was to conflict even more sharply with ideas and ideals, constitutions and reforms, that swept in on the independent Spanish American nations after 1830. It continues to conflict at many points with modern programs of “development”—political, social, and economic.

There was, of course, practical motivation for the Spanish monarchs’ concern with Christian treatment of the Indians and for the sixteenth-century debates as to their rationality and the propriety of enslaving them. This was the threat to the crown’s income and political control posed by the conquistadors once they were established in their new domains. The centrifugal movement of settlers into farm, ranch, and mining lands, far removed from seaports and administrative centers (with these in turn distant from Spain by an arduous sea voyage), created the danger of sovereign satrapies, each enjoying absolute control of Indian workers who, in the Mexican and Andean highlands or in Paraguay, could not combine for effective resistance to the new masters. As a result, and in face of privileges the monarch had granted to the discoverers and their descendants, courtly and judicial agents reacted by retrieving royal grants in the discovered lands through long suits, tenaciously sustained.3

Since Tocqueville the growth of the centralized state in Western Europe has been described as a process that undermines local autonomy and initiative and, by equalizing all citizens before the law and the state bureaucracy, weakens the protection afforded them by community ties and customs. In Spanish America under the Hapsburgs the role of the state was in some respects the opposite. Central to its function was the preservation or creation of Indian communities that would maintain their own way of life, be protected against crushing exploitation, and have independent access to royal justice and to spiritual guidance and consolation. The Laws of the Indies contained extensive tutelary legislation which respected the Indians’ cultural identity. Some have called them the most comprehensive code ever devised by an important colonizing power. None would deny, however, that their enforcement was greatly wanting. As occasion demanded and circumstances permitted, ways were found to exact grueling labor of Indians, notably in the mines and obrajes (textile sweatshops). Corregidors of Indian towns regularly exploited their wards for personal gain, often in conspiracy with priests and Indian caciques.

It serves little purpose, however, to assess out of context the Spaniards’ cruelty toward or exploitation of the native population. It would be fatuous to expect the conquest of a new continent and its scores of millions of pagans in an age that saw the predatory forces of commercial capitalism unleashed and the face of Europe ravaged by religious persecution and the havoc of the Thirty Years’ War to have lacked ferocity and trauma. Recent historiography shelves the question of the Spanish “black legend” and examines forms of Indian defiance and accommodation, the mentality and institutions born of the conquest that contributed to the formation of an enduring “creole” culture. What concerns us here is to define the European tradition that set the mold for this culture.

I suggested that the rationale of the Spanish state had medieval accents. Yet one conspicuous feature of the medieval European polity, a system of “estates” in the sense of social orders having rights of representation, was not reproduced in the Indies because no Cortes, or parliamentary body, was established. As Góngora summarizes the matter, “In a period when the granting of subsidies or pecuniary assistance to the King and the accompanying request for privileges was at the heart of the internal life of the State, the Indies—relatively free of tribute and paying the King the royal fifths and other perquisites which did not require consent—did not exhibit the political density and the pronounced King-Kingdom dualism characteristic of Europe in this era.”4

Only in the broad sense of groups having jurisdictional rights can estates be said to have existed in Spanish America. The state had a corporate character. Within it there were independently defined privileges and jurisdictions for general groups (Indians, blacks, Europeans, ecclesiastics) and for subgroups, such as Indians in missions, pueblos de indios, Indians on encomiendas; African slaves, colored freedmen; merchants, university students, artisans; regular clergy, secular clergy, inquisitorial officials, and so forth. The medieval imprint that the system as a whole bore was not parliamentary representation but pluralistic, compartmented privilege and administrative paternalism.

Claudio Sánchez-Albornoz claimed that the classic institutions of feudalism never developed fully in Spain itself.5 In summary, his argument runs as follows. During the reconquest of the central tableland from the Moors, roughly A.D. 850–1200, cities and castles served as advance points of resettlement. From these nuclei colonization was undertaken only with clear guarantees of personal liberty and freedom of movement. Few colonists were tied permanently to the soil or to a lord. Society had, relatively speaking, a fluidity that precluded a complex net of vassalic relations or the emergence of a stable, conservative bourgeoisie. The commoner who could equip himself with arms and a steed was valuable to the crown and could become a lesser knight or, in the paradoxical phrase, a caballero villano. He might even owe fealty directly to the king rather than to a blood noble.

The importance of central authority to the reconquest meant that the strength of the crown and the organization of the state never faded out, as in the Carolingian realm. Even when the centralizing process was temporarily checked in the tenth century, the crown never recognized usurpations by nobles. The flood of feudal ideas and practices that entered Spain in the eleventh century with warrior or pilgrim knights from northern Europe and with royal marriages to French princesses was not accompanied by the juridical formulae of feudalism. The advancing frontier periodically renewed the spoils and prebends that the crown could distribute, thus renewing its economic and military potential. Towns were strong and numerous, and not merely islands dispersed in a feudal sea. They were a counterweight to the church and the nobility; to keep pace, nobles were forced to beg additional lands, honors, and prebends from the crown. When in the thirteenth century a struggle developed between crown and nobles, it was not one by which the crown strove to break feudal power (as in France) or by which the knights strove to restrict royal power (as in Germany) but a contest by both to control an extant state apparatus.

With respect to economic as distinct from sociopolitical organization the following factors should be borne in mind as militating against the emergence of a manorial regime in the Spanish Indies:

1. Spain itself never witnessed a flowering of the classic manorial pattern of other parts of Europe because of the seven centuries’ strife between Christians and Moors and because of the privileges, prejudicial to agriculture, acquired by the medieval sheep raisers’ guild.

2. A manorial system implies that lord and worker share a common culture and a traditional regime of mutual obligation. Clearly, such a context was lacking for Spaniard and Indian, to say nothing of Spaniard and African. Here the tutelary state and the “universal” church (usually through its regular orders) were more protective of Indian workers than was the local agrarian unit.

3. Manorialism takes form in vegetative, decentralized fashion in a nonurban economy, perpetuated by local tradition, reflecting stability both social and ecological. The initial settlement of America was accomplished by a mere handful of men not simply avid for gold, as is sometimes said, but certainly in quest of status and fame as these might be embodied in specie (however fleetingly retained), land, and a situation of authority free of manual toil. In vast areas with immeasurable resources and native labor, honor, status, and possession were inevitably factored out of the medieval social complex. For example, status might be acquired through land, rather than control of land being a function of status. Or honor and status might be achieved through heroism, rather than heroism’s being assumed as an attribute of status.

Because the New World encomienda, or allocation of Indian labor, bore only limited resemblance to the medieval manor, Góngora prefers the term “patrimonialism” to “feudalism” or “manorialism” for describing the system it represented. His reason is that the the conquistadors in their urgency to acquire lands and sources of wealth were at the same time bearers of royal authority. They conceived of the state as a mass of lands, tributes, benefices, grants, and honors belonging to the royal patrimony but legitimately claimed by those who had made them available to the crown. “The specifically vassalic relation of loyalty evaporates before general loyalty of subjects to the King; the link between conquistadors and King assumes a new aspect, not through a personal bond distinct from what they have as subjects, but through the relation they have with the lands, won for the royal domain.”6

Ideological Implications

Discussion of the transatlantic institutional legacy leads to its ideological rationale. Was it the case that Spain implanted archaic and authoritarian political precepts that its overseas realms must one day expunge in a primal act of “liberation”? Or did it leave behind an adaptable political culture that would condition political and social life for an indefinite future? Nineteenth-century ideologists of the newly independent Spanish American nations, unless they had clerical, authoritarian sympathies, replied yes to the first question and dismissed the second. In a longer-term, “anthropological” perspective, however, the second query deserves consideration. Religion, after all, takes hold in many realms, one of them being a shared instinct for behavior. In other words, we may take religion not simply as an ideological bulwark for a political structure but also as a pliant set of beliefs, social as well as theological, entertained by common folk. There is, in short, a sociology of Catholicism.

Because we tend to recollect seventeenth-century Protestantism more positively than we do sixteenth-century Catholicism—given the “success” of the Anglo-American enterprise—we should remember how closely religion and social process were entwined in the north. For conveying the logic of Protestant colonization there is no more revealing statement than that of Martin Luther in his Open Letter to the Christian Nobility:

If a little group of pious Christian laymen were taken captive and set down in a wilderness, and had among them no priest consecrated by a bishop, and if there in the wilderness they were to agree in choosing one of themselves, married or unmarried, and were to charge him with the office of baptizing, saying mass, absolving and preaching, such a man would be as truly a priest as though all bishops and popes had consecrated him.

This passage contains two revealing clues. The first is that a land uninhabited, or inhabited by heathen, is a “wilderness,” a no man’s land outside the pale of society, civilization, and church. The second is that the world is composed, not of one highly differentiated society for which common forms, acts, and ceremonies are a needed binding force, but of a multitude of unrelated societies, each of them a congregation of similar persons that is finite in time and place and ordered by the declarative terms of a compact rather than by common symbolic observances. As Kenneth Burke puts it, “[In] contrast with the church’s ‘organic’ theory, whereby one put a going social concern together by the toleration of differences, the Protestant sects stressed the value of complete uniformity. Each time this uniformity was impaired, the sect itself tended to split, with a new ‘uncompromising’ offshoot reaffirming the need for a homogeneous community, all members alike in status.”7

If, then, Christendom was for the Spaniard universal, this meant that his overseas settlements were not truly colonies, whether orthodox or heterodox, that had been spun off from the mother country into a wilderness. Nor was Spanish expansion properly a conquest insofar as conquest means acquisition of alien lands and peoples. In fact the word itself, which Father Las Casas called “tyrannical, Mohammedan, abusive, improper, and infernal,” was banned from official use in favor of pacification or settlement (población).8 The term frequently used to designate the extension of Spanish political rule to America was incorporation, as in, for example, “the incorporation of the Indies to the crown of Castile.” What is implied is not annexation of terra incognita but the bringing together of what should rightfully be joined.9

To say this much is not to idealize the motives of those who erected the Spanish empire in America. Fortune-seeking, aggrandizement, fanaticism, escapism, cruelty, were all in evidence. Economically and otherwise the Spanish Indies were exploited. The point is that they were incorporated into Christendom, directly under the Spanish crown, by a carefully legitimized patrimonial state apparatus. Oppression certainly occurs within such a realm. But subjects tend to attribute it to bad information, misunderstanding, incompetence, and selfishness originating at lower administrative levels. The system itself is not seriously challenged, nor is the authority of the symbolic and irreplaceable crown.

These principles of society and government help us not only to understand Hapsburg rule in America but also to assess the reception of the Enlightenment, to analyze the process by which the Spanish American nations became independent, and to interpret their subsequent careers. Scholars have debated whether neo-Scholastic thought kept its hold throughout the eighteenth century to provide justification for Spanish American independence or whether the patriots of liberation took up the liberal and rationalist program of the Enlightenment. Evidence can be adduced either way, and in any case, once one begins tracing the causes of independence, ideology yields ground to other factors. The question has less to do with the history of ideas than with political sociology. If we accept that the design for Spanish American governance was established by circa 1570, and if two centuries passed before spokesmen began issuing discreet challenges to the premises whereon it rested, one can imagine that an enduring political culture had been set in place. The logic of that culture found expression in Spanish neo-Thomist thought of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, not because philosophers dictate ground rules for political behavior but because certain thinkers become “influential” for being attuned to that very behavior.

Francisco Suárez (1548–1617) is generally recognized as the leading synthesizer of neo-Thomist political thought in Spain’s baroque age of Scholasticism. His recapitulation was far from being a mere disinterment of thirteenth-century Thomism; for in recasting the Thomist argument he devised a metaphysics that found acceptance even in northern, Protestant Europe. Although one can point to instances when Suárez was invoked at the start of the Spanish American independence wars, his significance for the subsequent history of the new nations does not depend on whether or not he provided a pre-Enlightenment precedent for contract theory and popular sovereignty.10 It lies, rather, in the fact that his fresh marshaling of Scholastic doctrines, in response to imperatives of time and place, encapsulated assumptions about political man and his dilemmas that survive in Spanish America to this day. The following Suarezian principles illustrate the point:

1. Natural law is clearly distinguished from conscience. Natural law is a general rule; conscience is a practical application of it to specific cases. Natural law is never mistaken; conscience may be. Society and the body politic are therefore properly seen as ordered by objective and external natural-law precepts rather than by consensus sprung from the promptings of private consciences. (Where such an assumption prevails, free elections and the ballot box are unlikely to attain the mystique they possess in Protestant countries.)

2. Sovereign power originates with the collectivity of men. God is the author of civil power, but He created it as a property emanating from nature so that no society would lack the power necessary for its preservation. (This proposition allowed the view that Indians, save for recalcitrant cannibals, were not savages but lived in societies ordered by natural law. A second implication, important at the time of independence, was that when central authority collapses, power reverts to the sovereign people.)

3. The people do not delegate but alienate sovereignty to their prince. Although the people are in principle superior to the prince, they vest power in him without condition (simpliciter), that he may use it as he sees fit. By contract, then, the prince is superior to the people.

4. In certain cases the law of the prince loses its force, namely: if it is unjust, for an unjust law is not a law; if it is too harsh; or if the majority has already ceased to obey it (even though the first to cease obeying would have sinned).

5. The prince is bound by his own law. He cannot, however, be punished by himself or by his people, for he is responsible only to God or His representative.11

The difficulties that Spanish American peoples experience in erecting constitutional regimes based on wide popular participation have for generations been commonly ascribed to inadequate schooling in Western democratic principles; impoverished, unwholesome, and disorderly social conditions; and an ingrained personalistic or authoritarian psychology. Anchored in the propositions of Suárez, however, we discern precisely those seeming inconsistencies that many have attributed to environmental causes or psychic disposition. Paul Janet summarized them as follows:

Such are the Scholastic doctrines of the 16th century, incoherent doctrines in which are united … democratic and absolutist ideas, without the author seeing very clearly where the former or the latter lead him. He adopts in all its force the principle of popular sovereignty: he excludes the doctrine of divine law … and he causes not simply government but even society to rest on unanimous consent. But these principles serve only to allow him immediately to effect the absolute and unconditional alienation of popular sovereignty into the hands of one person. He denies the need for consent of the people in the formulation of law; and as guarantee against an unjust law he offers only a disobedience both seditious and disloyal. Finally, he shelters the prince under the power of the laws and sets over him only the judgment of the Church.12

We need not say that Suárez himself was a decisive intellectual influence on Spanish America’s institutional development (although the University of Mexico did have a Suarezian chair, and his doctrines won increasing attention in New Spain during the seventeenth century). It would seem, however, that his writings are symptomatic of a post-medieval Hispano-Catholic view of man, society, and government that is by no means superseded in modern Spanish America.

One must grasp that Spanish neo-Thomism was not a blind, obstinate reaction to the Protestant Reformation any more than it was a nostalgic revival of ethereal religious aspirations. What it did was to offer sophisticated theoretical formulation of the ideals and many sociological realities of the Spanish patrimonial state. In some ways the political philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas was more apt for Spain and her overseas empire than for thirteenth-century feudal Europe, where it was conceived. The two central principles of Thomist social thought, as Ernst Troeltsch states them, are organicism and patriarchalism.13 First, society is a hierarchical system in which each person or group serves a purpose larger than any one of them can encompass. Social unity is architectonic, deriving from faith in the larger corpus mysticum and not from rationalistic definitions of purpose and strategy at critical moments of history. To the social hierarchy corresponds a scale of inequalities and imperfections that should be corrected only when Christian justice is in jeopardy. Thus casuistry, in the technical sense of judging cases of conscience by “revealed” norms, takes precedence over contrived and mutable human law, because to adjudicate is to determine whether a given case affects all of society or whether it can be dispatched by an ad hoc decision. Second, the inequalities inherent in society imply the acquiescence of each person in his station, with its attendant obligations. Such acquiescence is contingent on public acceptance of a supreme authority—prince, king, pope—who must enjoy full legitimacy as the ultimate, paternal source of casuistical decisions that resolve the incessant conflicts of function and jurisdiction throughout the realm.

Troeltsch suggests why this majestic philosophic edifice was partly inconsonant with the thirteenth century. He points out that the image of the Aristotelian city-state influenced St. Thomas more strongly than did the constitutional life of his own day. “Catholic theory is, largely, comparatively independent of feudal tenure and the feudal system; the relation between the public authority and subjective public rights is treated in a highly abstract manner.” Moreover, St. Thomas displays an urban bias: “[In] contrast to the inclination of modern Catholicism towards the rural population and its specific Ethos, it is solely the city that St. Thomas takes into account. In his view man is naturally a town-dweller, and he regards rural life only as the result of misfortune or of want.” Previously I stressed the weakness of feudal tradition in Spain and the important role of the medieval Spanish city. We can therefore appreciate that it was for sociological as well as strategic ideological reasons that Thomist theory struck resonances throughout the Spanish empire in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

These historically rooted precepts for governance may be generalized to an archetype that brings out more clinically their logic and implications. We speak of what Max Weber called a patrimonial state, which he distinguished as a form of “traditional” domination.14 The patrimonial ruler is ever alert to forestall the growth of an independent landed aristocracy enjoying inherited privileges. He awards benefices or prebends as remuneration for services; income accruing from benefices is an attribute of the office, not of the incumbent as a person. Characteristic ways for preserving the ruler’s authority are limiting the tenure of royal officials; forbidding officials to acquire family and economic ties in their jurisdictions; using inspectors and spies to supervise all levels of administration; and defining territorial and functional jurisdictions loosely so that they will be competitive and mutually supervisory. The authority of the ruler is oriented to tradition but allows him claim to full personal power.15 Since he is reluctant to bind himself by law, his rule takes the form of a series of directives, each subject to supersession. Thus problems of adjudication tend to become problems of administration, with administrative and judicial functions united in many offices throughout the bureaucracy. Legal remedies are frequently regarded not as applications of law but as a gift of grace or a privilege awarded on the merits of the case and not binding as precedent.

Selectively used, this patrimonial type describes with surprising accuracy the structure and logic of the Spanish empire in America. It also helps us understand why chaos ensued when the keystone for the system, the Spanish crown, was suddenly removed. The compatible general case, however, returns us to historical specifics, or else we are left with a category so spacious that it lumps Spanish America with Ancient Egypt and the Chinese empire. Weber himself cautioned against using ideal types for description. Typology does not impart logic to a historical situation but may reveal a logic already inherent. If history yields only complex variants, combinations, and transitions between pure types, typology is merely a guide to configurations and tendencies. Although he recognized a partial fit, the late John Phelan was wary of construing colonial Spanish American government along purely patrimonial lines and properly reminded us that the polity also bore traces of feudal, charismatic, and legal domination.16 Such caution was justified in a study focused on the kingdom of Quito during a twenty-year period. For this essay, however, which treats all of Latin America over a span of five centuries, audacious generalization seems indispensable if we are to place it in provisional perspective as a world civilization.

Above I suggested why for both Spain and its overseas realms feudalism was a recessive and patrimonialism a dominant trait of the polity. In what follows I shall make the following points: first, the norms of legal or rational domination were conspicuously asserted after circa 1760; second, the fragmentation of Spanish America during the independence wars of the 1810s and 1820s caused temporary reversion to charismatic domination reminiscent of the era of European conquest; and third, the ethos of patrimonialism survived this interlude of decentralization and ruralization, and it still conditions Latin American reception of industrial capitalism and political rationality.

The Challenges of Enlightenment

For pedagogical purposes Latin American history is conventionally divided into “colonial” and “national” periods. Our present treatment requires an earlier watershed in the 1760s when the administrative and economic reforms of the Bourbon monarchy took hold and when the promising agenda of the Anglo-French Enlightenment began to overcome the misoneism of intellectuals and the academic establishment.17 Neither at the institutional nor at the ideological level, however, did full transition or supersession occur. The Ibero-Atlantic world had remained at the margin of the great modern “revolutions”—commercial, scientific, political, and religious—and had actively resisted the last of these. Precisely because Spain and Portugal had “prematurely” modernized their political institutions and renovated their Scholastic ideology during Europe’s early period of nation-building and overseas expansion, they shunned the full implications of the great revolutions and failed to internalize their generative force.

One implies such recalcitrance in speaking of the seventeenth century as a “baroque” age for Spain and Portugal and their overseas urban centers. The term conveys the tensions of a deeply orthodox society that is bound by determinations of the Council of Trent in an age of religious experimentalism, acquiesces in Aristotelianism in an age when scientific inquiry is repositioning the earth and heavens, and countenances the intimate coexistence of pomp, splendor, and vanity with scenes of misery and depravity in an age when human rights are finding formulation. In this setting faith and reason are no longer wedded. Clear statements and logical progressions become elusive. Underlying themes and ideas are embroidered with ornament and allegory. Expression becomes convoluted and cryptic. As the curved line replaces the straight in art, so metaphor and paradox replace direct utterance in literature. In the popular realm the baroque eye sees the world as theater, life as farce, people as caricatures. Here expression is marked not by convolution and overrefinement but by ridicule, “creole malice,” sadism, and obsession with death.

Against a baroque outlook the Enlightenment program of rationalism, liberalism, individualism, and secularism made strategic incursions without, by and large, achieving conclusive victories. The Spanish Bourbon monarchy favored ventilation of fresh ideas, but publication of critiques by political economists might be delayed for decades; the Inquisition still made its presence felt; and the crown was quick to move against lay or religious groups of doubtful loyalty. If Bourbon rule was more rationalized and progressive than Hapsburg, it was also more centralized, more impatient with built-in checks and balances, more given to employing inspectors to spy on lesser officials, more reliant on military force. While implying Bourbon “despotism,” this very description bespeaks the undercover survival of the cumbersome, paternalistic pluralism of the old Hapsburg state. The times were inconclusive, and intellectual attainments of the Spanish Enlightenment deserve the customary epithet “eclecticism,” designating guarded coexistence rather than fusion or transcendence, an ideological mosaic rather than a system.

Against this background the energetic program of Bourbon reform in America appears not as a cluster of measures launched from lofty doctrinal commitment but as a set of responses to demographic, economic, and political change. The main emphases were commercial, administrative, and strategic. The Spanish American population, which had hovered near ten million, rose by half from 1750 to 1800. This increase enlarged the market for both domestic and European products and, by the same token, yielded additional labor to produce for local and foreign markets. Gradually, a regime of free trade was introduced within the Spanish empire, while at the same time steps were taken to rationalize administration, decentralize power from the old viceregal centers in Mexico and Peru (thus assuring better central control from Madrid), and bolster defenses against rival powers in North America.

Economic reform provoked antagonism from merchants in Mexico City, Caracas, and Buenos Aires who had thrived under the old monopolistic system. One can even conclude that “while Spain evolved toward [economic] liberalism, there were interests in America which obstructed those new currents.”18 Administrative reform, and specifically the new system of intendants, “revealed a fatal lack of integration in Spanish policy.” New officials were underpaid without being allowed traditional extralegal fees and exactions. Division of authority between intendants and viceroys was unwisely or vaguely stipulated. The activities of intendants aroused town governments to greater exertion without commensurate increase in their authority. In short, the administrative and commercial reforms of Carlos III (1759–88), sometimes called the Diocletian of the Spanish empire, “helped to precipitate the collapse of the imperial regime they were intended to prolong.”19

Nationhood

Because in my argument thus far I have intimated that religion and politics both reach toward a substrate of common belief, it is not outlandish to suggest that we might find a fitting analogue to the Spanish American wars for independence in the Protestant Reformation. Both movements occurred within a far-flung, venerable Catholic institutional order that betrayed decadence at its upper levels. Both movements developed as uncoordinated patterns of dispersed and disparate revolt. Neither was heralded by a coherent body of revolutionary doctrine, and each improvised a wide range of “ideologies” under pressure of events. Indeed, each movement evinced at inception a conservative or fundamentalist character. Each was the final cluster of a centuries-old series of random and localized heresies, uprising, or seditions;20 and, in the case of each, world events were finally propitious for transforming the impromptu outbreaks into a world-historical revolution.

The analogy returns us to Weber and Troeltsch and to their contrast between church- and sect-type organization.21 While these constructs do little to illuminate the economic and sheer power components of historical causation, they help us to understand reactive responses of Spanish American societies to the breakdown of central authority. In ecclesiastical history the church utilizes the state and ruling classes to determine and stabilize an existing order, while sects are small groups organized in fellowship, connected with the lower classes, and opposed from below to the structures of state and society. The church presupposes an average morality in its world and encourages the exemplary asceticism or “achievement” of the few. For the sects asceticism is a communal principle that challenges human law and its tribunals. The church has an objective, institutional character that brings infants under its sway by baptism; sects are voluntary communities where grace is won by personal effort, not by sacraments. Because the church dominates an imperfect world, it is also dominated by the world; the sects popularize an ascetic ideal available to all that unites the fellowship instead of dividing it. The priestly class administers sacraments irrespective of its own personal worthiness; sects distrust the sacraments and allow them to be performed by laymen or even discard them.

In adopting this ecclesiastical analogy we suspend the question what “ideas” influenced Spanish American independence and turn toward identifying the sociological response to crisis in a hierocratic order. That is, we are speaking, not of a political arena for conflicting “ideologies,” but of a ripping apart of political seams that made possible alternative constructions of the polity. Given the need to construct new nation-states, it was, in Weberian terms, the “Lutheran”-type sect that won out in Spanish America and imposed its own “churches” rather than radical “Quakers” (such as the ill-fated retinues of Hidalgo and Morelos in Mexico), who wished to extend the principle of freedom to those who were unlike themselves. In other words, the result of independence over the long run was the reelaboration of patrimonial structure within each of the new nations, a process that for Brazil has been called the internalization (interiorização) of the metropolis.22 The political history of independent Spanish America is, therefore, not limited to the clash of interest groups and issue-oriented parties or factions within the formal polity but extends to spontaneous fellowships that seek to challenge, or seek firmer incorporation within, an architectonic scheme of society. Sects in this extended sense would include slave and Indian revolts, millenarian movements, guerrillas, squatters’ invasions, non-Catholic cult groups, Catholic base communities, and movements inspired by liberation theology. As this partial inventory suggests, the church-sect polarity derived from Reformation Europe need not be wholly secularized when applied to modern Latin America. The diffuse principle of religious association (or in the theological sense, “enthusiasm”) remains today a solvent for the goal-specific politics of hierocracy.

The chain of events that led to Spanish American independence began with the Napoleonic invasions of the Iberian peninsula in 1807–8. At their inception the independence movements were not separatist or revolutionary but inspired by loyalty to the Spanish crown. Resistance to the usurper was the one principle on which articulate political groups could agree. City-based juntas in Spanish America assumed provisional autonomy in expectation of a legitimist restoration. Only when the “liberal” Cortes, convoked in unoccupied Spain, tried to reduce the viceroyalties to a status seen as colonial did the independence campaigns gather momentum. At this point the notion of a historical pact between Emperor Carlos V and the early settlers won a certain currency.23 Bolívar called it “our social contract,” a solemn agreement by which the crown had recognized the conquistadors’ services and accepted “never to alienate the American provinces, inasmuch as he had no jurisdiction but that of sovereign domain.”24 Thus interpreted, the “pact” linked Spanish Americans to the crown but did not merge them with the Spanish nation. If the crown had persistently violated the “pact” by favoring the interests of its treasury and its officialdom, creoles on the eve of independence were not disposed to call it to account. This issue became conflictive only when control of unoccupied Spain fell to juntas, for the Spanish juntas joined their “liberalism” to the principle of “nationalism,” by which the mother country was conceived as a single people. Had Spanish Americans accepted the juntas’ leadership with no guarantee of autonomy, they would have become, in light of the original “pact,” “vassals of vassals.” Such was the irony of European modernization and democracy for people overseas.

Fernando VII was restored in 1814; but in the face of the independence movement his character and policy discredited both himself and the church, whose support he retained. For Spanish America the patrimonial keystone had been withdrawn, and the collapse of authority heralded a new age of conquistadors. Although the eventual boundaries of the young republics loosely followed those of colonial administration, political structures disintegrated to the level of urban juntas and rural power systems. As during the conquest, a moment of social democratization occurred; lowborn mestizos who displayed prowess and leadership won prominence first in war, then in new political arenas. Just as the conquistadors had been lured by booty, encomiendas, and land, so now leaders and retinues competed for access to national treasuries, ecclesiastical properties, the fortunes of peninsulars, or the favor of foreign merchants. The arming of the citizenry, begun under the Bourbons, accelerated during the wars. Routinization of violence and militarization became familiar features of the postcolonial scene. Only much later in the century would foreign investments and political centralization allay the turbulence of independent Spanish America, much as the erection of viceroyalties had stabilized centrifugal forces in the age of conquest.

One cannot say, therefore, that nationalism was a prime ingredient of the independence movements. Bolívar, the líder máximo of the southern continent, was torn between the vision of a transnational amphictyony of the Hispanic-American peoples and keen awareness of feuding local oligarchies and earthbound peasantries that could yield only phantom nations. One surmises that Bolívar’s term “amphictyony,” responsive to Enlightenment neoclassicism, was a surrogate for his instinctive sense of Hispanic unity rooted in a heritage of medieval coloration.25 A modern Colombian, Jaime Sanín Echeverri, writes: “Had Bolívar not feared to be Napoleon and had he abandoned the paradigm of George Washington, perhaps our national destiny would have been saved.” The independence of the United States caused a bonding by compact of autonomous colonies. That of Spanish America caused the decapitation of a realm that had been, if not unified, at least unitary. In one case e pluribus unum, in the other ex uno plures. The Panama Congress of 1826, while it offered a first sketch of the Pan-American ideal, signified abandonment of attempts to regulate the internal affairs of Spanish America on a continental scale.26

The nature of the crisis faced by the independent Spanish American nations of 1830 is appreciated when we recall our outline of the Thomist-patrimonial state. The lower echelons of governance had functioned by grace of an interventionist, paternal monarch sanctioned by tradition and faith. His disaccreditation withdrew legitimacy from the remnants of royal bureaucracy. It was impossible to identify substitute authority that would command general assent. Decapitated, the government could not function, for the patrimonial regime had developed neither the underpinning of contractual vassalic relationships that strengthen the component parts of a feudal regime for autonomous life nor a rationalized legal order free from personalist intervention by the highest authority.

Although independence withdrew legitimacy from the existing hierocracy, no revolutionary change occurred. The social, corporatist, and spiritual commitments of the past retained their hold. At the same time the political and international status of the new nations had changed. To state the case more fully, political or social revolution was neither cause nor concomitant of the independence wars. Once independence came, however, governments took on a new role. Whereas the mission of colonial bureaucracy had been to uphold a traditional order, the republican bureaucracy acquired the contrary function. The new bureaucracy arose from the destruction of the old order as a force to transform society. Far from finding itself, like colonial functionaries, at the summit of established power, it had for survival to oppose the privileged classes. Its decrees and institutions could not assume old forms but were fated to provoke social transformation. According to Luis Villoro, “The colonial bureaucracy, tied to preserving the past, was necessarily antirevolutionary. The creole bureaucracy, sprung from a negation of the past, is condemned to be revolutionary for its own preservation.”27

The collapse of supreme authority energized local oligarchies, municipalities, and family systems in a struggle for power and prestige in the new, arbitrarily defined republics. These telluric structures descended from social arrangements born in the conquest period but held in check by the patrimonial state. Now again they seized the stage. Lacking complementary economic interest groups with a stake in constitutional process, the new countries were plunged into fluctuating regimes of anarchy and personalist tyranny. The contest to seize a patrimonial state apparatus, fragmented from the original imperial one, became the driving force of public life.

There is ample testimony that Spanish America suffered a collapse of the moral order during the early decades of independence. The face of anarchy was partially masked, however, by the ancient habit of legalizing all public acts that had helped to cement the former empire. Each new country duly produced its convention and Anglo-French constitution. The political mechanism that emerged was generally a biparty system. Party programs faithfully reflected the language of Western parliamentary politics, although with shrewd domestic adaptations. Only elites were politically active (as was largely the case in the England of 1830, for that matter), and party adherence tended to reflect an alignment of “conservative” landed and monied interests, high clergy, and former monarchists against “liberal” professionals, intellectuals, merchants, and those with a creole, anticlerical, and anticaste outlook. Given a static rather than a dynamic social system, however, the game of politics became a naked contest for power.

In circa 1830 Spanish Americans suddenly faced a situation reminiscent of Machiavelli’s Italy. More than that, they were reintroduced to the historic conflict in sixteenth-century Spain between neo-Thomist natural law and Machiavellian “realism.” Spaniards had resolved the issue by casuistry. Machiavelli went on the Index, and any of his precepts that were needed for modernizing neo-Scholastic doctrine were recast in acceptable idiom.28 Not only were Spanish Americans, however, now thrown into the Realpolitik of international relations but their domestic politics had disintegrated to the condition for which Machiavelli had prescribed. Keyserling sensed this in writing that “in the undisciplinable revolutionary and the unscrupulous caudillo of all South American States survives the son of Machiavelli’s age.”29 A Venezuelan cosmopolite in Sangre patricia (1902), a novel by Manuel Díaz Rodríguez, also noted the similarity: “Are not our continual wars and our corruption of customs … the same continual wars and depraved customs of Italy of those times, with its multiple small republics and principalities? There were then in Italy as among us brutal condottieri and rough captains, exalted overnight like the first Sforzas from the soil to the royal purple.”

Machiavelli was born to an “Age of Despots.” Italian city-states had lost their moral base; they no longer recognized a common Christian ethos. The pope had become one of many competing temporal rulers. Machiavelli found that the mercenary companies of his time, unlike national militias, were undependable because they had no larger loyalty. They served the intrigues of statecraft but not the needs of open warfare. Italians were effective only in dueling and personal combat. Like Machiavelli, the Spanish American nation builder had to contend with nucleated “city states.” The absence of communities intermediate between them and the erstwhile imperium had been revealed by the urban juntas of 1809–10. Only arbitrary boundaries defined the new nations territorially; only virulent sectionalism could define them operatively. The church, which had once lent sanction to the state, was now an external threat to sovereignty. The appearance of opportunist caudillos, as in the case of Italy’s city tyrants, upset the predictable interplay of class interests.

The Spanish American who held to constitutionalism and to the nation-community was swept before winds of personalism and localism. Mexico’s Gómez Farías would not transgress “the principles of public and private morality,” before which, wrote his contemporary Mora, “his indomitable force of character” vanished. Why did he not cast out the treacherous Santa Anna? Because the step was unconstitutional, “a famous reason that has kept the reputation of Señor Farías in a very secondary place at best and caused the nation to retrogress half a century.”30 A similar case was that of Rivadavia, Argentina’s first president and proponent of bourgeois democracy and economic liberalism. His plans and principles were no match for provincial caudillism. Sadly he wrote from Parisian exile in 1830:

In my opinion what retards regular and stable advance in those republics stems from the vacillations and doubts that deprive all institutions of the indispensable moral force that comes only from conviction and decision. It is evident to me, and would be easy to demonstrate, that our country’s upheavals spring much more immediately from lack of public spirit and cooperation among responsible men in sustaining order and laws than from attacks of ungovernable, ambitious persons without merit or fitness and of indolent coveters.31

Machiavelli’s is the handbook par excellence for the leader who would cope with “lack of public spirit and cooperation among responsible men.” Just as John Locke’s ideas were better keyed, some say, to Jeffersonian America than to his own England, so the Florentine appears to address a future Spanish America. His instructions for personalist rule became of secondary interest to European monarchs, who were about to find sanction in divine right. Locke and Machiavelli both dealt with antecedent conditions for a nation-state. The former, however, addressed a homogeneous bourgeoisie that was free to ascertain and pursue private interests; the latter addressed the leader, who with craft and foresight was to unite an inchoate, inarticulate populace whose only petition was that it be not too heavily oppressed.

On nearly every page Machiavelli offers advice that seems distilled from careers of Spanish American caudillos. Of prime importance is the leader’s commanding physical presence. In time of sedition he should “present himself before the multitude with all possible grace and dignity, and attired with all the insignia of rank, so as to inspire more respect.… [For] there is no better or safer way of appeasing an excited mob than the presence of some man of imposing appearance and highly respected” (Discourses, 1.54).32 Among countless incidents one recalls the moment when Bolivia’s Melgarejo, with six men, entered the palace where his rival was celebrating a coup d’état. The intruder, icily calm, shot the president, then faced and overawed the mob, in whose throats the shouts of victory for Belzú had scarcely died away. The personalist leader must be physically disciplined, skilled in warfare, and familiar with mountains and plains, rivers and swamps (Prince, 14; also Discourses, 3.39). This is almost a page from the autobiography of General Páez, who knew Venezuela’s llanos like the palm of his hand, a knowledge that confounded the royalists in 1817 and later earned him respect as leader of the new republic.

Although one might indefinitely extend the list of Machiavelli’s dicta that were validated by caudillos, it remains to emphasize that he was concerned with state-building, not merely with leadership. His ideal was a republic with “laws so regulated that, without the necessity of correcting them, they afford security to those who live under them” (Discourses, 1.2). The most difficult time to preserve republican liberties is when a people accustomed to living under a prince who binds himself by “laws that provide for the security of all his people” recovers “by some accident” its freedom. This people, “ignorant of all public affairs, of all means of defense or offense, neither knowing the princes nor being known by them,” soon relapses under a yoke often heavier than the one just shaken off (Discourses, 1.16). Government, to be created ex nihilo, is most expediently organized by a single leader of strength and sagacity. Yet “it will not endure long if the administration of it remains on the shoulders of a single individual; it is well, then, to confide this to the charge of the many, for thus it will be sustained by the many” (Discourses, 1.9).

If at length a republic is established, that very fact certifies a fundamental “goodness” and certain “original principles” conducing to its “first growth and reputation.” To maintain republican vigor and repress men’s “insolence and ambition” those principles must find periodic reassertion through “extrinsic accident” or, preferably, “intrinsic prudence” (Discourses, 3.1). The Machiavellian leader, therefore, is to be bound by original principles, environmental and social, generic to the nascent nation-community.

In about 1840 the Argentine “socialist” Echeverría prescribed for his country in identical terms. He thought it impossible to organize a people without a constitution rooted in “customs, sentiments, understandings, traditions.” If the sole credentials of a legislator are those bestowed by electoral victory, his acts will be no more in the public interest than those of a private businessman. Because the premises for community will not be readily apparent, he must discard foreign solutions and sound out the “instincts, necessities, interests” of the citizens and, through laws, reveal to them their own will and common identity. Only on this preliminary basis of wise, public-minded paternalism might one hope for “the continuous embodiment of the spirit of one generation in the next.”33

We may conclude that there were four specifications for government if society was not to fall on the rocks of despotic or oligarchic caudillism or on the shoals of collapsed authority and factionalism: legitimacy, constitutionalism, nationalism, and personalism. A new government, coming after three centuries of Catholic monarchical rule that had come under only sporadic, localized challenge, needed the very aura of legitimacy that Metternich was then preaching in Europe. Superficially this might mean recruitment of a European prince (or for a scattered few, a restoration of the Incas); more deeply it meant recovery of the structure and the pragmatic safeguards against tyranny of the Spanish patrimonial state. Second, the government should be constitutional given the North American example, a penetration of Enlightenment ideas deeper than in many corners of Europe, and the need to formalize patrimonial checks and balances. Third, even though the bases for nationalism were weakly laid, government should recognize vague communal aspirations to popular sovereignty such as were aflame in Europe and proclaimed in North America. Finally, given conditions of political inexperience and social disorder, only strong personalist leadership could institutionalize government.

Needless to say, these four themes were difficult to orchestrate. Legitimacy, insofar as it implied a European prince or Spanish political traditions, was not easily squared with shrewd personalist leadership or with popular sovereignty. Personalism and constitutionalism were uneasy bedfellows, for as Machiavelli recognized in the Discourses, the heroic figure who sponsors a constitution, like the old soldier, must be willing to fade away. The mix of charismatic leadership and popular nationalism is of course explosive. One can plot the early careers of most Spanish American countries as one or another form of breakdown in this delicate quadrinomial equation. The most notorious is personalism, which constitutes its own untransferable legitimacy. Examples abound of the leader who identifies himself with local “original principles” although without being willing or able to relinquish government, as Machiavelli would have wished, “to the charge of many.” The system remains subordinate to the man, and unless a suitable “heir” is available, it falls with him. Here we have Weber’s charismatic leader of personal “grace,” who flouts the authority of the “eternal yesterday” as well as norms for bureaucratic rationality, whose justice is Solomonic rather than statutory, who maintains authority by proving his strength in life.

Occasionally a leader undertook to mold foundations for a national community or even, as with Bolívar and Morazán, an international federation. More usually, a caudillo regarded his country as a fief. In the “age of caudillos” the leader won the army’s allegiance or created his own militia, then confronted regional and social groups by blandishment, force, or personal magnetism. Features important to caudillism were patron-client groups determined to secure wealth by force of arms; use of violence in political competition; lack of institutionalized means for succession to office; and failure of incumbents to achieve lasting tenure. Such conditions were not necessarily pathological. Landowners generally dominated the elites, and since their properties tended to be organized for subsistence and local markets rather than for export, rural management aimed toward expansion of territory and of dependent labor forces rather than toward rationalization and technification. This helps to explain endemic rivalries among oligarchic kin groups and their opposition to strong central government. The caudillo, not the constitutional lawyer, was the political architect. Endowed with “access vision,” he strove from a local power base to cement his retinues into a “maximal” one for seizing central power, and with it the national treasury.34

Caudillism, therefore, constituted a national political system, although it appeared unstable in almost any given manifestation. It rested on a regionalized structure of personal and family alliances having some degree of popular endorsement. The caudillo was not a wholly free agent but depended on the supplies and manpower of landowners, the good will of foreigners and of urban commercial and financial groups, and the legal and forensic skills of lawyers and intellectuals. Toward the end of the century new mineral and agricultural wealth and the influx of foreign investment gave caudillos different leverage. Although force and personalism were not discarded, financial resources and the protective favor of foreigners allowed leaders to govern by “remote control.” They adopted bourgeois bon ton and even paid lip service to constitutionalism.

On occasion the Machiavellian blueprint was realized. Chile was an unusual country that managed, after a twelve-year transitional period, to avoid the extremes of tyranny and anarchy with political arrangements that made only frugal concessions to programmatic liberalism. Despite Chile’s outlandish contour, settlement centered around its central agricultural zone. Because the landed class had been infiltrated by mercantile groups partly composed of immigrants from northern Spain, the elite represented moderate diversity of economic interest. A Valparaiso businessman, Diego Portales, managed to frame these interests within a document having an aura of native legitimacy. The 1833 Constitution created a strong executive without stripping the congress and courts of countervailing powers. The first president had the aristocratic bearing that Portales lacked; a staunch Catholic and admired general who stood above factionalism, he helped to ratify the office itself. The first several presidents served double terms; the victorious candidate was generally hand-picked by his predecessor. Thus the structure of the Spanish state was preserved, with only those concessions to Anglo-French constitutionalism that were necessary for a republic that had rejected monarchical rule. If the Chilean solution seems too “presidentialist,” the liberal critic should remember that some have called the relation between a deferential Spanish American legislature and the chief executive less a travesty of constitutionalism than the recovery of Spanish procedures that required consultation between the viceroy and a subordinate audiencia.

The apology for Portalian Chile is that while aristocratic, it was not oligarchic, for it did not countenance “abusive domination by a single class.” Its leaders came from all groups “as long as they showed marked capacity, and in this sense one can speak of a democratic aspect.”35 The rebuttal is that Portales achieved colonial restoration in republican guise: “The static colonial system tries to rule by smothering the only positive good that emancipation brought us: political and cultural awareness.”36 This conundrum accents two terms of our quadrinomial equation: legitimacy (or tradition) and nationalism (or popular sovereignty). Patrimonial tradition might in rare cases be coherently reinstitutionalized. But how in the long run was it to be reconciled with the general will?

The Brazilian Case

The political development of Brazil might appear to lie outside the Spanish American experience, even given the considerable diversity of the latter. To begin with, the Portuguese state apparatus was transferred parsimoniously to its New World colony. This meant that formally Lisbon retained more administrative and judicial authority than did Madrid. Yet by the same token the meager transplantation of bureaucracy to Brazil gave local groups and institutions a generous arena for testing their prerogatives. For example, recurrent conflicts between town councils and Jesuit missionaries often took their course without bureaucratic intervention. The status of Indians was worked out under little influence from metropolitan decrees and scholastic controversy. Or one can mention the bandeirantes, who beyond their role as pathfinders and prospectors served as a locally controlled strike force that was mobilized against the Jesuits in Paraguay, against the Dutch invaders of Pernambuco, and against Palmares, the “republic” of runaway slaves.37

Between 1920 and 1950 Brazilian ideologists and social theorists portrayed a dispersive “clan”-based or clientistic society that was anarchic in the sense that the private order dominated the public until well into the twentieth century. Their argument is persuasive; yet if it is true that Portugal reproduced overseas so feeble an instrument of control, one wonders why independent Brazil was not more subject than even Spanish America to political pulverization. Here in fact arises a second difficulty in aligning the Brazilian with the Spanish American political experience. For just as the tutelary state was weakly projected into Portuguese America, caudillism, specifically the postindependence “age of caudillos,” has no obvious counterpart. A familiar explanation is that the removal of the house of Bragança to Rio de Janeiro at the start of the Napoleonic intervention filled the legitimacy vacuum experienced in Spanish America, while a Brazilian talent for accommodation and conciliation mitigated the dislocations and centrifugalism that followed independence. In short, the arguments just summarized leave little margin for applying our Thomist and Machiavellian precepts to the Brazilian case. Neither, however, do they cogently explain how an archipelago of agrarian satrapies was fused with relatively little commotion into an independent, politically cohesive “empire.”

Another line of analysis, while not wholly incompatible with the one just sketched, enlarges the historical context and helps fit Brazil to the Latin American political family. This argument stresses that well before the colonization of America the Portuguese crown had centralized power, curbed the nobles, coopted the merchants, and created a solid “bureaucratic state.”38 Many problems of political, territorial, and cultural unification that have plagued “the Spains” to our own day had been resolved in Portugal before overseas expansion.39 The Portuguese failure to delegate judicial and administrative functions to Brazil perhaps left regional patriciates a margin of freedom to establish their “private order.” But the state never relinquished control over the export economy, geographically limited for a century and a half to the northeast littoral. The seigneurial rights of Brazilian landlords were based not on feudal traditions but on the prebendalization of political authority.40 Even the bandeiras, so often celebrated as representing autonomous frontier energies, may have played an occasional role in Portuguese geopolitics.

In contrasting the careers of the Spanish and Portuguese empires Celso Furtado finds Brazil to show more unilinear development.41 In the Spanish Indies the early period witnessed state intervention to organize large regions around a few dynamic mining centers. The later period, with its demographic rise and spread of hacienda agriculture, saw a slackening of regional integration and growth of landed patriciates having local economic horizons. Brazil’s early period, on the other hand, was characterized by an export economy of isolated zones oriented overseas. Then after the 1690s mineral strikes gave the state the incentive and wherewithal to assert its presence throughout and beyond the settlement zones.42 The strikes also accelerated immigration, growth of domestic markets, and the interlinking of elites.

According to this view the articulation of state apparatus in colonial Brazil, beginning with the curbing of town councils after the mid-seventeenth century and reaching an apogee with the neomercantilism of the marquis of Pombal (1750–77), seems not so much a bold new scheme for dominating an “anarchic” agrarian domain as the actualizing of a set of controls that had always existed in potential. Thus, for example, central power was extended in the eighteenth century by expanding the militia system. This in effect vested with public authority the “natural” command structures headed by landowners and local notables, who became cooperative if far from docile agents of royal power. With a modicum of conflict, this strategy checked the incipient caudillism of backlanders and regional magnates as it had been asserted in bandeirismo or in guerrilla resistance to the Dutch invader and confined their authority to scattered nuclei of rural production. In this light, the legendary Brazilian talent for political conciliation comes to represent systemic availability for cooptation rather than psychic preference for tolerance in human dealings.43

On the eve of independence in 1822 certain circumstances reinforced the possibilities for evolutionary transition. First, Brazil was a slave society. In four of the most influential provinces, where more than half the population lived, there were only two free citizens for every slave. This meant that the propertied classes were prepared to subordinate divisive regional and group interests to the need for unity in the event of slave insurrections, possibly abetted by the urban popular classes. Second, while centers of higher learning in Spanish America were scattered from Mexico to Argentina, sons of the Brazilian elite went to Coimbra, and a few to France. After independence they passed through the four new law and medical faculties created in Brazil. This created a national political elite bound by personal and ideological ties.44 Another factor was that Portuguese policymakers of the 1790s turned toward a design for empire that would give freer rein to initiatives from the colony. Brazilian intellectuals and Portuguese ministers collaborated to produce “an imperial idea, Luso-Brazilian in inspiration, which moved beyond nationalism to a broader imperial solution, and sought to defuse metropolitan-colonial tensions.”45

Against this background, and given the migration of the Portuguese court to Rio, the task of shaping an independent polity was less a matter of nation-building, or “forging the pátria,” than one of internalizing the mechanisms of control formerly exercised from Lisbon.46 As Raymundo Faoro puts it, the opposition between metropolis and colony persisted as one between state and nation. Like Spanish America, then, Brazil inherited venerable precedents for the tutelary state. Indeed, the fact that Portuguese national unity was more assured than Spain’s may have lent the state more matter-of-fact acceptance. For Brazilians the office of king and later emperor was not imbued with the mystique—the sanction of ancient tradition or royal prerogative or the Christian faith itself—that many claimed was the antidote for Spanish American anarchy and separatism. Brazil offered no constituency for divine right: “The principle of monarchy reached us when it was already losing its aura of sacredness. The king was not, when we became a nation, the anointed of the Lord’ …; he was on the contrary a privileged person whose privilege was discussed, combatted, denied.”47 When the Brazilian empire was finally abolished in 1889, the then president of Venezuela remarked, “The only republic that existed in America has been done away with: the Empire of Brazil.”48

Within the context thus far sketched the hegira of the Portuguese court to Rio in 1808, a sine qua non of the Brazilian story, merits attention as a study in legitimation. For all the muddleheadedness and procrastination that some have attributed to João VI, he managed during his Brazilian sojourn to expand the nation’s territory by conquest, to open Brazilian ports to trade with friendly countries, to establish a bank, to sponsor attempts at industrialization and at colonization by non-Iberians, to permit a printing press, to host a mission of French artists, and to create military and medical schools and a botanical garden. João even went so far as to abolish the jalousies of Rio house fronts, symbols of patriarchal seclusion and of the agrarian foundations of the culture. At the very moment, therefore, when the fragmented Spanish American countries were divested of viceregal panoply and falling, many of them, under caudillo leadership of popular origin, Brazil received urban and courtly endowments that it had so far lacked. The political significance of this, Faoro holds, was that Brazil, as distinct from most of Spanish America, now offered a chance to build the state “from the top down,” that is, starting from the “bureaucratic state” rather than from the caudillos and latifundistas.

Indecisive and apprehensive to the last, João returned to Portugal in 1821, and his son Pedro declared Brazilian independence the following year in response to a Portuguese policy of “recolonization.” Unlike most American nations, Brazil produced no national hero at this dramatic moment, although the two leading protagonists each had important gifts for leadership. They exhibited sets of traits that in Bolívar were combined. Pedro had physique, bravado, and personal charm; he moved as easily among commoners as among those of his station. José Bonifácio de Andrada had a loftier political sense—constitutionalist although conservative—along with a mature vision of national institutions and an erudite agenda for social and economic reform. José Bonifácio was the architect, and Pedro the agent, of Brazilian independence. In 1823, shortly after this fruitful collaboration, Pedro dissolved the constitutional assembly and exiled José Bonifácio and his brothers. Relations between the two men had consisted “rather in the conjunction of two energies than in the sympathy of two personalities.”49 Dissolution of the assembly was Pedro’s response to the “liberalism,” or desire for local autonomy, of regional patriciates. He then hand-picked a commission to produce the Constitution of 1824, conspicuous for the discretionary powers it vested in the emperor.

In Brazil as in Chile the four requirements for sequential transition to nationhood were met. To his Bragança legitimacy Pedro gave popular, nationalist sanction by consulting local leaders on the eve of independence, by taking advice from the anti-Portuguese José Bonifácio, and by declaring Brazil an empire in a somewhat Napoleonic spirit. When factionalism threatened the process of constitution-making, Pedro packed the Andrada brothers off to Portugal and, in a personalist style that would have pleased Machiavelli, promulgated a constitution. Thereafter his leadership faltered. His democratic convictions could never be reconciled with his authoritarian temperament, and in 1831 he abdicated in obedience to pressure from the soldiery and the populace. Happily, exile was palatable because there awaited in Portugal the task of rescuing the crown from his usurping brother. Pedro left as his successor in Brazil his five-year-old son, who came under the tutelage of José Bonifácio, now returned.

The ensuing regency period threw into question the political premises of the new empire. The Additional Act of 1834 increased the power of the provinces at the expense of both the central government and the local magnates. Throughout the regency and for another decade after Pedro II assumed power in 1840, Brazil was torn from north to south by revolts of varied complexion. Faoro constructs a hypothetical cast of actors to differentiate incipient breakdown in Brazil from the caudillism of Argentina.50 On one side, standing for centralization and traditional metropolitan interests, he places the “bureaucratic estate,” reconstituted after independence and reinforced by Portuguese urban-commercial groups. On the other he locates the latifundista, representing liberalism in the form of local autonomy, resistance to statism, and “privatization.” Intermittently allied to the landed patriarch are the caudillo and the bandido. While the latter seeks asylum in regions inaccessible to justice, the former participates in the polity and may sometimes be a landowner. To a degree the caudillo’s sympathies are with localism and “liberalism.” Yet he has ties to central authority by service in the old militia or the new national guard. This, says Faoro, is what distinguishes Argentine and Brazilian caudillos. The Argentines assemble montoneras in defiance of the law of the new nation; the Brazilians have links to the public order, boast military patents, and may be recruited to smother insurrections.51

If we are drawn to a dichotomous construction of Brazilian political history as state versus society or bureaucracy versus patriarchalism, we are warned against embracing either pole as an original principle.52 We are to detect shifting configurations, not an isolated motive force. Take, for example, the proposition that the conspicuous political actor in nineteenth-century Brazil was not the separatist caudillo but the coronel, or local notable who held military credentials from the central government. This is by no means a polar distinction, for both coronel and caudillo are defined by the extent and nature of their compromise with central power. Moreover, just as the Spanish American caudillo had a Brazilian counterpart, so Spanish America offered a cast of latifundistas, caciques, and militia commanders who were functional equivalents of the coronel.

The two contexts therefore produced analogous dramatis personae, deployed as historical circumstances dictated. The Spanish American age of caudillos lasted half a century or more after 1810, while Brazil’s caudilhagem is associated with the regency decade. In the colonial period the tables had been turned. The age of the Spanish caudillo-conquistador yielded to bureaucratic domination in the third quarter of the sixteenth century, while in Brazil outside the northeast sugar strip the caudilhobandeirante reigned till the dawn of the eighteenth.53 While differences of political tradition and of institutional momentum underlie these contrasts, economic circumstances help to explain specifics. The tardy transplantation of the state apparatus to Brazil clearly has to do with the lateness of the mineral strikes, while the brevity of the caudillo period was related to the prospects for export earnings and to the commercial interests of the British and of resident Portuguese merchants.

The usefulness of the state-society binomial is not that it encapsulates a thesis about Latin American political development but that it offers more suitable coordinates for discussing the topic than have customarily been available. The assumptions made here are, first, that the state is a self-standing entity to be conjured with, not a multilateral covenant. Second, society is a somewhat passive organism, parts of it marginalized or inchoate, not an aggregation of persons and primary associations with protean capacities for organization. As Fábio Wanderley reminds us, Brazilian coronelismo may, for purposes of “state-building,” seem a force for dispersion and corrosion; but for “society-building” it is a force that creates and shapes power. Similar analyses exist for Spanish American caudillism.54

Brazil’s interlude of potential disaggregation was terminated by political leaders who “interpreted” the Additional Act of 1834 to reverse its decentralizing provisions, advanced the “majority” of Pedro II to allow him to assume power in 1840, put down provincial insurrections by military force, and, in the 1850s, arranged a Conciliation to rehabilitate the tutelary state. Pedro II, famed for benevolent and constitutional rule, acceded to the throne as the steward of the state, not its author.

The Uncertain Headway of Rationalization

Our inquiry ineluctably leads us to consider the intrusion of rationality into Latin American political life and institutions. Because of the emphasis thus far on ideal types of domination—traditional (feudal and patrimonial) and charismatic—it would seem that we need only seize on Weber’s scheme for rational or legal legitimation to identify obstacles and achievements on the road to “modernity.” Again we need the reminder that political ideal types are simply pointers, more useful for discerning formal structures than for probing social temperament. A glance at the index to Weber’s Economy and Society shows that rationalism, rationality (formal, instrumental, and substantive), and rationalization can be considered in political, legal, commercial, religious, and other contexts. Even if the polity is our focus, we cannot dismiss adjoining domains.

Consider the ambiguities that attend rationalization in Latin America. To begin with, scholars have quarreled over whether feudalism or capitalism set the stage for institutional development in the Spanish Indies. Given our earlier presumption that feudalism is inappropriate to the case, the debate has its sophistical aspects. Yet surely we may assume that Latin America was from the start invaded, if not saturated, by a European economy that rationalized human dealings.55 If, however, we trace the unfolding of ideology, we find that only after 1760 did Latin Americans begin selectively to mesh Enlightenment precepts to received neo-Scholastic doctrine. And finally in our own era we discover that rationalization is still problematical, whether we speak of economic “development” or governance or social outlook. The process seems unending, or unendable.

Accepting the strictures against facile periodization, we can still argue that rationalization took impetus in the late-eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For ideology the case is solid. Clearly, academic and political discourse began to absorb postulates of the scientific revolution and the Enlightenment in the 1760s.56 After independence these were widely accepted by constitution-makers, and to detect earlier convictions from then on becomes a job of textual exegesis.

At the institutional and behavioral level rationalization had gathered force throughout the colonial period in response, primarily, to economic imperatives. Here are two examples. By the mid-seventeenth century commercialism had penetrated highland Peru so deeply as to “monetize” the transactions of Indian households, converting Indian society into economically defined strata.57 In Mexico’s Oaxaca valley by the eighteenth century the Indian groups of Antequera were dissolved and proletarianized; economic norms had displaced those of ethnic status. Concurrently, a regime of taxation and forced labor yielded to the commercialization of human relations by markets and the cash nexus.58 From a more comprehensive viewpoint, however, the cumulative effect of colonial capitalism proves debatable. On the eve of independence rationalization coexisted with “commerce” for control and exploitation, as instanced by the notorious corregidors and their exactions from Indian communities. Even urban commerce was orchestrated within a framework of mercantilist design, patrician status objectives, and prebendary administration. Without mature institutions for credit and financial accrual, merchants were adept at maintaining options for social advancement and for orienting their progeny to alternative careers; they failed to form a coherent and enduring “class.”59 Chilean merchants were traders (negociantes), not a truly commercial group, who pursued a cursus honorum that was “part of an aristocratic as opposed to mercantile or bourgeois society.”60

As we proceed past independence and the age of the caudillos, two trends suggest that rationalization was taking firmer hold. First was export-led growth and its effect on forms of agrarian production. This entailed a shift from labor-intensive to technified, capital-intensive production with formal cost-accounting; diversion of profits from owners’ status maintenance to reinvestment; and conversion of a dependent labor force to a mobile rural proletariat.61 Export earnings fed a corollary trend of national unification by creating the need for centralized infrastructure—administrative, financial, and logistic—and by yielding revenues to provide it.

Routinization of public administration, however, was more equivocal than that of economic enterprise. Take, for instance, the shift that Uricoechea detects in Brazil from a patrimonial to a bureaucratic or legal-rational order.62 Patrimonialism reached its apogee, he claims, in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, when the new state apparatus managed a modus vivendi with local command structures that were bound to a prebendary conception of officeholding. By the 1870s central bureaucracy was pressing for a legal regime of greater predictability. The phrasing of internal memoranda changed from “What Your Excellency considers just” to “What Your Excellency considers best” or “more convenient.” Fernando Díaz posits comparable tension between Mexican caudillos and caciques.63 The caudillo is said to have an urban mentality; he seeks to transform charismatic into legal domination by promoting social struggle in favor of a national program. From a rural outlook the cacique aspires to convert charismatic into traditional domination; he defends the status quo within a regional horizon and relies on a jacquerie rather than endorse social struggle.

These arguments assume that rationality took impetus from the bureaucratic center and spread toward the patriarchal periphery. In a capitalist society we might imagine the reverse: that “business sense” at the grass roots denounces the spoils system and red tape of central bureaucracy. Few Latin American analysts, however, take pains to explain why rationalization of economic production failed to shake the faith of “modernizing” landowners in the ideal of prebendary government. Taken at face value, Weber’s legal-rational state seems to be self-legitimizing and to have an ecumenical vocation. Yet the many disclaimers in Uricoechea’s argument make us wonder whether undefiled evolutionism was indeed at work. Is it reasonable to suppose that central bureaucracy can serve as an all-sufficient engine for rationalization? And need we assume, as the great English ideologues seem to have done, that political and economic rationalization march in lockstep?64 Murilo de Carvalho compares Brazil, where the central government employed 69 percent of all public servants in 1877 and still 56 percent by 1920, with the United States, where as late as 1930 19 percent of public servants were in the federal government and 81 percent in local government. While the Brazilian concentration gave the state large visibility, it bespoke a pathological condition of macrocephaly in a country of “frustrated capitalist development.” Bureaucratic growth resulted in fact from “the very incapacity of the Brazilian state to extend its action to the periphery of the system, while North American decentralization indicated greater power for control, although not necessarily in the hands of the federal government.”65

The Mexican Revolution, which broke out in 1910, is Latin America’s classic example of the routinization of personal rule. Yet in many ways the revolution recovered earlier premises. The fact that it was, for example, overtly anticlerical does not mean that it was not deeply consonant with Hispanic tradition. Traditional matrices for social action are long-lived precisely because they take many guises and serve many purposes. This same anticlerical revolution had as its martyr-hero the “spiritual” Madero (who literally practiced spiritualism). Teachers went among remote villagers as “missionaries,” sometimes too as martyrs. Painters revived the memory of monumental colonial art, spreading public buildings with murals that depicted the Indian’s oppression through the centuries in the manner of stations of Calvary leading toward chiliastic redemption. Once again the subsoil became the patrimony of the state, as it had been of the Spanish crown. The ejido system, which distributed farmland to peons, was named for the commons of the old Spanish municipality. The Indian was restored to special tutelage. Rural and urban workers came under state paternalism. Labor, capitalists, managerial and commercial groups, and syndicates of professionals and teachers were magnetized toward the politico-administrative core of government and only secondarily toward competitive interaction. Provincial conflicts were referred to central authority for adjudication, save where a local caudillo managed to establish a temporary satrapy.

The revolutionary Magna Charta, the Constitution of 1917, is not primarily a social compact or set of ground rules for the conduct of public life. Like the old Laws of the Indies, this lengthy codification mixes general precepts with regulative specifics and became a document to be put into effect. Few were concerned that many constitutional provisions remained in abeyance. In the neo-Thomist tradition it is not urgent to enforce law if enforcement is for good reason unfeasible and if the community at large is inadvertent. Once it enjoyed legitimacy, the revolution was regarded as a movement to be institutionalized, not a starting point for open-ended process. Modern commentators call it a “bourgeois” revolution with populist accents.66 If the adjective is apropos, however, it designates a fresh entente with international capitalism rather than the triumph of a “bourgeois” ethic.

Our reflections greatly simplify institutional change and causal patterns. Even so, we need not linger at the gates of a historiographical labyrinth. Let us instead share some anthropological speculations as to where it has all “come out.” In a lively, highly generalized essay, Roberto Da Matta compares citizenship in modern Brazil (or, by extension, Spanish America) with that in the United States (or Western Europe).67 He argues that citizenship in the industrial West is indeed the political corollary to the triumph of market relationships. It implies a body politic that is equalized and atomized. Just as citizenship once dissolved a tangle of feudal relationships, so today it challenges ancient complementarities of age, gender, ethnicity, and family “connections.” Nothing must interpose between the citizen, with his or her cluster of private rights and “life style,” and the state or society at large. Nor should he or she be judged by any criterion but personal merit. So far does this go that “affirmative action” hungers to reimpose ascriptive norms in behalf of the disadvantaged.

In Latin America the aspiration to citizenship soared high with the achievement of nationhood. Yet it has made uncertain advance in a “relational” society. While merit criteria and individual rights became public doctrine, the laws of the state may even today recognize occupational hierarchies. Average citizens fear blind application of universal law that ignores buffers of connections or personal ties. If the social nucleus is relationship, not the individual, persons feel naked and apprehensive when addressed as citizens, for they see social complementarities as protective, not abusive. The very term “citizen”—someone subject to laws—is derogatory or accusatory, as in “o cidadão [the citizen] will have to wait” or “o cidadão doesn’t have his documents in order.” The northern counterpart to this abject cidadão is the vexed “taxpayer” whose disadvantage shrinks to fiscal inconvenience and whose political rights are not in question; politicos must in fact keep an eye on him. John Q. Citizen is a stalwart figure.

The contrast is not between monolithic types. The fabric of northern societies, it goes without saying, is permeated by connections, informal influences, and frontiers of tacit discrimination. Were this not so, they would be madhouses, not societies. We quite expect blacks and women to weave networks once they have the political leverage to make them efficacious. The point is that here the public, consensual ideology invoked at times of impasse is the individualist “American creed,” while personal behavior is attuned to the claims of aggressive-competitive and thus individualized character structure. Connections are more instrumental than expressive in a society premised on individuals rather than on relationships. In the southern countries the two ethics are more dialectical than conflictive. The formal ethic of citizenship is public but not hegemonic. Neither ethic is restricted to specific social groups or strata. What one denies the other may grant. It is, claims Da Matta, “as though society had various sources of citizenship.”

At this point the argument folds back on historical antecedents, for neo-Thomism posited a relational society based on estates, occupations, and families; individualism found full recognition only in the spiritual realm. Thus if modern Latin America hosts two broad types of social ethic—or more when we consider permutations of these two, and still more when we consider non-Western syncretisms—then dilemmas require adjudication by structures of authority and casuistical applications of principle as well as by self-consistent laws and legal procedure. Neo-Scholastic doctrine is accommodative, designed to “incorporate” diverse ethics albeit in asymmetrical fashion. A legal-rational regime is a prescriptive ethic that solicits reconcilable differences of interest and opinion but not disparate understandings of the workings of the social universe. We evoke Latin America’s neo-Scholastic past, then, to prove the persistence, not of doctrines and institutions, but of a social ethos that remains congenial to many types of doctrines and institutions. Moreover, while one readily associates the Thomist tradition with hierocracy, we must acknowledge its historical arguments for democracy—just as rationalist individualism, usually coupled with democracy, may veer toward totalitarian outcomes.

Let us now gather from our historical argument some propositions that may help to define conditions and possibilities for political change in contemporary Latin America.

The first point is that now as in the past the sense that man makes and is responsible for his world is less deep or prevalent than in many other lands. The Latin American may be more sensitive to his world, or more eloquently critical of it, or more attached to it, but he seems less concerned with shaping it. The natural order looms larger than the human community, and the community larger than the sum of its associations. The venerable tradition of “natural law” has not atrophied as in the United States.68 Individual conscience is presumed more fallible, and the electoral process less consequential, than in northern democracies. The regime of goal-specific, voluntary association, of seesaw biparty systems, of deliberative legislative procedure, has a fitful existence after a century and a half of “republican” life. The anthropologist Ralph Beals described an election in a small Mexican town in which when an irreproachable balloting procedure produced a mayor-elect who was bibulous and rowdy, the town council replaced him on the day of induction with a sober, reliable citizen who had not even been a candidate. Due certification of the “election” to state authorities preserved legality. The observer concludes that a “democratic result” was obtained for people “distrustful of parliamentary procedures.”69

Such conditions, some will argue, prevail in all “developing” countries. Granted that Latin America is frequently lumped with the so-called Third World, we stress here its characteristics as an offshoot of post-medieval, Catholic, Iberian Europe. For shaping the present, such a past differs substantially from other civilizational traditions. To Spanish American society Talcott Parsons applies the rubric “particularistic-ascriptive” and in so doing differentiates it from, for example, Chinese society, to which he attributes “particularistic-achievement” features. In Spanish America larger social structures—beyond kinship and local community—tend “to be accepted as part of the given situation of life, and to have positive functions when order is threatened, but otherwise to be taken for granted.” Such societies are individualist rather than collectivist and non- if not anti-authoritarian. And individualism is concerned with expressive interests and less with the opportunity to shape situations through achievement.

There tends to be a certain lack of concern with the remoter framework of the society, unless it is threatened. Similarly, there is no inherent objection to authority so long as it does not interfere too much with expressive freedom, indeed it may be welcomed as a factor of stability. But there is also not the positive incentive to recognize authority as inherent that exists in the cases of positive authoritarianism. The tendency to indifference to larger social issues creates a situation in which authority can become established with relatively little opposition.70

The second point, implied in the quotation just given, is that Latin American peoples still appear willing to alienate power to their chosen or accepted leaders rather than delegate it to them, much in the spirit condoned by neo-Scholastic thought. Yet the people retain also a keen sense of natural equity and sensitivity to abuses of alienated power. It may be that the classic image of the Latin American revolution is the barracks coup by an insurgent caudillo against an incumbent who lacks legitimacy. But the more significant uprising is that having a broad popular base and no clearly elaborated program beyond reclamation of sovereignty that has been tyrannically abused. “Revolutionary” change that may occur in the wake of such movements tends to be improvised under leadership that desperately seeks to legitimize its authority.

The third point, therefore, is that our century witnesses a renewed quest for legitimate government. Regimes of the last century did not, by and large, attain legitimacy. Most have not yet done so. A “legitimate” revolution in Latin America needs no sharp-edged ideology; it need not polarize classes; it need not produce immediate and effective redistribution of wealth and goods. The regime it erects need not be conscientiously sanctioned at the polls by majority vote. (The difference between popular political support in Latin America and in the United States recalls Rousseau’s distinction between the general will and the will of all.)

On the other hand, a legitimate revolution may well entail generalized violence and popular participation even though under improvised leadership and with diffuse goals. It needs to be informed by a deep though unarticulated sense of moral urgency. It should be indigenous, unencumbered at its inception by foreign patronage. It needs leadership of psychocultural appeal. Even for all their bluster and blunder, Perón and Fidel Castro have shown such appeal. So have gentler, saintly types, especially if martyred at an early stage, as were Martí and Madero. Mere tyrants are not acceptable revolutionaries. “Liberal” North Americans are congenitally unable to deal with charismatic Latin Americans precisely because they project on the latter their own criteria for leadership. Yet this is a revolutionary age on which Latin America has embarked.

Why has a somewhat vague legitimacy become so important? It is because law-making and law-applying in Latin America are not in the last instance sanctioned by systematic referendum, by constitutions, by the bureaucratic ideal of “service,” by tyrannical power, by custom, or by scientific or dialectical laws. As Otto Gierke said of the Middle Ages: “Far rather every duty of obedience was conditioned by the rightfulness of command.”71 That is, in a patrimonial state the propriety of command is determined by the legitimacy of the authority that wields it. Hence the importance of sheer legalism in Latin American administration as constant certification for the legitimacy, not of the act, but of him who executes it. Hence, too, the unsatisfactoriness of the personalist regime that fails to take the extraordinarily difficult step of institutionalizing leadership.

Fourth, the innate sense of the Latin American people for natural law is matched by a more casual attitude toward man-made law. Human laws are frequently seen as harsh or unenforceable or simply as inapplicable to the specific case. Hence the difficulty of collecting taxes; the prevalent obligation to pay fees or bribes for even routine services; the apathy of police toward theft and delinquency; the thriving contraband trade at border towns; the leniency toward those who commit crimes of passion—all the way down to disregard for “no smoking” signs on buses and in theaters.72

One of the impediments to nation-building in Latin America appears to be precisely the fact that natural law most effectively guides judgment either at the international level or at the level of the family and small community, not at the national level. It is no accident that Latin Americans are so often prominent as international jurists or that “community development” has figured so importantly in reformist strategies since the 1940s. Vis-à-vis the complexities, abstractions, and compromises of policymaking for the nation-state, instinctive moral sentiments tend to weaken or surrender. Understandably, therefore, North Americans, with their strong and viable nation structure, show moral ambivalence in international affairs and in domestic family relations. To handle the first they build nuclear arsenals; for the second they consult Ann Landers.

From the point being made flow two conclusions. First, as Latin American countries disengage from the longstanding tutelage of the United States, they may be expected to build anew their relations—economic, political, cultural—with all nations, including the non-Western. In their ecumenical religious tradition they will do so with greater ease and understanding than characterize U.S. ventures in this direction. Second, it appears essential that architects of reconstruction in Latin America challenge models that stress the organizational and depersonalizing aspects of “development.” Plans for large factories, large bureaucracies, even large metropolises, must incorporate the revitalized face-to-face group as the nodal element.

Finally, it seems scarcely less true now than in colonial times that the larger society is perceived in Latin America as composed of parts that relate through a patrimonial center rather than directly to one another. A national government serves, not as a referee among pressure groups, but as a source of energy, coordination, and leadership for occupational groups, syndicates, corporate entities, institutions, social estates, and geographic regions. Without the internal pressures of strongly competitive institutional life, and lacking strident ideological imperatives or world power aspirations, political regimes tended until recently to vegetate after the zealous seizure of power. Vegetative regimes, however, are intolerable in our time. Thus, the patrimonial state, in some ways so viable under the Hapsburgs, becomes violence-prone in the twentieth century.

If a prophecy may be ventured, it is this: that the energizing of the patrimonial state will not occur in reactive response to demands of a fast-moving, technified world. It may not even be significantly advanced by mass education, industrialization, economic production, and free elections—although these, with their ambivalent effects, are bound to come. What will more directly change the character of the state are the impulse of democratic nationalism from within and the impingement of world politics from without. Nationalism must recover ideological accents and forms of social protest that are the antidote to patrimonialism and yet consistent with the tradition from which it springs. External overtures will dissolve the unhealthy Pax (!) Monroviana and bring Latin American nations increasingly into intense, sustained involvement with the world at large and with each other. Protestant civilization can develop energies endlessly in a wilderness, as did the United States. Catholic civilization stagnates when not in vital contact with the diverse tribes and cultures of mankind.





 

four

notes toward fresh ideology

It is not hard to imagine that if a grasshopper could speak he would be much more readily interested in what you had to tell him about “Birds That Eat Grasshoppers” than in a more scholarly and better presented talk on “Mating Habits of the Australian Auk.”

—Kenneth Burke

 

Evanescent Paradigms

For a Latin Americanist who is getting on in years the shifts of paradigm by which we construe our region of interest have accelerated to a breathless pace. Yet academic solemnity is such that mounting chaos is presented as linear advance toward more perfect knowledge. It is as though university departments, guilty of drunken driving, were administering their own sobriety tests. Think of what we have been through. In the 1940s and into the 1950s there was agreement in all the Americas, except in cranky socialist or fascist corners, on some brand of liberal evolutionism. It rested on sanguine assumptions about the generative forces of industrialization and the stabilizing influence of a literate middle class having a stake in a modern economic order. By the mid-fifties it appeared that international capitalism was not wholly beneficent. One began to hear that it had sinister, imperialist features and that to countervail them the client countries required centralized planning and structural change to correct for cultural differences and a built-in economic handicap. As the plot thickened, the horizons of the early sixties clouded over. Secular determinisms came to the fore: entrenched elites who were cooptative rather than self-renewing or circulatory; permanent disadvantage in world markets; an international system that was predatory as well as asymmetrical; internal colonialism that had persisted since the sixteenth century or perhaps (in Mexico and Peru) the fourteenth. At this point the Cuban Revolution became a fascinating example of (however one interprets it) charismatic extrication or heterodoxy by external subsidy.

In the late sixties and early seventies the worst fears were realized. Revolutionary impulses were stubbed out. The military shed their disguise as modernizing technocrats and intervened to erect a state apparatus that was, in the social-science euphemism, frankly “exclusionary” with respect to popular strata. When the chips were down, the generals were not umpires but vampires. Because this calamity affected countries with prestigious academic cadres, their “bureaucratic-authoritarian” model, improvised overnight, became doctrine for the whole region save the shopworn but still bothersome case of Cuba, now left to specialized Cubanologists. By the mid-seventies it appeared that the soldiers had bitten off more than they could chew, that popular suffering and indignation demanded redress, and that elites were not sufficiently monolithic and deferential to pledge eternal allegiance to regimes whose competence did not extend to economics. What is more, by now popular uprisings in small Caribbean nations were stealing the spotlight, laying under question the diagnoses from privileged academic vantage points. Blue-ribbon analysts promptly supplied fresh models for redemocratization in conference papers, sometimes at the very moment when their bureaucratic authoritarian treatises were monumentalized as books.

Paradigm shifts have clearly accelerated beyond the safety margin. For if the replacement frequency has shrunk to quinquennial intervals, how can paradigms ever be substantiated? It should be borne in mind that graduate students are the principal source of data for validating theoretical flights of senior professors. But if dissertations take eight years from conception to divulgation, they will forever be documenting threadbare propositions. The planned obsolescence of capitalism triumphs in the academic marketplace, and scholarship pours into a perpetual black hole.

Latin America as a Civilization

Now, it may be that experience outruns our capacity to interpret it. But much depends on what we mean by experience. If we mean the familiar dilemmas posed by sudden deficits or military confrontations, then “policy” is ipso facto reactive and improvised. Outcomes depend on the skill and above all the wisdom of those who devise it. If we mean a large sea change in our spiritual condition, the occasional Kierkegaard or Nietzsche may detect it, but we common mortals must live out the experience before we can, generations later, make out their Delphic meanings. My concern here lies between these extremes. I look for understandings that can set manageable context for quotidian events without invoking spiritual absolutes.

My middle ground has Latin America for its arena. Here the level of “policy” concern presents dramatic contrasts among Brazil, Cuba, and Chile, while the level of Nietzschean “spiritual” concern tranquilly assimilates all of Latin America to the Rest of the West. For the present argument we simply assume Latin America to be a civilization unto itself with its own political culture. To identify this culture would clarify the logics of political action in the region, along with many conceptual confusions of the past fifty (or two hundred) years. What is more, if there is a chance that Latin America may soon represent a world, and not simply a Third World, condition, there is added reason to think toward political discourse of more fixity and universality. We do not seek, that is, to hone local definitions of state, person, and society in Brazil or Mexico. We propose instead that Brazilians and Mexicans drop the prepositional phrase from such terms, as Vitoria and Hobbes did.

This universalist aspiration was dear to Latin American neo-Hegelians and phenomenologists of the 1940s and early 1950s. Leopoldo Zea and his Mexican colleagues sought in Mexican-ness (lo mexicano) a concrete form of humanity (lo humano), valid for any person in this situation: “Always concrete awareness of a determined reality. Yesterday awareness of European man, today of the [hemispheric] American, in the future awareness of every man in whatever circumstance or situation.”1 The ecumenical impulse soon collided with functionalist and Marxist orientations in the 1950s and 1960s, when a new generation of social scientists, such as Florestan Fernandes, believed that “sociologists of underdeveloped and dependent regions should not compete with those from research centers in the central nations. We should focus our efforts on systematic empirical research into the fundamental problems of those regions …; and as for formal or systematic sociology, we should limit ourselves to consuming, wherever and whenever necessary, the results of the work of those centers.”2

Zea at this stage of his career spoke from a generous, highly eclectic Hegelian perspective, while Fernandes spoke from a less generous but still eclectic Marxian one. They in effect resurrected a grand confrontation from nineteenth-century Europe. If, however, Latin America is a black sheep within the “Western” family of nations, a dispute cast in such terms illumines only fitfully the implicit themes of its civilization. I suspected something of the sort when, as part of my self-education in the 1950s, I speculated that a pre-Enlightenment Ibero-Catholic heritage may broadly condition the Latin American political agenda. The academic establishment consigns this “approach,” however, to a pigeonhole discreetly labeled “the distinct tradition.”3 North American scholars shy away from so-called historicocultural explanations because they elude empirical demonstration, while Latin Americans, although more hospitable to flights of fancy, understandably chafe under what seems to be the dead hand of an authoritarian and archaic political culture.

The muddle arises because polemics over Latin America’s relationship to the modern West are resolved by reference to intellectual canons of the modern West itself, whereas the case requires a global perspective that allows us to see Western “science” as culturally embedded. Louis Dumont stretches our grasp when he lumps world civilizations into those of “Homo hierarchicus” and “Homo aequalis.”4 Like most globalizers, he makes no reference, so far as I know, to Latin America. I therefore venture to include it in the “hierarchicus” category, for it fits Dumont’s broadest generalizations about civilizations that failed to share the “revolution of values” as it accelerated in seventeenth-century Europe. Why the Ibero-Atlantic world desisted I try to explain elsewhere.5 But we can dispense with historical pedigrees if we are game to accept Latin American civilization tout court.

The impediment to historical reconstruction is that Latin America is not Japan, where a Dore or a Bellah elegantly traces how Shinto, Confucian, and other traditions are woven into patterns favorable to the industrial ethic. The successful outcome legitimates the traditions. To elicit serious discussion of Latin America’s neo-Scholastic legacy is more ticklish. One is politely suspected of clerical or authoritarian sympathies. Perhaps liberation theology will liberate academic minds along with disinherited peasants. But meanwhile Leopoldo Zea’s old complaint that Latin American ideologists suffer historical myopia still holds.

Non-Western ingredients of the Latin American heritage of course yield supplementary identifications with Dumont’s “hierarchical” civilizations. But when these come to the fore as indigenismo and négritude, they are plucked from context and inserted into alien Western categories of ethnicity and identity. To trace how the Amerindian and African presence is in fact interwoven with “creole” culture strengthens our argument, as I will later suggest. But for the moment let us dispense with regional history and eat what is on our plate.

The Western Revolution of Values

Dumont comes to his study of the revolution of values in the Christian Occident from a scholarly career devoted to the caste society of India. He now turns the Indian “mirror” around to look from a fresh angle at the mental furnishings of the West.6 India he recognizes to be an extreme case and wholly different from China or ancient Greece. He also acknowledges Western variations between, say, France and Germany with respect to nationalism and individualism. His trick is to define the Western “revolution” so as to yield a principle of discrimination for the West and the Rest.

The two antitheses that support Dumont’s taxonomy are hierarchy-egalitarianism and holism-individualism. Hierarchy and holism characterize most of the societies the world has known. The modern West is an aberrant case. Dumont freely admits that his constructs fall in the shadow of Maine and Tönnies. His reinterpretation, however, differs in key respects. First, he pluralizes both poles of the dichotomy. Second, he implies no developmental sequence; the “modern” pole is a civilizational option, not an evolutionary outcome. Third, he uses mirrors to interpret the “modern” pole in terms of the “traditional,” rather than vice versa, and he warmly invites complementary versions of Homo aequalis from hierarchical cultures other than the South Asian. Finally, the implications he draws from the revolution of values are not at all those of Maine, Tönnies, or even Durkheim; and since implications concern us, we may borrow taxonomy as merely heuristic.

Briefly, Dumont contrasts society seen as a whole (universitas) with society seen as an association (societas). In one case the norm is “order, tradition, orientation of each particular human being to the ends prescribed for the society.” Man here is a social being, deriving his humanity from society as a whole. In the other emphasis falls on “the attributes, claims or welfare of each individual human being irrespective of his place in society.” The “individual” exists by and for himself; society is at best a partnership, at worst a burden or nonhuman fact.7 With the ascendancy of individualism the link between immovable wealth and power over men is broken as movable wealth becomes more coveted. “Wealth” attains autonomous status with the momentous consequence that relations between men and things now overshadow those between men and men. This made it logical for the English to abolish slavery in their colonies (long before the Spanish) at the same time that they invited “free” workers to sell their labor, and shorten their lives, in the coal mines.

The transition from holism to individualism is marked in the ideological realm by the factoring out of politics and economics from the complex: politics-economics-religion-society. Dumont follows this development through five emblematic figures: Quesnay, Locke, Mandeville, Adam Smith, and Marx.8 Here are some highlights. With Locke individualism, authenticated by property, displaces the hierarchical ideal. Subordination recedes as a social principle in favor of moral obligation. With Mandeville even morals, insofar as they prescribe altruistic action, forfeit their claim on conduct. Because private interests are deemed naturally harmonious, the public good is to be realized through actions not consciously oriented toward it. Private vices may be criminal, to be sure, but this becomes a matter of law, not morality. Mandeville takes us from a posthierarchical society wherein persons internalize social order in the form of moral rules to an economic system wherein each member defines his conduct by self-interest or hedonism, with society serving as a mere harmonizing mechanism or invisible hand. Kant acknowledges the divorce of norm from fact with his categorical imperative, while Bentham reduces morality to utilitarian calculus. Meanwhile Adam Smith has anointed economics in its accession as queen of the sciences. By the early nineteenth century all this leaves the western fringe of Europe and the eastern fringe of North America with a highly eccentric construction of social life.

Marxism is the apparent refutation of this revolution of values. If it failed to catch fire in the Anglo-Atlantic world and swept Western Europe in largely revisionist form, it nonetheless became the lodestar of the Russian Revolution, and it continues to bewitch the Third World. But why did Russians need to Russify and orientalize Marxism?9 And why was Peru’s Mariátegui impelled to mythicize the Marxian message, infusing its scientism with the vitalist accents of Sorel and Croce?10 The answer lies in Dumont’s exegesis of Marx’s sociological texts, which weighs their contradictions against the premises to which he was ineluctably drawn. I will not reproduce the nuanced argument but simply summarize three conclusions. First, Marx celebrates the triumph of economism, apotheosizing it from a privileged discipline to a throne from which it cannibalizes sociology, history, and politics. It has passed from the status of humble domestic to that of umbrageous rival to that of abusive mother. Second, Marx ultimately espouses individualism. Revolution is to emancipate man as an abstract, self-sufficient creature. Although the “possessive individualism” of classical liberals is of course pilloried, in a future society social man will yield to the release of individual interest and capacity. Sociology recedes before the primacy that Marx accords to the relation between man and nature over that between man and man. Third, Marx boldly accepted to demythicize the foundations of social life. If his writing drew forensic power from suppressed Promethean and Judeo-Christian eschatology,11 he refused to follow British empiricists in their mythic assumptions about “natural man” and “social contracts.” He claimed to have erected his argument on scientific bases, to have unmasked social reality, and to have demonstrated that nothing is what it ideologically seems. Economic theory is pressed to demonstrate what was hitherto an ethical norm.

This interpretation, emphasizing Marx’s economism, individualism, and scientism, gives substance to Foucault’s opinion that Ricardo achieved a sharper “epistemic break” than Marx. Marxism, he claims, introduced no real discontinuity at a deep level of knowledge. It fell heir to a hospitable epistemology; it took to nineteenth-century thought like a fish to water. Its conflict with “bourgeois” economics implied not a schismatic recasting of history but mere angry coexistence.12 If we accept for the moment that Latin American societies show strong traces of holism, and even if we favor Dumont’s judicious argument over Foucault’s flamboyant one, we can appreciate why Marxism took so long to strike roots in Latin America, why Mariátegui performed such acrobatics to devise an “indigenous” Marxism, and why when neo-Marxisms took the region by storm in the 1960s the storm was transient even though like any strong tempest, it changed the mindscape.

What, then, had happened in Western Europe? Economics (as queen) and politics (as handmaiden) were extracted from the holistic complex, leaving religion and society, it appeared, impotent and anecdotal. The pecking order that any community requires was no longer inferred from religion or natural law but furnished by a calculus of naked power. Hierarchy, now unthinkable, fades into bleak, statistically determined social stratification. The new human sciences are ranged on a scale from hard to soft that runs approximately: economics > political science > sociology > anthropology > history > philosophy > literature and the arts. “Humanities,” or the study of things human, brings up the rear. Geography, perhaps made obsolete by jet travel, instant communication, and martial delivery systems, plays a spectral role. Psychology, depending on its practice, falls anywhere along the scale. If it rips the veil from raw instinct, it can dethrone economics, and threatens to do so in both totalitarian and consumerist societies; if it contents itself with the idle play of imagery, it lapses back into the humanities. Dumont is worth quoting at length:

More generally, political theory stubbornly persists in identifying itself with a theory of power, that is, mistaking a minor problem for the basic one, which lies in the relation between power and values, or ideology. The moment hierarchy is eliminated, subordination has to be explained as the mechanical result of interaction between individuals, and authority degrades itself into power, power into influence, and so on. It is forgotten that this sort of question appears only on a definite ideological basis, namely, individualism: political speculation has enclosed itself unawares within the walls of modern ideology. Yet recent history has afforded us an imposing demonstration of the vacuity of mere power—I mean the vain, if devastating, attempt of the Nazis to base power on itself alone.13

If one examines the social-science course offerings, or impositions, of an elite North American university, one quickly spots the bias toward power instead of context, toward what is reductive, instrumental, and systemic instead of nuanced, relational, and culturally responsive. A leading economics department may “offer” only one one-quarter course on European economic history having the chronological scope to disclose how the discipline itself won primacy in the revolution of values and how a “cost-benefit” analysis of the feat might turn out. The vast bulk of courses assume only benefits as they briskly demonstrate the nuts and bolts of control and management through such topics and techniques as accounting, econometrics, commodity futures markets, money and banking, financial decisions, science and technology, development, population interactions, marketing, linear programming, public finance, fiscal policy, agricultural policy, tax policy, trade policy, human resources, business firms seen as a cooperative “game,” economics of medical care, mass media, power and conflict in social systems (treated as game theory), price and allocation, monetary theory, labor economics, energy modeling, equilibrium analysis, and, to cover all bases, the “economics of uncertainty.”14

How would we translate this menu for a Mexican or Brazilian peasant? Clearly the curriculum magnetizes its apprentices toward careers as programmers and manipulators. It crowds out consideration of Lockean “morality,” not to mention pre-Lockean holism. Not a single course title includes even the word democracy. Much the same can be expected of offerings in political science, with policy again coming to the fore.15 Students receive few hints that what are passed off as diagnostic tools are flying buttresses for an ideological cathedral. Mastering the secrets of sheer power presupposes severe contraction of the field of vision and, accordingly, proliferation of more courses. The more protégés specialize in the arcana of control, the sharper their alienation from the human condition. The fate of Dickens’s perplexed proletarian Stephen Blackpool in Hard Times (1854), for whom economics was “aw a muddle,” has gradually become that of society at large: “Deed we are in a muddle, sir.… Look how we live, an’ wheer we live, an’ in what numbers, an’ by what chances, an wi’ what sameness; and look how the mills is awlus a-goin’, and how they never works us no nigher to onny dis’ant object—’ceptin awlus Death.”

The Question of Ideology

At this point we grope for clues to the nature of “ideology”; for if we assume that Lockean or Marxian versions thereof answer the special needs of Homo aequalis, it stands to reason that the term requires overhaul if it is to mark boundaries for common discourse between the West and the Rest. In the last century ideology was renovated from conflict and compromise between elites and “dangerous classes” within the bosom of the West. This dialogue echoed throughout the world but could not easily take root, for it made eccentric assumptions about state and society that were coming to be shared by modernizing elites, political economists, and factory hands of the industrializing countries. Elsewhere I address this issue of ideological translatability by analyzing why we associate a “school of economics” with industrial Manchester of the last century and a “school of sociology” with industrial São Paulo of our own.16 In the first case consensual recognition of a national community supported “scientific” diagnosis and therapy. In the second the very existence of a national community was questionable; diagnosis would require a sociologically recognizable patient.

In what follows I apply the term “ideology” to the beliefs and moral sentiments of a community having a shared history, and not to an instrumental set of precepts and policy norms that disguise partisan interests. A hegemonic ideology may be said to be the second type successfully masquerading as the first. Those who disparage ideology often do so by pitting it against philosophy or science. Midgley warns of a gulf between the thinker in search of fundamental truth and the one who chooses or imposes “values” irrespective of their truth or falsity. The inadvertence of ideology to philosophic truth he attributes to the “intellectual amnesia” of the post-Renaissance and Reformation era. Abandonment of the medieval philosophic synthesis in favor of modernist and atheistic presuppositions, he holds, has produced ideological bondage in the moral, intellectual, and spiritual domain from which the only deliverance lies in “rejection of the entire ideological enterprise as such.”17

For the neo-Marxist committed to science, ideology poses a more complex if less overwhelming challenge. He must acknowledge three versions of ideology: first, a set of beliefs that justify the interests of a group or class; second, a set of illusory beliefs, or “false consciousness”; and third, “the general process of the production of meanings and ideas.” The third and more neutral version, necessary, of course, for validating “socialist ideology,” undercuts the first two.18 The addition of “hegemony” to neo-Marxist vocabulary provided a kind of “false synthesis” by associating ideology with the production of ideas while suggesting that class interest and false consciousness might become hypostasized as a civilizational commitment. The latter occurs when the citizen’s compliance is experienced as participation under systems wherein counterideologies and interpellations are “democratically” vetted and then run off to ground—thus permitting, for example, a “silent majority” to imagine itself to be a prepotent plutocracy.

After I had composed a draft of these thoughts, I learned of Luis Villoro’s book on “the concept of ideology.”19 I awaited it with certain trepidation, for I knew that this accomplished Mexican philosopher, with his analytic skills and sensitivity to historical process, might make my own reflections superfluous. If, having now read this adroit and lucid book, I find this to be only partly so, it is also clear that his argument is a necessary antecedent and accompaniment to mine. Villoro patiently defines the slippery terms “statement,” “attitude,” “belief,” and “ideology.” Applying both gnosiological and sociological analysis, he retraces the treatment of ideology by Marx & Co. and mourns the paradoxical ideologization of Marxism itself. He finds that thinkers who unmasked ideology so as to foster rationality and liberation only codified a new instrument of domination. Between science and ideology, Villoro asks, is space left for philosophy?

I am in admiring accord with Villoro’s mission to demystify received clusters of philosophic thought and their subservience to vested interest. I applaud his distinction between the searching propositions of philosophy, which liberate, and philosophic codification, which obscures and dominates. I agree, as Marx in enlightened moments insisted, that disruptive or liberating thought is impotent if not linked to social transformation. What I resist accepting is the lugubrious procession that Villoro stages from philosophic speculation to codified doctrine to political manipulation to ideological control. Unauthentic culture, he concludes, is ideological culture.

As I see it, the accent of my argument differs on two counts. First, I want to rescue ideology, science, and philosophy from each other without severing them. The term “ideology,” proposed by Destutt de Tracy in 1801, is less venerable than philosophy and science. Its ultimate meaning, however, underlies theirs, since it has to do with cultural premises for belief and praxis. “Ideology” is a neologism that implies the commodification of moral sentiments in our industrial age, just as “entertainment” implies commodification of the arts, even though art as such still endures. (Were there no precedent for my neutral use of “ideology,” I might have echoed Adam Smith and called this chapter “Notes toward a Theory of Moral Sentiments.”) Villoro assumes that codified philosophy is doctrinal, an arsenal of muskets and not a cupboard of passkeys. He smoothly demonstrates (or alleges) that “democracy,” “Mexican Revolution,” and “socialism” are in the service, respectively, of capitalism, dependent underdevelopment, and Soviet bureaucracy, that they became ideologies of domination, and not, as initially promised, levers for liberation. For me, philosophy and ideology may overlap or interfuse but are not sequential phases. In my usage they have different origins, legitimations, and constituencies.

Our second difference, then, is that Villoro treats ideology as an artifact or artifice of intellectuals and publicists that should pass through the needle’s eye of logic and evidence. I, on the other hand, accept ideology as a societal product or historical emanation; given its diverse sources, the challenge of ideology is not validation but interpretation. At the outset Villoro criticizes Mannheim’s capacious and “vague” treatment of ideology as “panideologism” that collapses into the sociology of knowledge, whereas I take Mannheim as a transitional prophet—between Marx’s era and our own—for whom analytic energies were yielding to historical empathy that was, at the time he wrote, necessarily more “vague” than Marxism.

Mannheim reexamined the question of ideology between the world wars. Rejecting a Eurocentric viewpoint and avoiding distractive analogies with philosophy and science, he set out a series of illuminating clues on how to reconceive ideology for a pluralistic world.20 The anthropologist Clifford Geertz cautions against a supposed “Mannheim’s Paradox,” to wit, that in striving toward a “nonevaluative concept of ideology” Mannheim resorted to normative postulates and thence to “an ethical and epistemological relativism” that he found uncomfortable.21 Geertz himself, from his ahistorical, functionalist position, sees ideology and science as serving culture in two neatly complementary roles, ideology as its apologetic dimension and science as its diagnostic one. He consigns ideology to a justificatory, rhetorical function and science to an executive one that connects to “reality.” My own view, more consonant with Mannheim’s, is that ideology has its own executive force when it comes to human “reality.” Science can in fact be considered to depend on ideology for its imagery and its agenda (although once ideology canonizes science, it risks converting it to scientism).

Dumont, whom I think of as Mannheim’s more self-assured successor, is categorical on this point. He refuses to demote ideology from the company of science, philosophy, and other “reputable” domains: “there is already too much of a dovecote here.” He locates the dilemma in the primal segregation of politics and economics from religion and society. For him ideology is not a residual category that absorbs leftovers from scientific and rational thought. It is not a mask or opiate, nor is it, even in the classic sense of the adjective, the rhetorical mobilization of Geertz. It delves to tacit premises, to the “grid of consciousness,” to “implicit coordinates of common thought.” Rationality and science clarify linkages between means and ends but cannot hierarchize the ends. Even in a “scientific” society, science is not a referee but a team player in the ideological world series who breaks his collarbone like anyone else. Scarcely any modern citizen can demonstrate the heliocentric theory, and none is even aware of it when watching a “sunset.” Neo-Scholastic Spaniards were quite candid; they fended off the Toledo blade of science simply by calling heliocentrism a fiction useful for maritime navigation. In our own day we expect the most progressive teachers and students to boo a Nobel laureate off the stage if he dares adduce “hard” somatic evidence for racial inequality. In the industrial West society and religion (belief) wait patiently on the sidelines, hoping for interstitial entry into what Chaui calls the “lacunar” or self-censored discourse of formal ideology.22 During the Vietnam War they waited well nigh interminably for the “policy” resolution of scientism (domino theory), individualism (massacre of innocents), and economism (tax burden and inflation). As we now see, Vietnam imparted no moral lesson to the perpetrators.

Mannheim readdressed where Marx had left it the discontinuity between ideology as self-interest or false consciousness and as a process of rendering meanings. The former version had appeared with individualization and rationalization. The eighteenth-century businessman or intellectual required grounds for rational decision and freedom to think through issues affecting his private interests. This was not the case for peasants or subordinate white-collar workers, who had little bent for initiative or speculative foresight. As the religious world view disintegrated, although without vanishing, the absolute state asserted its political conception of the world as a weapon, based now on science rather than on articles of faith. With democratization, the task of fashioning a credo was relegated to liberals, then to conservatives, finally to socialists. All brands of politics took a scientific tinge, while scientific attitudes assumed political coloration. Unlike academic discussion, political debate is not resolved on theoretical grounds. It strains to lay bare the motives of opponents, irrespective of the theoretical plausibility of their positions. Politicians aim to talk past each other, thinkers to engage.

Mannheim’s “paradox” is not, then, as Geertz would have it, the standoff between science and subjectivism—for the two are interfused—but a tension between the “particular” and the “general,” which, as we will later see, were the terms Rousseau had used at his own critical moment. Every moment in modern times is, of course, “critical.” The minds that interest us are those that experience theirs as so being. Mannheim first published Ideology and Utopia in 1929, a critical year to be sure; yet he found his “era of transition” laden with “antiquated traditions and forms.” He had to revert to Hegel’s acceptance of the Kantian dissolution of the world existing independently of mind and to the assumption that the world’s unity requires a knowing subject. Mannheim, that is, shouldered the burden of German historicism.

Mannheim’s pathology of nineteenth-century Europe subtended a world arena. He was troubled by the transition from historical “consciousness as such” to Volksgeist (still “too inconclusive”) to the doctrine of class ideology. If this search was for the center of an infinitely variable world, it must fight shy of mechanistic synthesis. The fictional unity of “consciousness as such” must accommodate the outlooks of epochs, nations, and classes. Here Mannheim moved toward a global calculus once he had defined “particular” ideologies as a disguise for real situations and “total” ideologies as historic thought systems grounded in noological coordinates. The latter contained yardsticks to expose the deceits of the former. Mannheim saw around him a world in upheaval where beliefs and attitudes and even their intellectual foundations were under question. He commended Marxist theory for having fused particular and total ideology, using class and economic analysis to probe past a “psychological” to the philosophic level. Yet even this stage had passed, for socialists had lost their exclusive franchise for decoding bourgeois thought. Others could turn the new weaponry against Marxism itself. Weber, Sombart, and Troeltsch had pioneered the more agile strategy, and Mannheim quotes Weber’s dictum that the materialist view of history is not a cab that one enters or alights from at will.

Reconciling particular and total ideology led Mannheim to posit a new phase, namely, the transition from the theory of ideology to the sociology of knowledge. Here the observer relaxes his grasp on absolutes in an era of “intellectual twilight” and recognizes that the meanings of our world are historically determined and continuously developing. In discarding fixed ideological “values,” a term suggesting the capitalist marketplace, we enter a realm of uncertainty that is closer to reality than were the absolutes of earlier faiths. As in the exact sciences, the uncertainty principle offers firmer anchorage than does “certainty.” The absolute, once a means of communing with the divine, now camouflages meanings of the present. We can read history only through patterns rising from flux. Hence the anachronism of fixed “values.” The content of thought matters less than its categorical structure. A modern theory of knowledge entails, not surrender to anarchic subjectivism, or relativism, but a search for historical understanding that is relational among spheres of thought, given that absolutes do not exist beyond incommensurable human contexts.23 The danger of “false consciousness” is no longer that it fails to grasp a given state of affairs but that it lacks dialectical attunement to the ceaseless reordering of mental processes that compose our worlds.

While Mannheim derived his viewpoint from history, he was aware that in his “world of upheaval” it applied to contemporary cultures no less than to past epochs of his own tradition. From this threshold between Eurocentrism and pluricentrism he offered many clues, often allusive to be sure, for the challenge of ideological renewal in contemporary Latin America.

Two classic studies of race relations in the United States and Brazil help to exemplify ideological issues thus far raised.24 When Gunnar Myrdal and his associates presented their studies on the “dilemma” of blacks in the United States, they introduced the central volume (1944) with a statement of the “American Creed,” against which treatment of blacks might be measured.25 This creed, they found, had sources in, first, the ideology of the Protestant sects, which envisaged democracy in prepolitical, ecclesiastical terms; second, the tradition of English law, which laid bases for liberty, equality, and a government of laws rather than of men; and third, the humanistic liberalism of the Enlightenment and its principles of the dignity and perfectibility of man, a shared common weal, respect for consent of the governed, and a notion of liberty that was aggressively if loosely defined and assumed to derive from equality. This was perhaps the most explicit set of social ideals in any Western nation and the one most widely understood and appreciated by its citizenry. So compelling were its tenets that even blacks were “under the spell of the great national suggestion. With one part of themselves they actually believe, as do the whites, that the Creed is ruling America.” One could scarcely find a clearer instance of ideological hegemony, or conditioned acquiescence in the precepts of a legitimized political order. Myrdal’s challenge was to explain racial discrimination, both legal and behavioral, given the “spell” of the American Creed.

In the 1950s another European, Roger Bastide, directed a set of comparable studies on race relations in Brazil.26 In this case no attempt was made to summarize a “Brazilian Creed” as a yardstick for social behavior. This could have been for several reasons. Perhaps in Brazil discrimination against blacks was not at a quantum jump from that against other disinherited groups. Or perhaps the researchers were being “realistic” in discounting formal ideology. Or perhaps they simply assumed the norms of a generalized Western ethic (the study had UNESCO sponsorship). Or perhaps, and this is what my argument supposes, there is no Brazilian Creed in the unitary sense of Myrdal. In the United States the imputation that a person or group is “un-American” carries a clear set of meanings, while in Brazil the term “un-Brazilian” would be something of a puzzle. If the term were coined, one might imagine it signifying “patriotic” respect for an authoritarian public order or else “patriotic” disrespect for that order; it might be applied to those who undermine legal norms of equality or to those who fail to exhibit the Brazilian knack, or jeito, or circumventing formal codes. In short, the norm for being “Brazilian” might be derived from an exogenous constitutional criterion or from an endogenous cultural one.

Brazilian society, Da Matta has said, is one of multiple ethics. Here the liberal, individualist Western ethic is an official creed of legal equality that has no popular recognition as a prevalent or enforceable ideal. Private codes at all social levels and informal cult groups, sodalities, and festivals offer alternative constructions of society, methods of coping, assurances of community, and therapeutic release. Here, then, an oppressive institutional order whitewashed by individualist, egalitarian ideology is complemented by a family of subcommunities aspiring to an egalitarianism that is personalist rather than individualist and therefore consistent with holism. The realm of popular religiosity in particular represents “a subsidiary system that is gradualist, hierarchical, and compensatory: a system possessing an enormous and clear multiplicity of spheres, motivations, and ideologies.”27 Such a society classifies the single person relationally in the shifting context of his affiliations rather than atomistically by precepts of a common “creed.” In the American case the creed and the culture are seen as conjoined; Brazilians see them as unyoked.

How and when might “ideology” take form in a society that is, in a radical sense, more pluralist than a Western industrial democracy? Must it await a moment favorable for technocrats and charismatic leaders to devise a self-legitimizing regime? Does it require explosive and consensual redefinition of the rules of the game? Or is the society to fluctuate indefinitely, as Da Matta suggests, between quiescent periods, when a logic of social complementarity allows a vision of the totality, and episodes of crisis, when this logic collapses and the cosmic leader is called in?

In addressing such questions, let us brashly assume that the time is ripe to start articulating ideology not for but in Latin America. It is not to be cut from whole cloth nor cater to vested interests, nor preempt an arc on the left-to-right spectrum, nor address immediate policy matters. It will reflect inexpugnable historical contradictions whence it issues and the contemporary world that it faces. It will hierarchize aspirations in conformance to demonstrable circumstance and shared belief. We are not talking of totalitarianism, a ludicrous pretension to holism in egalitarian societies that corrupts science and manipulates history (cf. Thomas Mann’s “Mario the Magician”). Nor do we mean populism (promises, promises, promises). We commence, as ideological reconstruction must, with commonsensical renewal of lexicon. From the domain of society-and-religion (or experience-belief or anthropology-philosophy or history-literature) we fumigate, item by item, the whole mystificatory terminology perpetrated by economics and political science: state, society, bureaucracy, class, interest group, hegemony, power, control, influence, management, decision making, policy, plans, programs, resources, organization, allocation, distribution, development, theory, models, education, consensus, science, evidence, system, equilibrium, causality, rationality, and many more. Communities are not machines, and privileged actors are not omnipotent nor even very competent engineers. To conceive of societies as systems of power that is rationally exercisable without cultural or moral constraint produces a world of confrontation, terrorism, bulging penitentiaries, and “defense” budgets of a quarter of a trillion dollars. When “expertise” governs, violence is the last resort or, alas, sometimes the first. Machiavelli was right to warn of the hand of fortune in human affairs, and Rousseau to insist on the therapeutic force of a (perhaps inconstant) general will. As was Foucault to invoke an “insurrection” of minor historical knowledges “against the institutions and against effects of the knowledge and power that invests scientific discourses.”28

A Promising Conjuncture

Before surveying some possible contours of fresh ideology, let me show why this is a juncture for doing so. There are three considerations. First, the domestic situation. Ever since 1760, when a cautious meshing of ancient understandings to Enlightenment discourse began occurring in Latin America, large fissures have appeared in national platforms for ideological renewal. A horizontal fissure opens between the cosmopolitan discourse of cities, which envisions a systemic construction of society, and an accommodative, architectonic political culture, which prevails at grass roots and in the psychology of everyday life. Vertical fissures open among groups of ideological innovators because for many reasons no “system” seems to fit an architectonic society. Hence the characteristically “politicist” form of Latin American political culture, where manifestoes, plans, pronunciamientos, and garantías rally support for charismatic leadership and, as an afterthought, append standard promises of “social reform” across the political spectrum. The Mexican Revolution is a familiar case. It was not that revolutionary messages were improvised and compromised, as happens in any upheaval, but that there were no common understandings with respect to an elemental vocabulary and grammar for ideology.29 These, as will be shown below, are still lacking in Mexico.

Two centuries of random crises and arbitrary regimes never precluded meliorist hopes pinned to evolution, enlightenment, development, or simply a lucky cast of the revolutionary dice. Today, however, the future seems menacing and turbulent, at worst apocalyptic and at best inscrutable. Hence the frenzied acceleration of paradigm shifts reviewed at the outset: kaleidoscopic nightmares of the academic mind that too often become waking dreams, as in Chile since the 1950s. Intellect becomes a loose cannon on the deck. It has gained mass and critical capacity. It is no longer a patronized establishment content to offer muted or encoded messages in lieu of sketching bold alternatives. Conversely, those who wield political power, often less competent than their predecessors, are losing authority to pacify intellect. The new universities, conceived for cooptation and technocratic recruitment, are a Frankenstein’s monster. They command generous resources for reimagining the polity and for reconceiving history to yield a usable past.

Yet the new intellectual cadres cannot aspire to impose ideology as the pensadores once did. We no longer require armchair conjectures about “natural men” and “social contracts.” “People” are now part of society, despite sadistic protestations by social pathologists that they are, according to computerized indices, at its margin. Glued to transistor radios, the people know what is at stake. They are in quotidian, dialectical confrontation with authority. They discover that their improvised sodalities for accommodation and solace harbor assertive, renovative force. If life is an opera, which the Brazilian writer Machado de Assis suggested it to be in the ninth chapter of Dom Casmurro, they no longer are supernumeraries but sing their own arias, now audible over the familiar score from the orchestra pit. (Note that Machado’s God composed the libretto, Satan the music. “Indeed in some places the words go to the right and the music to the left.… There are obscure passages; the maestro makes too much use of the choral masses, which often drown out the words with their confused harmony.”)

The second conjunctural factor has to do with dilemmas of the industrial world. The metropolitan countries, alleged to control Latin American destinies, are internally threatened by economic uncertainty and exhaustion of cultural possibilities. Their life, hyperrationalized and disenchanted, spouts symptoms of paranoia and blind adventurism. Their ideological arsenal fails to yield an articulated, polycentric scheme of the world. If such is the plight of “hegemonic” powers, Latin America no longer is an ideological consumer but has messages for the world. It requires its own ideological delivery system.

That the old sureties are crumbling and the future is murky makes the moment ripe for an ambitious ideological project. If one gets static on the TV tube, one extends the antenna for distant stations. The transmitters we might pick up are the great European ideologists who wrote at a time when ancient verities were in collapse, new bases for conceiving society were imperative, and to promulgate a viable future was an act of sheer intellectual fortitude. Yet we are not simply to select a new configuration of “influences” from “great minds” of the past. Rather, we must attempt imaginative reenactment of situations in which such minds—Vitoria, Hobbes, Rousseau (to whom we shall return), Hegel, et al.—were thrown back on epistemological and axiological foundations to reconceive the “polis.” We quest not for propositions and formulae but for Aristotle’s “imitation of action.” How does one revisualize society at an existential moment? The grand ideologists did so by looking to ancient and medieval exemplars and by cultivating an intuitive, anthropological sense of immediate circumstance. The “ancients” whom we look to are those very Europeans who attended the birth of the Western nations.

A third conjunctural factor deserves lengthier consideration. One does not invent ideology ex nihilo. Besides tuning in distant stations and having rapport with immediate social circumstance, one must join a domestic conversation that has been framing the issues. An Englishman in 1650 or a German in 1800 did not reach out blindly to yoke Aristotle, Plato, Aquinas, and Machiavelli. He was immersed in contemporary dialogue. In Latin America such dialogue was desultory for a century after independence and often collapsed into soliloquies. Different explanations exist. Leopoldo Zea has claimed that New World pensadores were victims of “futurism” and failed to acknowledge and assimilate their own history. A Gramscian might propose that the artificiality and social fragmentation of the new nations precluded “hegemonic” ideologies. Florestan Fernandes contrasts the original bourgeoisie, which created its own world, with the “peripheral” one, which accepts that world submissively and by diffusion. Dumont might contend that Latin America, if one accepts it as one of the world’s large family of holistic societies, could never digest the individualist ideologies of industrial Europe that had become its principal diet. Whatever one’s mix of explanations, one may plausibly suppose that the period was a “lost century” for ideological reconstruction when one compares outcomes in such divergent cases as Russia and Japan.

Since the 1920s Latin American artists and intellectuals have been more successful in establishing cumulative dialogue. To evoke this ongoing process let us review several moments in the career of Latin American mind and sensibility in our century as reflected in such realms as literature, the essay, philosophy, and social science. This is no definitive mapping but a personal reconnaissance of openings toward what are frequently called national reality and cultural identity.30

Our first moment is the key to the rest, for it demonstrates engagement with the industrial West without mimicry. I refer to Spanish American vanguardism, known in Brazil and Europe as modernism. In Europe modernism had early antecedents as an attitude both critical and celebratory of “modernization.” One might call it a cognitive assault on the contradictions of modernity. Not until its golden age, 1910–30, however, did modernism, from its Parisian arena, make its impact on Latin America. At this point Europe experienced the crisis of nerve associated with technification, commodification, alienation, and rampant violence, as these found expression in neo-Marxian contradictions, Spenglerian decadence, and Freudian invasions of the subconscious. The Latin American prise de conscience required precisely this dissolution of evolutionary and meliorist rationales. Europe now offered pathologies and not simply models. Disenchantment at the center gave grounds for rehabilitation at the rim.

São Paulo was a predestined modernist center. Once the impoverished homeland of Brazil’s half-breed pathfinders (bandeirantes), it had exploded as the industrial capital of the continent. Here young intellectuals were well positioned to adopt modernist technique and, in their Brazilwood and Anthropophagy manifestoes, to use it for encoding messages directed to the metropolitan countries. Having filled the pockets of the capitalist West for centuries with exports of brazilwood, gold, and coffee, the time had come for Brazil to export poetry, to enrich and pluralize Western mind and sensibility. Anthropophagy recalled the cannibalism of Brazil’s first “natives,” who neither rejected nor mimicked European culture but consumed its bearers to ingest their “magic” powers.31 José Carlos Mariátegui, a Peruvian contemporary of the Brazilian modernists and famous for his essays interpreting his nation’s “reality,” is not primarily remembered as a vanguardist. Yet he was in fact a devotee of surrealism, which, by decomposing the solid bourgeois world into absurd fragments, showed him how to extract Marxism from its positivist armature to give its message mythic beyond merely scientific force.32

Mariátegui’s Seven Essays (1928), like Paulo Prado’s Portrait of Brazil of the same year, linked modernism to the national-character essayists of the 1930s. Here was a genre that paid heed to history, culture, philosophy, and psychology and less to economics and government, despite the world depression and its political crises. Ezequiel Martínez Estrada published his X-Ray of the Pampas in 1933, at the threshold of Argentina’s “infamous decade.” Yet his X-ray was not of sociogeographic “reality” in Mariátegui’s sense but of the Argentine mind. The quest leads to cultural and spiritual biography and, as it enters the domain of psychoanalysis, suspends historical time. The Argentine is an orphan of tradition, condemned to solitude, engrossed in a private self. Only when the specters of the past are brought to consciousness can they be exorcised to allow Argentines to live together in health. Germans from Schopenhauer and Nietzsche to Scheler and Spengler marked the cast of Martínez Estrada’s thought, as did Ortega and Freud. In this he was akin to Samuel Ramos, whose Profile of Man and Culture in Mexico appeared in 1934. Both men saw collective psychology as the key to national therapy.

From the invertebrate subcontinent of Brazil came a trio of books (examined more fully in chapter 5) offering quite divergent diagnoses.33 In The Masters and the Slaves (1933) Gilberto Freyre became a Freudian by private invention in his search for archetypes that govern behavior and institutions; his fascination with ethnicity, sex, and authority; and his inertial view of historical process. Much as Freud labored to normalize the idea of sexuality, so Freyre sought to legitimize Iberian culture in the tropics. In stark contrast, The Colonial Background of Modern Brazil of Caio Prado Júnior in 1942 dismissed any nostalgia for cultural roots in rendering Brazil’s past as a function of production, distribution, and consumption. Explaining change as a resultant of the international division of labor, Prado’s pioneer work would bolster the economistic argument twenty years later, but for the moment it offered little help for the “identity” quest because he disregarded cultural destinies and world outlooks. In the third book, Roots of Brazil (1936), Sérgio Buarque de Holanda proposed a dialectical history rooted in dyadic constructs of Weberian inspiration. His master split was between the affective and diffuse ties among persons in Brazil and the juridical assumptions of Western liberalism, with its amoral balancing of private egotisms. While affect, or “cordiality,” is therapy for rationalization and depersonalization, it loses force beyond a small human circle; it cannot cement extended forms of social organization, nor is it a reliable source of normative principles.

For all their differences, the writers considered thus far addressed national “reality” by assuming a relationship of tension between the Iberian legacy and the West at large. From this traffic between localism and universalism new “identities” were to be forged. In the exchange, however, Latin America suffers handicaps: first, the mother countries could not endow their colonies with “modern” institutions and ideologies; second, contemporary Latin America remains traumatized (except in Freyre’s view) by the predatory violence of European conquest and settlement. Yet to achieve “identity” would seem to require assuming at the outset that one finds oneself to be at a viable center.

In Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar (1940) Fernando Ortiz dispenses, except by implication, with history conceived as political and cultural invasion of an exotic periphery. Instead, he features two agricultural crops that define the native landscape of every Cuban. He starts with Cuban “reality” instead of working his way toward it. In this he is close to the lesson of São Paulo’s Brazilwood and Anthropophagy manifestoes. He deduces his story from the biotic requirements of two forms of vegetation. Tobacco and sugar are defined not as currency in capitalist exchange but as products of Cuban soil that in themselves dictate institutional arrangements and ways of life. Ortiz starts with the land and its fruits (as did the early Marx and Engels in The German Ideology), not with human contrivances, and adopts the ludic and poetic attitude of the modernists. Only after he personifies his two crops does he smuggle in the instrumental concerns of history (markets, economic organization, production systems), now subordinated to preexisting Cuban “identity.” Ortiz, the ethnologist, accepts identity with humor, assurance, and an eye to commonsense therapy.

The next step beyond the experimentalism and expressive release of the modernists and the reconnoitering of the essayists was toward precision, consistency, and hemispheric generalization. A promising locus by the 1940s was Mexico, whose Revolution had sunk roots, matured, and, it seemed, translated the disparate hopes of the 1920s into a program of domestic cultural inspiration. Political and economic developments that have cast doubt on whether a “revolution” did in fact occur still lay ahead. Two further factors enhanced the Mexican position. First, the Revolution was premature for true modernists to have become guides. Older hands retained intellectual mentorship (Alfonso Reyes, Antonio Caso, José Vasconcelos) and could adapt to new situations within the large philosophic perspectives of an earlier period. Second was the exodus of Spanish intellectuals to Mexico in the 1930s.34 They came with professional, international-level competence in the arts, letters, and sciences. Their antidictatorial politics placed them to relegitimize the central Iberian component of Spanish American culture that had been so problematical since independence. As Europeans, moreover, they could expand the question of New World “identity” to its hemispheric dimension.

This moment of the twentieth-century prise was marked by the ascendancy of existentialism and phenomenology, diffused directly from France and Germany or via Ortega y Gasset and the Revista de Occidente. Although Spanish émigrés in Mexico gave anchorage and inspiration for what Miró Quesada calls the awakening of the Latin American philosophic “project,” the movement was polycentric.35 In Argentina, for example, Francisco Romero was the complement to José Gaos in Mexico. Latin American philosophers, no longer “mere” pensadores, were now less hostage to circumstance and more confident in managing generality. Even Ortega’s homily “I am my self and my circumstance” leads, epistemologically, from the general to the particular, not vice versa. Phenomenology echoed the pretensions of Catholic thought to universalism and self-legitimation. It could also claim the scientific rigor of positivism without relegating Latin America to an inferior stage of “evolution.” Finally, as Mannheim recognized, its historicism was congenial to the search for collective identity; it therefore provided a level of generalization appropriate for the vague but persistent notion of a Latin American civilization.36

In the late 1950s our story line splits into two halves, scientific and literary, under pressures both domestic and external. The professional schools that for generations had validated the status and careers of upper-class sons were ill-suited nurseries for the cadres needed to expand bureaucracies and private enterprise at a time when “economic development” was being internalized. The remedy was to create faculties of administration and social science on an emergency schedule. Earlier, a few institutions (the University of São Paulo, El Colegio de México) had attempted to adapt curricula to domestic society and culture. But the perceived need to apply “science” to human affairs was now so urgent, and the funding for academic infrastructure so abundant, that there was little time for judicious redesigning of foreign curricular models, much less for creative innovation in situ.

The apparent paradox was that the North Americanization of universities (with generous European and domestic accents, to be sure) occurred precisely when large sectors of the new academic establishment were drawn to one or another brand of activist or intellectual Marxism—or else simply to the idea of Marxism. After its transplantation in the revisionist version of Juan B. Justo and the “indigenous” version of Mariátegui, Marxism had fallen into eclipse as a result of disenchantment with Stalinism in the 1930s, the Allied war against fascism in the forties, and developmentalist hopes of the fifties. Apart from the party apparatus, only a few intellectual stalwarts, such as Caio Prado Júnior and Aníbal Ponce, along with the Cuban journal Dialéctica, kept alive its intellectual promise. Suddenly, with the economic polarization of national societies, the collapse of developmentalism, the loss of faith in the “benevolence” of international capitalism, and the stirring example of a “fresh start” in Cuba, Marxism regained its initiative.

The joint hegemony of North American methods and Marxist interpretations in the social sciences was paradoxical but not illogical. For as we have suggested, Marxism did not represent an “epistemic break” with Ricardian economics but was its logical culmination. Both Anglo-American empiricism and Marxian scientism strive to unmask a social reality that is more concrete and definitive than the realidad evoked by the pensadores, which had a Hegelian promissory cast to it. Both array branches of inquiry on a hard-to-soft scale, or from infrastructure to superstructure. Because the pensadores had implicitly upended this hierarchy, the new “scientists” found them “soft” and “subjective.” There is no mystery, then, to the fluent academic traffic between empiricists and Marxists, for while their politics are poles apart, their ideologies, in Dumont’s comprehensive meaning, are similar. However much their therapies differ, both accept the vision of a Latin America that is host to implacable capitalist structures reaching to the taproots of society, and both fix upon highly instrumental goals.

For an ideological alternative to scientism we look to a fifth moment of the ongoing prise, which is concurrent with the fourth. I refer to literary and artistic creation, although to retain focus I limit myself to the marvelous realism of the novelists. We must accept the fact that since the 1960s Carpentier and García Márquez have become more recognized in the West at large than have Pablo González Casanova and Fernando Henrique Cardoso. One therefore assumes their messages to be of comparable significance. The challenge is to imagine what transaction might occur between novelists and scientists.

In the last century the debt that Marx and Engels owed to Balzac and Dickens was self-confessed; without the novelists’ sweeping social panoramas, the scientists’ understanding of commodification and reification in bourgeois, consumerist Europe would have been greatly impoverished. But what has the Latin American scientist made of One Hundred Years of Solitude beyond cherishing it as a monument to domestic imagination? The fact is that even a Marxist finds more useful “evidence” in treatises of the Chicago Boys than in the literary creations of his compatriots. Let me venture an explanation. The ideological split that has characterized Latin American intellectual endeavor since circa 1760 has finally become public. The keenest sensibilities of the past were quite aware of it, as were, for example, Machado de Assis and Mariátegui in their different fashions. But now, at the present impasse, bifocality has become pathological and requires optometrical correction.

Simply stated, the issue is this. The scientists, whatever the provisos and nuances of their analyses, rationally perceive Latin America as “inserted into” explicable schemes of metropolitan domination, manipulation, and desacralization.37 The “marvelous realists,” on the other hand, however “leftist” their political sympathies may occasionally be, instinctively “marvel at” the intransigent resistance of their societies to the imperatives of Western rationalism, capitalism, and political management. How do we bridge these two apparently antithetical visions? The very fact that the dialectic has become simultaneous rather than, as in our version of it since the 1920s, linear suggests finally the possibility, the multiple possibilities, for historical engagement—if not, in any simple sense, for “synthesis.”

This is not the place for an exegesis of marvelous realism, for book-length treatments of the term are already in place.38 Suffice it to distinguish between magic realism, which blends magic into the world and creates ambivalence for causal interpretation, and marvelous realism, which blends the unaccustomed (lo insólito) into the workaday world, making the marvelous coterminous with “reality” without eliciting dread or portentous mystery and without necessarily laying causal process under direct question.

How, then, do we connect the marvelous/magic realism of the literati with the neopositivism of empiricists, Marxists, and dependency theorists? And how do we explain that the novelists are more compelling than even the most agile and innovative of the scientists? Foucault gives us clues if we are at home in the rarefied air of French poststructuralism. But if we wish to pluck the fruit of understanding from our own garden, we consult those who are placed to make transactions at midpoint on the priapic scale of hard-to-soft “specialists,” namely, anthropologists and historians. Historians, alas, have temporarily disqualified themselves as they fight the taint of humanism, deluging us with more charts and tables than even economists need. But the anthropologist, more secure in his scientific standing, risks speculative ventures.

The Brazilian anthropologist, we saw, finds his society to be one of multiple ethics. His culture confronts the scientific premises of Western thought with a “seduced truth” of African inspiration that, because it is symbolic, is also reversible. Thus the Western axiom that exchange creates surplus, and from it linear accumulation, may yield to the presumption that exchange is reciprocal and therefore requires restitution. Afro-derived culture is grounded not in universal truth but in a seductive truth that toys with appearances and suspends universals as it seeks emancipation from sense and logic. The solemn “resurrexit sicut dixit” of the colonial prayer has become for the people “Reco-Reco Chico disse” (Reco-Reco, Chico said). Once it is ritualized, truth is relativized, purged of univocal, doctrinal meaning. Brazil’s terreiros, or ritual arenas, become radiating centers that expose reversibilities of the global society.39 Similarly in Spanish America, Colombian peasants and Bolivian tin miners, instead of surrendering abjectly to the commodity fetishism and human degradation of capitalism, resist the “laws” of economics by anthropomorphizing their domination in the form of contracts with the devil. In so doing, they reenact the first historical moment of subjection or enslavement to resurrect a demonic figure who will thwart rationalization and dehumanization.40

If the boundary between rationalization and “enchantment” were to coincide with a horizontal split between privileged and disinherited classes, we might assume that rationalization will continue a “downward” invasion through the social levels to produce a society that is available for massage or cooptation by a “hegemonic” ideology. But such is not the case. The Brazilian studies show that Umbanda cult organization, far from respecting class divisions, cuts athwart them and extends informal structures to the highest political and military levels.41 We have also the evidence of the novelists of the 1970s, who pursued lo insólito not in the domain of the populace but in the careers of the caudillos who governed them and who confronted, in “marvelous” ways, the intrusion of Western imperialism.42

The intellectual moments just sketched, while far from exhaustive, suffice to indicate, first, why and how the hard-soft construction of experience might bend toward one that lends philosophy, arts, letters, and religion a contextual role for scientific and policy-specific endeavor; and second, that the unfolding of sensibility has been not a linear but a multicyclical process to be apprehended simultaneously. The interactions, whether actual or imaginable, are endless. Because the last two of our moments, science and marvelous realism, both became public moments in the 1960s, strategic roles were created for minds of ambidextrous vocation such as philosophers, anthropologists, a poet-pensador (Octavio Paz), a poet-economist (Gabriel Zaid), or a literary critic-sociologist (Antonio Candido). For being more closely engaged, the dialectic now carries us forward more swiftly while allowing, indeed requiring, recovery of modernism, the “identity” essay, and Orteguian perspectivism. The respective authors are recovered, however, not as precursors but as participants. Their messages enter a forum for cumulative discourse.

Rediscovering the People

We seem to have floated to an ionosphere of words, images, and conjecture. But as recent centuries have increasingly distanced thought from its object (cf. Cassirer’s An Essay on Man), the acrobatics it performs to achieve rapprochement need not alarm us. In Latin America, where the organizational mind has not managed to impose itself on the general will, we must welcome a few verbal and conceptual calisthenics if we are to recover a “reality” that empiricism and Marxism do as much to disguise as to disclose.

What I have merely hinted at thus far is that Latin America’s intellectual efforts since the 1920s (plot them as you will) aim toward discovering the people. Earlier Europeans knew this to be the starting point; but since people were not yet “visible” (history written “from the bottom” has come three centuries too late), they had to conjure up a presocial condition and then restage a presumed social contract—unless, like More and Montaigne, they started with the Tupi Indians. In this case they found that men are by nature “natural,” which Oswald de Andrade maliciously rediscovered with anthropophagy. Locke was lucky enough to stumble on a definition of people that seemed to recognize “natural” propensities yet afforded Western history a new point of traction. For Latin America such a definition is more challenging, first, because the “people” are culturally diverse and socially segmented; second, because the founding principles of Ibero-Catholic governance were shrewdly oriented to accommodate heterogeneity; and third, because the motif of politics has for five centuries been social control rather than participation. Hence the obstacles to a “hegemonic” ideology, which requires uncoerced assent to “self-evident” principles rather than evasive acquiescence in structures of authority.

Let us probe further into our ideological puzzle. One might make the case that the lot of the Latin American common man has scarcely improved since colonial times, perhaps even worsened. Without devising economic or psychic indices to prove the presumption, let us review the public agenda of the region, which after two centuries remains largely unfulfilled: abolition of “servitude”; minimum welfare standards; republican institutions; universal political participation; internalization of technological innovation; domestic capital accumulation; safeguards against foreign manipulation and intervention. Latin America might seem to be in permanent stasis were it not that the new historiography discovers, for every century since the sixteenth, unceasing transition from caste to class, from personal to commercialized human relations. This neo-evolutionary view suggests that fresh ideology should be forged in reaction to—and therefore on terms dictated by—impinging capitalism. But if an already “Western” agenda is so largely unachieved, why does the ideology from which it sprang seem eternally appropriate? Need we interpret Latin American “stasis” to represent sheer ineptitude for modernization, or does it betoken an intransigent historical identity with psychic resources more durable than even those of “hegemonic” nations? Is there a tacit ideology of resistance or, in a term that has regained currency, primal “liberation” that should be set against the Manchester agenda of peace, prosperity, and private indulgence? Is ideology inevitably “suppressive and lacunar,” as in Chaui’s description, or might it be permissive and pluralist? Can we, that is, start with a matrix or “grid of consciousness” as Dumont counsels, or must we accept only the modular units for a prefab house—the “agenda” outlined above—whose design was lost in shipment?

To imply, as I have earlier, that ideology in Latin America is in search of a “social contract” is a way of saying that it needs a temporal benchmark, whether historical or mythical. To constitute a polity is to enter history, and it is appropriation of history that bedevils the protoideologists whom we have considered. Brazilian modernists prescribed symbolic reenactment of the Indians’ anthropophagy, a ritual ingestion of foreigners and their powers. Essayists and their contemporary neo-naturalist novelists found that noncumulative history is immersed in prehistoric geography. Ontologists asked whether Europeans truly “discovered” the New World or whether America is still being “invented.” Marvelous realists imagine a circular time that merges myth with present circumstance. All this makes one suppose that “natural,” precontractarian man still inhabits Latin America. Where can he be found?

Far be it from me to reinvent a creature who frequents the pages of Guimarães Rosa, García Márquez, and Roa Bastos. Instead, with the help of the poet-economist Gabriel Zaid, let us make clear that he is not Homo aequalis or “economicus,” who arose with the Western revolution of values.43 I choose Zaid simply because he can manage statistics while looking past them. He takes us to Mexico, but with queries that make the case emblematic.

Zaid’s theme is “unproductive progress,” and his master construct is a “pyramided” society that offers one-third of the population shelter under the pyramids. Like Octavio Paz, Zaid evokes Aztec imagery, in search not of historical continuities but of Foucaldian recurrent discourse. His emphasis seems apt for segmented Indo-American societies from Mexico to Bolivia. Comparable treatment of the Afro-American tier of societies from the Antilles to Brazil might give more play to an informal ethic of accommodation between common folk and the public powers. (The Euro-American societies of the southern cone, which entered “blockaded” situations in the twentieth century, lack the ethno-ideological pluralism of Indo and Afro America. It may be significant that the latter societies have been receptive to the praxis of liberation theology, while Argentine intellectuals were driven in the early 1970s to the more fully conceptualized premises of liberation philosophy.)

Zaid takes Mexico as a society unto itself. After all, if a nation of seventy-five million souls has, during a century and a half, been painfully “forged,” so that nearly all its people have at least a sense of belonging if not of incorporation or participation, it would be cynical to insist that sovereignty is passé and that a “peripheral” nation is merely a puppet of external commercial and financial manipulations that even a Harvard or Sorbonne graduate student can scarcely unravel. A large national unit is still sovereign, and it can at any moment stop importing whiskey or Stanford educational advisers. More important, if it is a country with a limited home market, it can resolve not to satisfy insatiable needs à la Ricardo (production) but to provide would-be consumers with inexpensive means to satisfy their own modest and immediate wants. That is, ideology, whatever its universal attunements may be, is here to spring from an ancient community, cast in an idiom of self-recognition as well as norms and aspiration. It should not react primarily to systemic domination, for the society itself is not systemic but architectonic (or pyramided). A people who make no consistent political contribution and provide a marginal and erratic market for products that the state incurs huge debts for producing is systemic in only a Pickwickian sense.

The canonical explanation that dominant classes control the pyramid of the state and the semiautonomous pyramids of business, labor unions, universities, and so on, collapses into the tautology that groups of wealth and power tend to be dominateurs and not dominés. Hegel’s analysis of the master-slave relationship was more subtle, but Marx slyly stood Hegel on his head precisely to give his own argument an evolutionary, systemic outcome. Zaid attributes less to the feral instincts of dominateurs or the greed of international capitalism and more to blind acceptance of a systemic economics purveyed by progressive consultants. In the years 1970–76, when the caloric consumption of Mexicans decreased by 5 percent, the budget of the National University rose by 600 percent, and those of the provincial universities, by 1,400 percent. One implication of this phenomenon is that the mere presence of the nonpyramided population feeds the growth of the pyramids. That is, a destitute village, simply by existing, creates a “need” for anthropologists, bankers, contractors, and so on. The notion of distributing tax revenues directly to the people is ridiculed in light of the “rural idiocy” of folk who assume debts at 100 percent interest to buy plows and fertilizer that they know they must slave to repay. The pyramidal norm is an 8 percent loan, arranged through “connections,” for a trip to Miami or an extra car or a house that is endlessly “pyramided” through further “connections.” In this fashion the iron rationality of the dismal science is transmogrified into the euphoric credo of triumphalism. The pharaonic persuasion of course requires elaborate casuistry in the form of such axioms as (1) that constructing an immense urban cloverleaf to save bureaucrats ten minutes’ commuting to nonproductive jobs is a better investment than fifty thousand bicycles for rural villagers; (2) that chronic shortages of domestic food staples are less significant than the permanent availability of J&B whiskey, LP’s (Vivaldi and rock), color TV, VW’s, and vernacular translations of Lenin and Milton Friedman; (3) that direct family remittances from migrants in Tucson and Los Angeles are less effectively spent than intergovernmental grants filtered through two national bureaucracies; or (4) that the target consumers for an industrializing country in Latin America should be the elites of Guatemala and Bolivia and not its own impoverished citizens. Merely to authenticate such propositions requires substantial overhead in fees to consultants from prestigious foreign universities.

Had Zaid composed his book in the economist’s usual fashion—a text cluttered with statistics occasionally relieved by an anecdotal footnote—his would have been another dismissible exercise in pathology. Instead he relegates statistics to a formidable appendix and raises anecdotes to the main text, where they assume biblical force. The “illustration” that compares the indigent potter’s six sons, who work hard from childhood and marry only when they can afford it, with the economist’s six sons, who marry and acquire children’s tuition bills and mortgaged cars and houses long before parasitic jobs in the pyramids are created for them, becomes a parable. Parables that illuminate moral dilemmas of time and place are, or should be, the essence of ideology, which we refuse to define as a grand blueprint, a mass opiate, a brave new truth of science, or verbal fetishism. The poverty of ideology in official Latin America is revealed when we contrast the economist, who preaches high-tech production of consumer durables (e.g., robots for São Paulo’s Ford factories) that will substitute scarce capital for abundant labor, with the politician, who dreams of coopting the potentially articulate population into laddered, nonproductive employment with the promise of cars, university education, and bypass surgery. Small wonder that the “hard” end of the knowledge spectrum has become hard like a gallstone, not like a cutting diamond.

A Rogue Philosopher Lends a Hand

Clearly the game of blindman’s buff is ending. Deep change lies close ahead: not the arbitrary “structural” change promised by technocrats or revolutionaries in the 1960s nor a grand turnover in values but simple recognition of the long-term facts of the case. For guidance we might stretch our antenna toward those distant transmitters. Three obvious sources of ideological inspiration are the Iberians from Vitoria to Suárez, the British from Hobbes to Smith and beyond, and the Germans from Fichte to Hegel to Marx. The Iberian tradition is the native one. Its formal principle that political norms are anterior and external to the society has become archaic, and therefore its informal and still vital principle of “populism” (in the historian’s sense, not the sociologist’s) needs restatement in fresh context. The British principle (with its French Enlightenment corollary) represents precisely the Western “revolution of values” that, we finally recognize after two centuries, Latin America submits to in highly eclectic fashion. The central issue is no longer to internalize rationalization but to acknowledge permanent antibodies. The German principle is more congenial than the Anglo-French, for it arose in a recognized context of “underdevelopment” and directly challenged the Enlightened tenets of Panglossian rationalism and oligarchic meliorism. As it matured, however, its apodictic universalism proved inhospitable to a plural ethic.

For various reasons we may be dissatisfied with these clusters of discourse. Despite their internal contradictions and points of dispute, they are general outlooks that accommodate to situations créées; they coast on premises that gradually escape surveillance. Our preferred guide would be an outcast—a “rogue philosopher”—who challenges vocabulary and premises and not merely evidence, arguments, and prescriptions, a thinker who escapes the dead hand of a “system” by imposing private experience in its complexity. We surely have a choice of such “rogues.” Merely for demonstration let us try Rousseau. As a youthful picaro in Italy Rousseau was exposed to the autumnal season of a patrimonial Catholic society. In early maturity he collided with Paris and the smug pansophism of the philosophes. After he died, his alone of French Enlightenment texts caught the German imagination. Rousseau lived out a “Latin American” experience, and because all his writings are autobiographical, they presumably yield navigation markers. His points of reference were picaresque Italy, the philosophes’ Paris, which soon would deify Reason, and an (idealized) Genevan polis—all appropriate to our case.44

At the outset we dismiss the classroom questions whether Rousseau was Jacobin or totalitarian (or both), whether the Social Contract is internally self-consistent, and whether the general will is compatible with representative government. We look for a grammar of ideology, not formulae. As Peter Gay has said, one should take Rousseau’s political theory as a critical instrument, not a constructive device. Or: he is the theorist of democratic movements, not of the democratic state.45 However one interprets the Social Contract, one is left with the fact that when Rousseau addressed cases—Geneva, Poland, Corsica—he suspended a priori judgments and weighed the historicocultural facts of the situation. Throughout his life he held to the ideal of the polis as a self-styled “citizen of Geneva”; yet he never suppressed memory of his Catholic years in Italy as a “periquillo sarmento,”46 when he lived by his wits and learned that one must judge the self-given human being, that the fault of society is its guilt and not its organizational defects, and that a social contract is needed not to create a community but to give form to an existing one. One need not recover an archaic state of nature if society is everywhere present. To capture that society requires self-awareness, not sociology; if, then, it is rooted in persons, social thought should not—cannot—be systematic. Rousseau’s professed métier in this period, and throughout his life, was that of the musician, or one who deals in themes and orchestration, not propositions and systems. (Note the importance of Brazilian popular music for ideology in the 1960s and 1970s).47

Let us group a few Rousseauian reflections to bring out three themes: the critique of liberalism, the principle of nonindividualism, and the general will. Rousseau’s argument cut athwart the liberal presumption of society as an aggregation of self-made men divided into colliding interest groups. This put the stress on private liberties rather than on liberty. It created false dichotomies between minority rights and majority rule, liberty and order, liberty and equality, self-reliance and paternalism. Freedom begins with self and not with laws, Rousseau believed, and the self should submit, not to laws devised by philosophers, but to the idea of law as such. Where general interest is a calculus by experts, “common good” becomes a misnomer, for people no longer share a common life. Shared experience reduces to the capacity for private response to an alien environment. In Paris Rousseau was struck by the evanescence of the old Roman and Christian disposition for friendship, amicitia. In the Nouvelle Héloïse Saint-Preux observes that a man may be an instant friend on first meeting yet years later may become an instant stranger if one asks of him a favor. A Parisian shows tender interest in so many persons that he can have no real interest in any of them.48

Unlike the philosophes, Rousseau refused to consider the state as an improvable utilitarian machine for increasing happiness and enhancing welfare. This helps explain his attack on sciences and arts in the first Discourse (“… tell us what we must think of that crowd of obscure writers and idle men of letters who uselessly consume the substance of the State”) and allows us to presume how he might have judged the academic Gradgrinds and policy pundits who thrive on our own public coffers. Personal liberty was for Rousseau not a mathematical matter but an ethical one. One had, fatalistically, to accept inequalities but not situations of control and dependency. Transformation of the social order required participation, not techniques of management, consent to law and not obedience to laws.

In denying that individualism was the foremost social principle Rousseau did not revert to Aristotelian and neo-Scholastic “political” man, a creature whose humanity presupposed and was defined by sociability. Once society is constituted, however, men are, Rousseau believed, indebted to one another and to the state. Such indebtedness is not dependence but describes a relational community of “artificial” persons who are not by nature sociable.49 Freedom, therefore, does not imply private spheres of noninterference, which lead to competitive disunity and in turn cause one to depend on another’s will. The rights of man cannot per se abolish coercion in society, for, in Ellenburg’s examples, liberals are forever dispersing crowds, busting trusts, and splintering mass opinion. Moreover, to limit the quantity of power is futile if the source of power is tainted. If competition leads to slavery, so too does hedonism, since giving free rein to appetite is a form of personal self-enslavement. The political whole must be nonaggregative and greater than the sum of its parts if it is to make possible the foresight and judgment that the presocial condition denies. From this assumption the question is not how to articulate parts into a systemic whole but how to respect the principle of diffuseness in the body politic.

From all this it follows that Rousseau distrusted the distinction between public and private, for when liberty is relegated to a private sphere, it is subject to public encroachment. His master split is between the general and the particular. All groupings (family, occupation, class, magistracy, and the like) are public but particular associations that fall within the general circumference of the state, defined as a society of citizens. Instead of the boundaries drawn (though often preferentially suspended) in both liberal and corporatist polities between conflictive private and public entities or sectors, we have here a hierarchical set of loyalties that run from the particular to the general good, with the latter taking precedence. This social ideal lessens the importance of individualism, whether seen as a cult of romantic genius and charismatic heroes or as a broad pedagogical program for cultivating latent abilities of single citizens. The alternative, however, is not dreary leveling and regimentation: it is simply recognition that genius or mere self-improvement is not a private matter but the corollary to unfolding, communally patterned social life. Genius depends for its definition on a shared history.

In Rousseau’s view, contemporary society was a legalized state of war declared by a powerful minority against the defenseless poor. For him, then, the central concern was not social engineering but the moral choice between liberty and slavery. Of Marx he might have said that he tried to eat his cake and have it too, and of Bentham, that he ate a cake that was not his to eat. As for Erich Fromm, Rousseau was willing to dispense with the caviar of freedom to if one had the rice and beans of freedom from. Rousseau envisioned a radically egalitarian society with “negative” liberty for all, that is, with each being free of the will of another.50 Inequality of possessions is to be expected as long as it is not so exaggerated as to allow sale and purchase of persons. The more the gap widens between rich and poor, however, the more the rich abdicate responsibility and weave the chains of oppression with garlands of art, literature, and science.

The much debated “general will” requires recognition of society as mutual, and not devised or imposed, association. For example, what Taussig’s Colombian peasants demand is not fictitious equal pay for equal work, which feeds capitalist expoliation, but acknowledgment of the intrinsic worth of all persons. Chaui criticizes “release” of women from homemaking to the competitive labor market, because they continue to sustain an exploitative system.51 Maria Hermínia de Almeida generalizes the point in implying that the primordial assignment for people in a nonparticipatory polity is to “bear witness,” not to plead for an advantaged mechanism of incorporation.52 Ultimately, general will requires bonded fellowship and reciprocal conditions of social life. In this, it “forces people to be free.” For liberal pundits the phrase smacks of totalitarianism. Ellenburg advises us to reexamine the French, “forcer d’être libre,” and to ask whether this means to force or to strengthen, in Rousseau’s sense of virtue as a strengthening of the soul. If the latter, we are left with modern conscientization that resists internalized domination, or hegemonic ideology. Such resistance, one presumes, is more easily mobilized in a society of personalized status ascription (where confrontations provoke Da Matta’s intimidating question “Do you know whom you’re speaking to?”) than in one where authority wields the scepter of egalitarian rationality (Chaui’s principle of organization) with its intimidating “Who d’ya think you are?”

Let us now place Rousseau in the context created by our having reviewed Latin America’s prise de conscience since the 1920s and having taken Zaid’s Mexico as emblematic, though not descriptive, of contemporary Latin America. In so doing we look to Rousseau not for prescriptions but for perspectives. We even create our Rousseau as Suárez created an Aristotle or British liberals created their Magna Charta ex post facto. That is, modern Latin America might discover him to be a founding father in the sense of Borges that a writer creates his own precursors. Had Kafka not lived, we could not read Browning as we do. Did Latin America not exist, Rousseau’s meanings would be more obscure.

If we assume that Zaid’s image of Mexico has held for half a millennium and that it will not be unfamiliar to our great-grandchildren, we wonder whether a program of economic development, abolishing poverty à la Lyndon Johnson, creating formal mechanisms for increased political participation (and cooptation), and schooling for selective release (and cooptation) of individual talent, whether such an agenda, rooted as it is in heavily skewed political and economic infrastructure, responds to the situation. We should start, it would seem, from an integral vision of a somewhat passive society rather than with a set of urgent assurances of technocratic redemption and dialectic movement. Rousseau was not a utopian, nor did he claim to have discovered evolutionary process, natural or man-made. He might, however, have started with the premise that the total population of a Latin American society is already in the polity, that it need not await a signal from Milton Friedman or the Marxists nor the outcome of an academic debate over “marginality” to determine who, by socio-politico-economic indices, is in and who is out. Mexico and Brazil and Paraguay and Guatemala already belong to their inhabitants. This assumption shifts the focus from a Ricardo-Marxian emphasis on mechanisms of change and instruments of power to an acceptance of fait accompli. The issue is not how to change but how to acknowledge what exists.

If we are to rescue the future from politicians, vested interests, scientists, and technocrats, we come up against Rousseau’s threatening general will. Does this general will, we may ask, not open the gate to totalitarianism, “guided” populism, or, in the classic terms of Madison’s tenth Federalist paper, a majoritarian “impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens”? But these are manipulated phenomena. Rousseau’s general will emanated from the people, not from self-appointed managers and curators. To be sure, the general will is inconstant, because it depends neither on verifiable principles of calculation nor on hoary precepts of natural law. Yet if it is a direct emanation from the people, we have less to fear from it in pluralist societies such as the Latin American than in a factionalized Western society whose pluralism consists in multiple interests that rest on shared philosophic assumptions. Rousseau urges us toward nonsystemic situations, where the task is to make the whole diffuse, not vice versa as in the mimetic centralist-federalist construction of Latin American politics. Why, if multiple “realities” are entertained, should political discourse not reflect them? Rousseau says nothing, as far as I know, that precludes diverse interpretations of the universe or that attributes universality to Weberian disenchantment or that denies the possibility of marvelous realism.

Admittedly, Rousseau preferred small societies to large ones. To the Cuba of 1959 or the Nicaragua of 1979 he might have wished to apply his Corsican recipe for small nations of social youthfulness, adaptable for small farming and amenable to moral in lieu of commercial imperatives. Brazil or Mexico more nearly answers his Polish case: a large nation of soldiers and academies that cultivates arts and sciences, commerce and industry, where money is made to circulate swiftly so as to keep citizens in great dependence. This was the perfect formula for a scheming, avid, ambitious, servile, and knavish people given to extremes of opulence and misery, license and slavery. Rousseau’s advice for such a nation was to revive the autonomy of provincial and smaller territorial units. Lacking the ideal small polity, one aims to segment the larger whole in defiance of systemic articulation. The representation one cultivates is not delegated power, which may enslave those who delegate it, but a direct and continuing representing of the political claims and world views of heterogeneous constituencies in search of liberation.

In contemporary Latin America the Christian base communities and liberation theology are an obvious analogue to the Rousseauian prescription. Religion assumes the public, civic character that Rousseau advocated. By assembling in primary groups the people become the church, inverting and decentralizing authority, eliminating the paternal function of clerical “shepherds,” acquiring the right to speak directly to the highest authorities. The constant dialogue that sustains and justifies the communities is a critical reflection on self and society, a search for causes of poverty and oppression that points toward collective understanding and ideology. Sin no longer means heterodox belief but any form of oppression. To eliminate “sin” requires not a canvassing of received doctrines but alertness to signs of the times and a communal effort to devise fresh language, ideas, projects. Such a process seems closer to Rousseau’s notion of a general will in gestation than to Anglo-American suppositions about opinion formation in a liberal society.

A Note on Multiple Ethics

This chapter has been concerned not with immediate issues and practical strategies but with the implications of a long-term existential interlude that is starting to witness, on many fronts, a deep-cutting reconceptualization of Latin American societies, institutions, and their cultural premises. As I reached these final paragraphs, a letter arrived from an accomplished Peruvian social scientist and planner, who writes:

At this moment something more than a preoccupation is apparent in the Latin American region. I would call it anguish sprung from the sensation that our distance from the industrial world and leading-edge technologies is increasing at biometric rhythms. On the other hand there is a sense of loss of identity, of dissolution of one’s own, that doesn’t mean transformation into an “other” but into a vacuum marked by frustration where the only conceivable salvation is in the hands of economists and financiers.

Yet it is precisely such an existential moment—marked by “anguish,” “vacuum,” “frustration”—that invites and compels a surveying of native grounds and cultural roots. And it comes at a time when the venerable Ibero-Catholic tradition can be remembered not as exclusively clerical and authoritarian but, like any long-lived tradition, as carrying its own therapeutic potential. This is not to say that the Christian base communities just mentioned are in themselves the answer—who knows what forms of cooptation they lend themselves to?—any more than the guerrillas, squatters’ invasions, and non-Catholic cult groups that opened our eyes in the 1960s were the answer. (And who, after all, can predict what burdens and ironies are subsequent to any “liberation”?) The point is that in the long run the formation of radically egalitarian sects against a pyramided church (à la Troeltsch and Weber) offers a better sociological example for Latin America than the disquisitions of Madison, Mill, and Marx.

This leads me to question Chaui’s nimble essay “Popular Culture and Religion,” which repudiates any and all religious sects because they are cooptable by institutionalized authority. My own inclination is to keep religion right where Kierkegaard placed it: along with ethics, art, and science. Chaui does, I admit, end up where I would like to: with the Frankfurt School admonition that science (not religion) is the opiate of the people. But despite this turn of the screw, her analysis is embedded in received Western philosophy. She urges use of its resources to replace the suppressive, lacunar discourse of “ideology” with an antidiscourse, or critical discourse, that will unmask ideology.53 The objective at this exploratory, formative moment, however, is not to calibrate Western ideology against Western science but to canvas coexistent modes of discourse from wherever they may arise. Rousseau, unlike his Enlightened confreres, encouraged such an enterprise.

Here indeed is a central point. Latin American societies are societies of multiple ethics, whereas the ideology of the industrial West presumes a unitary ethic or, as Americans like to put it, uniform “rules of the game.” Such “rules” characterize egalitarian societies and are conducive to dissemination of “hegemonic” ideology. In Latin America heterodox world views, notably (but not exclusively) Amerindian and African ones in their creolized form, still persist. And they do so for two reasons. First, the action of church and state for three colonial centuries worked to orchestrate and hierarchize diverse world views, not to suppress or standardize them. Second, in societies where large masses could never realistically aspire to incorporation within “bourgeois” society, it is natural that heterodox outlooks and strategies for reconceptualizing the social universe have retained their force. How, then, can ideology in the sense of universal political ground rules flourish in societies that are truly plural and not merely factionalized?

Let us take a clue from Chernoff’s contrast between Western and African music, whose implications are conspicuous for the Afro-Caribbean countries and Brazil.54 For the moment, or perhaps for any moment in our existential future, we cannot expect clear, practical alternatives. What we do require is sensitivity to simultaneous constructions and rhythms. This we find in Chernoff’s comparison between the Western “metronome sense,” which construes time as moving inexorably toward a distant moment, and African music, which imposes on musician and spectator alike the need to maintain a personal rhythm that gives coherence to an ensemble of conflicting rhythms and accents. Western music harmonizes different tones into chords but has no name for rhythms; its terminology (accelerando, rubato, syncopation, etc.) refers to speed, meter, and accentuation. In Africa, beats have names and variations, and the beat of music comes from a relationship among rhythms rather than from a dominant pattern. Alternatives remain alive. Translated into sociopolitical terms, this is the metaphor that illuminates our case. The fact that the establishment may coopt religious cult groups is of no more consequence than that New York and Paris night clubs convert African rhythms to metronomic linearity for the amusement of bored bourgeois patrons.

This afterthought is by way of underscoring what democratization must mean in lands of cultural diversity where economic “solutions,” by norms of the industrial West, are unattainable in the foreseeable future. Here ideology must evolve from the continuous representing of the people’s claims, not from imposition via structures conceived on high. Democracy must here be thought of as a process that refers not simply to the everlasting clash of passions, interests, and opinions but also to the premises from which they spring and the arenas wherein they are voiced. The path of “liberation” that Latin Americans are adopting betokens a processual goal and not the static condition of Anglo-French “liberty.”





 

Part III

The North-South Transaction

One of the advantages we Latin Americans have over North Americans is that we can communicate more easily, whereas I’ve noticed that North Americans experience a difficulty in communication which they try to conceal by means of all their celebrations, like Christmas, and by forming a lot of societies and holding congresses where people wear a little label with their name written on it.

—Jorge Luis Borges
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The Strange Career of Latin American Studies (1964)

I believe the [Harvard] authorities would have been well pleased, for the sake of completeness, to have added a Buddhist, a Moslem, and a Catholic scholastic to the philosophical faculty, if only suitable sages could have been found, house-trained, as it were, and able to attract a sufficient number of pupils. But this official freedom was not true freedom, there was no happiness in it. A slight smell of brimstone lingered in the air.… The atmosphere was not that of intelligence nor of science, it was that of duty.

—Santayana

If one investigates the growth and present state of Latin American studies in the United States, one is surprised to find how voluminous the literature of inventory and diagnosis has been. So heavy are current demands on Latin Americanists for self-appraisal that some of them have served up the same hash twice or more, with different garnishes, to appease the hunger of benevolent bureaus and foundations that stand watch over the “area programs” of our universities.

To review and assess this diagnostic literature is too large a task for this essay. Moreover, the more one peruses status reports, the more one senses the redundancy of another contribution along the lines of “The Path We Have Traveled” or “The Job of Work to be Done” or “The Marriage of the Disciplines”; for the time has come to say unequivocally of Latin American studies in the United States that the princeling—he is hardly an emperor—is scantily clad.

By this I do not mean to imply that Latin Americanists fail to recognize scholarly lacunae of a certain order. Time and again they have duly noted that there are few studies of Latin American thought, that social anthropologists neglect cities for remote villages, that there are few analyses of voting behavior, or that “there is no good history of Peru in English.” But such criticisms do not preclude a general consensus that Latin American studies have “progressed” since, say, the 1920s—whether one speaks of scope and quantification of research, collaboration among disciplines, improvement of libraries and research aids, or figures for student enrollment.

It is the outsider who tends to express himself in less congratulatory fashion: the department head who has been canvassing for that “middle-rank Latin Americanist of intellectual maturity and scholarly promise”; the commissar, public or private, who has been fashioning a rhetoric to justify the millions that must be poured, willy-nilly, into “area programs”; the outside scholar—medievalist, literary historian, or political scientist—who has been examining the literature in English on Latin America for points of comparative reference; and, of course, many academic colleagues in Latin America itself.

When Americans point out the shortcomings of their Latin American scholarship, it is customarily by way of self-incrimination. Because of propinquity, Pan-Americanism, totalitarian threats, or eleemosynary commitment we feel that we should understand, study, exchange with our neighbors more effectively. This essay is far from being such an indictment, for, indeed, if we were to study Latin America well and dispassionately, we might find authoritarianism to be its best way out, or we might roll back the mists only to find the psychological chasms to be unbridgeable.

Here my purpose is to suggest, as clinically as possible, that the defects of Latin American studies in the United States are largely attributable to a fundamental alienation between the two Americas. By alienation I do not gently mean unfortunate misunderstandings that might be remedied by a bit more knowledge and good will. What concerns me is the fact that for many of our Latin Americanists the intensive study of their subject kindles their subconscious hostility to it. The heart of the matter is that here are two cultures whose historic spiritual trajectories are not merely different—this would not produce backlash when the attempt is made to “understand”—but diametrically opposed.1

A perennial starting point for discussing relations between the two Americas is the essay Ariel published in 1900 by the Uruguayan pensador José Enrique Rodó.2 The book is a disquisition by the venerated master, Prospero, who warns against the vulgarity, utilitarianism, and mediocrity of egalitarian democracy (symbolized by Caliban) and urges the pursuit of esthetic ideals and moral heroism (symbolized by Ariel). Rodó’s argument occasionally draws on the United States to exemplify the excesses of mass society. And since he admonishes Latin Americans to cultivate redeeming aristocratic qualities of mind and spirit, his readers logically identified North America with Caliban and Latin America with Ariel. Although these simple equations were not precisely Rodó’s intention, the image remains a cherished furnishing of the Latin American psychic storeroom, and U.S. behavior over the years has allowed little dust to settle on it. For his reading of The Tempest Rodó was indebted to such French writers as Alfred Fouillée and Ernest Renan. Renan’s Caliban, suite de la Tempête (1878) and L’eau de jouvence: Suite de Caliban (1881) adapted Shakespeare’s characters to contemporary political themes, with Caliban the brutish though educable force of democracy and Prospero and Ariel the undying principles of mind and spirit.

Subsequent readings of The Tempest, starting with Mannoni’s Prospero and Caliban, return us to the original text.3 They help us to see that one of the many keys to Shakespeare’s play, written when England was first taking cognizance of exotic lands overseas, is the theme of colonialism. We now suspect that Prospero, far from being a kindly, all-suffering philosopher-king, may be a paranoid colonial ruler. He cannot relate to fellow humans and grows anxious when his authority is threatened. His gentle daughter Miranda, his good slave Ariel, and his bad slave Caliban all must render him total submission. We realize that we have accepted the brutishness of Caliban on faith. We see him through Prospero’s eyes. We have simply assumed that he is uneducable, that he must hew wood forever. Perhaps, though, he already has an education of a “native” sort. Perhaps he did not try to rape Miranda but was the victim of Prospero’s incest fantasies. We realize with a start that we do not really know Caliban. In the new version Prospero becomes the prosperous United States (with Ariel the magic wand of technology?), and Latin America becomes Caliban, the Caliban whom nobody knows, with whom Prospero loses patience, and whom he legislates to be an “undeveloped” brute.4 As in The Tempest, Prospero pities Caliban, takes pains to make him speak, teaches him “each hour one thing or another.” But Caliban’s reply is:

You taught me language; and my profit on’t

Is, I know how to curse: the red plague[!] rid you,

For learning me your language!

(The Tempest 1.2.363–65)

Elsewhere, in The Mirror of Prospero, I have presented my own version of the Prospero-Caliban interpretation of the Americas and need not summarize it here. Besides, the historic constraints that inhibit the study of Latin America in the United States should be mapped more directly than is possible by literary analogy. Before launching into the argument let me set forth three assumptions:

1. I assume that whatever the challenges of Far Eastern, South Asian, or African studies in our country, those who design them can count on the relative innocence of their audience, on the student’s willingness to suspend judgment and to clamber, however gracelessly, into a new cultural universe. Latin America is deceptively recognizable—to novitiate and expert alike—as a poor and slightly disreputable Western cousin. Across our common borders we freely exchange millions of tourists for millions of wetbacks and busboys. Latin America professes what is for many Americans a familiar and slightly déclassé brand of Christianity; its Iberian languages are ones—as Marianne Moore said of “plain American”—“which dogs and cats can read.”

2. I am concerned with liberal or speculative studies, not with technical or activist programs. The benefits that applied knowledge derives from a formal education are either less important or more subtle than the pundits axiomatically assume. Our central question is, Why are the Ibero-Catholic mind-set and social understandings so baffling for American scholarship? and not, How can agricultural extension services in Iowa be adapted for highland Peru? The activist who rolls these two sorts of questions into one ball of wax acquires more grace for his social dealings in Latin America but may overinterpret and overreact to prosaic human problems.

3. I must arrange the academic disciplines in concentric circles of relevance to my purpose. In practice, a Latin American “area studies program” embraces whatever regionally oriented courses a university has on the books at the moment of fund-raising. They can range from development economics to basic English for foreigners, from pre-Columbian archeology to tropical agriculture. Given my concern with the cultural premises of personality and society, however, I must place history and history of ideas, literature and the arts, and—in some of their phases—the social sciences in the innermost circle. At varying removes from the center come, not necessarily in the order given: antiquarian, statistical, and bibliographic compilations, popularizations, instrumental policy prescriptions, the natural sciences, and the applied, or “tool,” courses. If our assumption that the premises of Latin American culture have been inaccessible to American scholarship is true, we may expect that academic quality improves as we move from the center to the rim of this circle.

That the wheel of Latin American studies has a clay hub can by and large be confirmed. It is commonplace, for example, to observe that the American academic milieu supports scarcely any intellectually mature activities in Latin American literary history or literary criticism. Pedagogical and technological innovations in methods of language teaching have far outpaced any renovation in the understanding and teaching of literature. The amount of serious attention given to Latin American philosophy, art, and music is minuscule.

Social scientists have been parsimonious in producing academic landmarks. It is, perhaps, not far off target to say that sociology has been the most laggard, and its sister, anthropology, the most productive, of the social science disciplines. Even if one sets aside contributions in archeology, prehistory, and tribal ethnology, the balance of the anthropological contribution is substantial. Within American scholarship it offers the firmest point of departure for exploring personality, culture, and the logic of institutions in the Latin American world. That so much has been achieved by this discipline is remarkable given its antitheoretical tendencies and given miscellaneous recent pressures that have driven anthropologists into consultantships and applied programs. A possible explanation is that anthropologists “backed into” standard Latin American creole culture via non-Hispanic or partly Hispanic tribal or Indian-village communities. This may have helped them preserve a certain innocence of vision. Moreover, it is interesting that the interpretive forays of anthropological research in Latin America are often toward transcultural hypotheses—“folk-urban continuum,” “the culture of poverty,” “the image of the limited good”—rather than identification of special characteristics of the Latin American milieu.

The work of American historians on Latin America is too voluminous to be characterized briefly—although if a single word were required, it might be humorless. Moving onto still thinner ice, I venture that till now the most important American contribution to Latin American historiography has been in the realm of “services”: bibliographic compilation, devising of research aids, and enhancement of library collections. Our historians’ lack of intellectual or spiritual involvement with Latin America is evident from any cursory comparison of the best work done by North American and Latin American historians during, say, the last thirty years. At a symposium on “The Historian’s Task” held in 1958, a Mexican historian tactfully implied this contrast in commenting on the papers of two colleagues, a Mexican and an American: “For him [the Mexican] the task of the historian is not defined so much by objective themes and purposes as by the nature of historical knowledge, and for this reason the central theme of his remarks consists in an examination of the awareness which exists in Mexico, among a small group of historians and philosophers, of the crisis through which the ideas of history and of historical truth themselves are passing.” The American historian’s lack of concern with—and, presumably, lack of respect for—cultural and intellectual trends in Latin America is symptomatic of his sober pursuit of “objective themes and purposes.” He recommends a research project, not because it is inherently interesting, but because “it needs to be done” to fill out the academic jigsaw puzzle.

By the foregoing I do not intend to trundle out the old stereotype of an American culture that is long on practicality and method and short on philosophic substance and vision. Rather, I ask whether special historical and cultural factors inhibit mobilization of the best resources of North American scholarship when the object of study is Latin America.5 One wonders why a critic so cosmopolitan as Edmund Wilson, who even found his way to the novels of Haiti, that Afro-Gallic cranny of Latin America, could have confessed that he was bored by Hispanophiles: “I have made a point of learning no Spanish, and I have never got through Don Quixote; I have never visited Spain or any other Hispanic country.”

A preliminary point is that through the years our contact with Latin America has produced a utilitarian, backdoor relationship. American trade with the Hispanic world trended sharply upward after the American Revolution, and the first college course in Spanish in this country was offered at the University of Pennsylvania in 1766. Yet in 1817 the North American Review still questioned whether the Spaniards had “taken a step in the right road of learning since the days of the Cid.” Many loan words that have penetrated American English from south of the border—desperado, bronco, hombre, sombrero, vamoose or mosey, buckaroo, hoosegow, and calaboose—seem somehow sweaty and uncouth, as though they emanated from a contraband or culturally marginal world.

I am not bemoaning the lack of “cultural relations” with Latin America, for I am never sure what is implied when people insist that these be established, or improved. It is just that Latin America, unlike most parts of the world, has never given us the sense that somewhere, protected from its money marts, its civil violence, its churlish masses, it possesses privileged sanctums where national aspirations are purified and perpetuated. The North American knows of no Florence in Latin America, no Weimar, no Taj Mahal, no exquisite gardens with arching footbridges and clumps of dwarf pine. (He is therefore forced to “invent” a touristic Taxco.) For us the Latin American is the peon or pistolero and not—as he might be for occasional Frenchmen—the poet or jurist.

Because of signposts in their own culture, therefore, gifted young Americans on the threshold of an intellectual career fail to discern in Latin America worthy targets of endeavor. It holds out for them no shaped ideals, no noble mysteries. Much later, in the course of other pursuits, they may glimpse the riches of the Latin American tradition, but by then it is too late. Who is the trimmer who would submit to being “retreaded”—that abusive new term—by a grant from a busybody commissar? Thus Latin America is left for our academic Prufrocks.

Beyond all this, however, the story has deep spiritual entanglements. It is of enduring consequence that our country was founded in revolt against Catholicism, against the layered and corporative society, against casuistical justice, against tolerance of sin in the human community, against private eccentricity and affective release—against the whole late medieval world that Huizinga created for our century and that is still largely a reality for Hispanic peoples. Seventeenth-century Ibero America stood for everything that Anglo America had set itself fiercely against. History is not so capricious that this situation has radically changed. Our present doctrinal diversity and toleration obscure for us the fact that we are integrally a Protestant nation, insensitive and vaguely hostile to the sociological and psychological foundations of a Catholic society. We assume that Calvin and Locke are a point of departure for “American studies,” while would-be Orientalists must pore over Buddha, Confucius, and Lao-tze. Yet how seriously have we dared require a steeping in St. Thomas, Dante, and Suárez for those who would understand Latin America?

In 1699 Cotton Mather made an entry in his diary that, were it not for its sincerity and clarity, might have been written by a modern expert, planner, or program assistant. It deserves quotation as a reminder of the recalcitrancies of history:

About this Time, understanding that the way for our Communication with the Spanish Indies, opens more and more, I sett myself to learn the Spanish Language. The Lord wonderfully prospered mee in this Undertaking; a few liesure [sic] Minutes in the Evening of every day, in about a Fortnight, or three weeks Time, so accomplished mee, I could write very good Spanish. Accordingly, I composed a little Body of the Protestant Religion, in certain Articles, back’d with irresistible Sentences of Scripture. This I turn’d into the Spanish Tongue; and am now printing it, with a Design to send it all the wayes that I can, into the several parts of Spanish America; as not knowing, how great a matter a little Fire may kindle, or whether the Time for our Lord Jesus Christ to have glorious Churches in America, bee not at hand.

We must, of course, recognize that Latin American, or, more broadly, Hispanic, studies have had their moments of promise in America. The outstanding one was the era of Irving, Prescott, and Bryant, the years when the Smith Professorship of French and Spanish, established in 1816 at Harvard, was held successively by Ticknor, Longfellow, and J. R. Lowell. Whatever spark of cultural generosity or potion of Moorish enchantment gave us this moment, it was important, not for cornerstones of scholarship, but for the spectacle, never again repeated, of a constellation of our nation’s leading writers bringing things Hispanic to central prominence on our literary and academic scene.

A subsequent generation—Lea, Moses, Bourne, and others—was more professional, had the grasp of “competence.” But flair, style, and romance were gone. The subject could not be powerfully related to the core of American life. The center of the stage was lost. Since then our Latin Americanists have “cultivated, sung, groaned, and loved”—to borrow Ortega’s phrase for the Spanish masses: they have done all that was under the circumstances to be done. Despite sometimes useful or even handsome accomplishments, Latin American studies became a faintly ridiculous tail to a politicocommercial kite. In the groves of academe the scholar lies down in darkness with the former diplomat, the casual pundit, the entrepreneur.

Now, however, the situation becomes menacing. For now, past mistakes are to be rectified—as if historic cultural commitments were a corrigible misdemeanor. Millions of dollars are dangled each year before harassed and thirsty university administrators. Like the golden apple that Eris cast among the gods, they cause tumult and rancor rather than reward “the fairest.” They also create programs, centers, and institutes that hasten the amputation of Latin American studies from the main trunk of American scholarship. And they subsidize cadres of gimlet-eyed graduate students who plunge into archives or field interviews without having lingered over Kant or Troeltsch or Huizinga or Wölfflin, or whatever sources of perspective and wisdom might have proven congenial.

One payoff for these benefactions is that scholarship on Latin America will now “catch up” with that in other fields. Take the case of poor political science. Hitherto, it is said, our political studies of Latin America have been largely journalistic interpretation, constitutional analyses, and excursions into diplomatic history. Now there is dutiful mobilization to produce “scientific” studies of party systems, interest groups, and voting behavior. The mechanical transference of research designs from California or Canada to Chile or Colombia makes the next ten or twenty years of political inquiry predictable and therefore drab.6 We, of course, assert that within Latin America itself the serious study of political science is almost nowhere cultivated. Yet ironically, Latin Americans have produced first-class studies in political theory, philosophy of law, and the history of political institutions. These are precisely the realms from which we should be taking cues. An inquiry into voting behavior should presuppose understanding of the relationship of conscience to natural law in the Hispano-Catholic tradition. An analysis of the decision-making process should presuppose knowledge of the moral function of casuistry in a Catholic society.

The examples could be multiplied. But it remains to peel off one more layer of the onion. We have mentioned the sociology of international contact. We have mentioned philosophic and spiritual commitments. This can only lead us to a question in the domain of collective psychology. For we must conclude that the North American who looks south wrestles with an insidious doubt. Even in the face of the cruelty, poverty, and tumult of Latin America he cannot escape the lurking suspicion that it is just barely conceivable that his own civilization may have taken a wrong turn in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. We never had the opportunity to be Japanese or Hindu. But once upon a time we were within the mother Church. Whatever we gained by leaving it, we were forced to cauterize some of those easy instincts, to abandon some of that immemorial social wisdom, in which the Latin American world abounds. Latin America confronts us with much that we swept under the rug, with much that might still have been ours. Can it be, can it possibly be, that our several strategies for keeping Latin America at an intellectual and psychic remove were devised so as to obscure this simple fact?

Stop the Computers, I Want to Get Off! (1970)

The idea which threatened historical scholarship in Europe about thirty years ago, that is, the demand that it should merely do the hoeing and the plowing for sociology, is prevalent in America.… The antimetaphysical attitude of mind automatically includes an antihistorical one. Despite a flourishing and excellently organized practice of history, America’s mind is fundamentally antihistorical.

—Huizinga

As the years have passed, the obvious has come into view to teach me that an inquiry into the care and grooming of Latin American historians in the United States cannot dispense with general reflections on North American academic culture. Experience warns me to head for the high ground. Had I been asked to prescribe for our discipline when I began teaching twenty years ago, my agenda would have been properly utilitarian and focused: more Latin American history in curricula, more Latin American historians on faculties, systematic Latin American library accessions, more faculty and student grants, more Latin American visitors, more paperbacks and teaching aids, more recognition of Latin American history by other specialists. Now that these blessings have descended in varying degrees of prodigality one realizes that, in T. S. Eliot’s couplet: “That is not it at all, / That is not what I meant, at all.” One wishes not to be judged ungrateful to the entrepreneurs, organizers, and philanthropoids responsible for our post-Fidel benefactions. But one recognizes with a start what should have been clear all along: that the hydroponic soil of academic subvention multiplies without necessarily ripening the fruits of scholarship.

In recent years I have found myself producing slightly disingenuous pièces d’occasion that speculate why Latin American studies are so indifferently cultivated in our country, given the resources and effort sluiced into them. I have suggested that our backdoor exposure to the south conditions us to a peon-pistolero-busboy image that scares off sensitive young scholars. More important is a set of historicocultural differences that block understanding—not simply for being differences but for being threatening ones. Parsonian categories help describe them, but what enables us to grasp their significance and gauge their historical momentum is the contrast between church-type and sect-type societies elaborated by Max Weber and Ernst Troeltsch.

For all their unoriginality, my views have evoked flurries of protest, private and public. I have been accused of romanticizing Latin America, even personalizing it as a paramour; of insisting too shrilly on the relevance of the Thomistic heritage to contemporary Latin America; of being a cultural determinist; of being a counterrevolutionary; of deprecating American scholarship; of barking at (without daring to bite) the hand that feeds me; of being, in short, a “dangerous” influence. Yet the rejoinders so frequently stress how much, rather than how well, the guild is doing that a nerve may have been struck, however wobbly the hand on the drill.

The matter of cultural focus is central to studying history and to identifying blind spots and resistances of fledgling historians. Cultural focus is not, of course, a historian’s monopoly. It is an obvious concern for students of Latin American literature and philosophy; but activity in this sector is still so erratic in our country that history may soon have to sprout humanistic pinions if Latin American studies are not to flap in mournful circles on the lone wing of social science.7 Social scientists in turn, although no strangers to the cultural realm, obey house rules that incline them more toward manipulation than toward reflection, more toward generalization (reverentially called “theory”) than toward morphology, more toward indicators than toward metaphors, more toward quantifying experience than toward rendering it. Such preferences are not necessarily mischievous. But in this case they seem better understood as cultural blinders than as noble scientific aspirations. Their side-effect on students is to separate them from subject matter, developing cognitive and manipulative “cool” at the cost of moral and expressive sensibility.8 The absurdity of green undergraduates applying game theory to U.S.-Cuban relations or communications theory to Brazilian national development goes quite unchallenged.

What I label “cultural focus” many social scientists prefer to call “values,” a term redolent of the commodities market and suggesting lavish possibilities for transaction and exchange.9 A recent essay by Seymour Lipset, “Values, Education, and Entrepreneurship,”10 analyzes the role of values in contemporary Latin America. Some reflections on this exemplary statement may help me specify what I take to be the strategic contribution that historians can make at this juncture.

Professor Lipset aligns himself with those sociologists who stress the effect of values in fostering economic development. He is alert to the perils of determinism, however, and of neglecting the extent to which values may be produced or sustained by economic factors. He appreciates the complexities of change and the variety of situations that yield, or may be encouraged to yield, innovation. Yet on certain counts his analysis requires infrastructure that only history provides.

Like many others, Lipset regards values not as arrayed in a focus or matrix but as forming a cluster that, under modernizing pressures, can be picked apart like a box of Cracker Jack. His Latin American value cluster includes “feudal social values,” low achievement motivation, kinship ties and personalism, local community orientation, traditional and aristocratic norms, paternalism, expressive behavior, aversion to manual labor, rural-type social structure, short-range profit calculation, and nonprofessional intellectualism. By sociological definition, such values are antithetical to urbanization, industrialism, democratization, and modernization. They are therefore eroding away in Latin America, and with a little push from social engineers the transformation will be complete.

Now, values such as the ones listed can be reduced to discrete fragments of behavior. Once the “behavioral” scientist has tagged and patterned them, he relinquishes his job to the “policy” scientist (or else changes his own hat). It is a pity that these two types of practitioners, social cartographers and pundits, have usurped our social sciences. For neither is much interested in the deeper wellsprings of behavior—that is, the realm of belief.11 Perhaps Americans shy away from belief as something private and unmentionable in our multisectarian society. Perhaps we confuse belief with dogma, and it offends our empiricism. Or perhaps our manipulative meliorism is to blame: because belief changes only glacially, we prefer to deal with its ephemeral accommodations to circumstance in the form of behavior, values, and style. Whatever its pathology, our fixation on ripples rather than tides leads us to applaud reduction of family size, introduction of civil-service exams, or investment in industry as though they signified “modernizing” shifts in a whole belief system.

Oddly enough, the antiseptic behaviorist who fails to distinguish belief from values ends up being more judgmental than the cultural historian. And when he arbitrates that Japan may retain its “traditional value system” because it is compatible with industrialism, while a quarter of a billion Latin Americans must discard most of theirs, he is on his way to being an insufferable meddler.

A matrix of belief finds expression in shifting patterns of value and behavior. Otherwise it would have no permanence. It is not just since World War II or 1830 or 1760 that Latin American societies have exhibited transitional or contradictory or asymmetrical features. Since the Middle Ages and until now the Iberian world has experienced the tensions of traditionalism and millennialism, hierarchism and populism, localism and universalism, familialism and individualism, hedonism and asceticism. It is in these historical terms that the travail of contemporary Latin America is best construed. However slapdash he may be as a psychohistorian, Vianna Moog has a sure instinct when he points Brazilians toward their consummate colonial sculptor Aleijadinho as a culturally consistent therapeutic symbol and not toward North American or Japanese paradigms.12

A notable feature of Western cultural history for the last several centuries is the gradual consignment of belief systems to a subliminal realm. Social thinkers and political leaders have become progressively less able or more reluctant to tell us what they are up to—a fact easily confirmed when one compares the public utterances of Francisco Suárez and Celso Furtado, of Hernán Cortés and Fidel Castro, of Cotton Mather and David Riesman, of Roger Williams and Nelson Rockefeller. This subliminalization of belief gives margin for frenzied activity in the social sciences.13 Although the practitioners assure us that they are laying bare the taproots of motivation and conduct, the reverse is more nearly true. That is, social science conceptualization tends less to illuminate social reality than to commemorate our growing estrangement from it.

One way to get at archetypal beliefs is from the premise that they have to do with the way people imagine it possible to enter a state of grace, singly or collectively. On this score Max Weber wrote some pages that provide a passkey to social structure and social change in Latin America through the centuries.14 But there is no need to be prescriptive. In a recent essay Guillén Martínez makes precisely the point of Latin American historical continuity—stressing the irrelevance to it of Western liberalism and Marxism—but with no use of Weberian categories. One could scarcely find a more dramatic contrast between historical and sociological outlooks than in the following views of Latin American industrial development. According to Guillén Martínez:

None of these urban conglomerates [Mexico, São Paulo, Buenos Aires] could have reached its present physical size without the generalized use of the financial and manufacturing techniques of capitalist industrialism. But none of them shows a visible tendency toward political democratization or a lessening of social injustice. On the contrary, the old problems of authoritarianism, social inertia, and violent struggle for power are more evident there than they were and still are in the old rural zone.15

Here is Lipset on the same topic:

The value system of much of Latin America, like Quebec, has, in fact, been changing in the direction of a more achievement-oriented, universalistic, and equalitarian value system, and its industrial development both reflects and determines such changes.… Paternalistic feudal attitudes toward workers are characteristically more common in the less developed Latin American countries than in the more industrialized ones.… [The] more developed an area, the more “modern” the attitudes of its entrepreneurs.… Values clearly change as societies become economically more developed.16

My point is not quite the stark one that the Latin American is right about his own society and the North American observer wrong. More precisely, it is that the former’s conclusions are plausible, while the latter’s, however shrewd the observations that lead to them, are either platitudinous or wildly out of historical context. It is sobering to think that the American social science establishment is being mobilized for more of the same, but in leatherette rather than cowhide. Americans have always been patronizing toward the belletristic tradition of the Latin American pensadores. It is ironic that now, the very moment when social sciences have won their place in Latin America, American research is becoming so aim-inhibited that satirists and indignant polemicists (the Jules Feiffers, Russell Bakers, Norman Mailers, Paul Goodmans) promise to be our only sentries at the threshold of social reality.

By now it is clear that I do not propose to inventory the treasures that historical study holds in store for Latin Americanists. Instead I have seized on what is for me its strategic role for the present moment and circumstances. At the risk of perilous analogy I can summarize by saying that the therapy historians might provide for Latin American studies is similar to that which Freud brought to psychology two generations ago. Our social scientists and social engineers look on Latin America much as Freud’s colleagues regarded their patients, that is, as being in a state of hysteria, curable by hypnosis. Freud’s genius was to perceive that “hysterical” symptoms had logical explanations in life histories. His method was “to treat the long-past experiences and emotions as if they were still present in the adult; and the concept of the unconscious was the only thing that made this possible.”17 The Freudian exaggeration to which historians may fall prey is to overstress the importance of the early, formative years. But this misdemeanor is soon corrected in our activist age.

In the unlikely event that anyone accepted my diagnosis, I could expect to be asked: “Well, if that’s the job to be done, how do we train up our students to do it?” The notion that every challenge or mystery in our physical, social, or intellectual environment constitutes a “job to be done” or a “problem to be solved” is characteristically American. Its respectable name is instrumentalism. This outlook requires that the historical and moral personality of the observer be insulated from the challenge confronting him. It makes of scholarly activity what it has made of our military operations, namely, a series of defoliations.

If for the moment we judge Latin American historiography by the criteria I espouse, it is clear that the Latin Americans themselves have been making memorable contributions. One thinks of such scholars as Mario Góngora, Néstor Meza Villalobos, Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, Indalecio Liévano Aguirre, Leopoldo Zea, or Luis Villoro. The missionary spirit with which our graduate students invade Latin America sometimes produces the engaging spectacle of the blind attempting to lead the one- and the two-eyed. I do not, however, urge that Clio’s apprentices abandon puzzle-solving and hard-nosed research merely to become gymnasts at dogging the footsteps, mounting the shoulders, or falling at the feet of revered Latin American masters. The therapy must recognize cultural impediments to historical vision. It must restore sight to the “innocent eye” and to the “American eye.”

The Innocent Eye

It is commonplace to remark that American education cauterizes the candor and instinctual responses of its pupils. It beclouds what Sir Herbert Read calls “the innocent eye.”18 For verification I need only compare a school paper of my ten-year-old son with a term paper of most any graduate student. The historian Martin Duberman has been puzzled, as have his own students, why eager, curious freshmen are turned into “prototypes of articulate emptiness”; why college years “do not initiate or further, but dampen or destroy efforts at self-exploration”; and why graduating seniors have not begun to know “who the hell they are.”19

Kenneth Keniston patiently explains this alienation, although ascribing more causative importance than a historian might to the demands of contemporary technological societies. Our culture, he observes, places a premium on cognitive faculties (“capacities for achieving accurate, objective, practically useful, and consensually verifiable knowledge”) and subordinates feeling, impulse, fantasy, and idealism. In psychological terms this means that our schools must develop tyrannical ego strength in their pupils (or victims) at the expense of more affective or instinctual realms of the psyche.20 The rate of psychological dropout from this production line approximates the school desertion rate that we so much deplore in Latin America. The survivors who go on to study other societies are equipped to handle data and manipulate indicators but are grievously unfit to be historians.

To put the matter bluntly, our graduate schools discourage rather than cultivate qualities of mind required to write history and sympathize with other cultures.21 I am a bit perplexed, then, in addressing my theme—how to prepare historians for a changing hemisphere. For to request that our whole education system be dismantled and rebuilt to produce better Latin American historians is like asking Boeing to redesign the 707 and tool up again because the ashtrays are badly placed.

Elsewhere I have proposed that would-be Latin Americanists be exposed to Scholastic thought, that they learn about casuistry and natural law so they can move in the historic intellectual universe of Latin America. I have proposed more intercontinental air-bussing of students to interrupt the academic rat race. These are lackluster suggestions, however, because they ponderously insist on Latin America as a “field” of study. If students have yet to recover the innocent eye of childhood and earn the wisdom of maturity, they must be reintroduced—imaginatively, not merely cognitively—to the sexes, the passions, the poignancies of life, the ironies of action, the doggedness of will, the persistence of morality, the recalcitrance of society, the illuminations of faith. They must learn to see again, which means, for example, to read, to become lost in Turgenev and Stendhal and Cervantes and Dostoevsky and Melville. Notice I omit Latin American literature. This comes later, in solitude. Not that one might not encounter a Stendhal there, too; but the classroom is too full of cant about costumbrismo and modernismo, Machado’s irony, Sor Juana’s tensions, Unamuno’s dictum on Sarmiento, and Carlos Fuentes’s social criticism.

And somewhere in the land I hope that some passionate preceptor might acquaint future historians with that open sesame to the Latin American world, Dante’s Inferno. The Inferno is among other things a blazing geography of sin. If there is one hallmark of Latin American societies that disconcerts and exasperates the American observer, it is that the seven deadly sins still flourish there. Protestant America has tamed and renamed the sins. What is still covetousness in Latin America we domesticate as the profit motive; anger is an intermittent fashion of our youth; lust is for us an enfeebled “drive” coaxed into “healthy” bloom by psychotherapy; envy we call rising expectation; sloth is an extended coffee break, while the teeth of gluttony are rotted away by Diet Pepsi.22

The American Eye

Something overlooked, oddly, in the making of Latin Americanists is that they are to be English-language historians. They can easily pass through graduate school without reading a hundred pages of good English prose. There may be cases of wholesome stylistic transference between languages—such as the influence, we are told, of Cicero on English parliamentarians—but foreign-language “materials” scanned by the budding Latin Americanist seem unlikely to serve him as a model of economy, precision, and suppleness. My own favorites for the purpose are Santayana and Chesterton, who teach that it takes spirit as well as skill to say what one means. Like Henry James, they point unerringly toward human predicaments rather than, as academics are wont, clumsily enunciate them.

Style is part of a broader question of outlook. Latin America is now a semicritical academic speciality subject to progressive subdivision. Whereas fifteen years ago a Latin Americanist felt himself fortunate to teach one survey course along with assignments in American or European history, today’s market permits even occasional neophytes to teach exclusively Brazil or Mexico. They foolishly consider this an intellectual advantage. Specialization is a malady of the times, but while an obstetrician can probably recognize a case of trachoma or a severe psychosis, a Brazilianist need never have heard of the Wars of the Roses nor have read Thucydides.

In their new prosperity Latin American studies support a modest amount of careerism. It takes special gifts and inner drives, however, for the careerist to satisfy the Hispanic American Historical Review’s puritanical canons of specialized research while succumbing to the blandishments of prestigious publishers for oversynthesized and undercooked “teaching materials” (formerly called books). A historian’s success story might be traced as follows in an idealized bibliography:

1. A heavily researched, thirty-page article on an obscure Paraguayan caudillo published in the Hispanic American Historical Review (HAHR) and elsewhere in two Spanish versions.

2. A monograph on this subject published by an obscure university press.

3. A well-advertised paperback entitled Hell or Redemption: An Interpretive Overview of Latin America’s Political Travail from Montezuma to Castro, containing chapters cannibalized from several textbooks, a case study of a Paraguayan caudillo, and a final chapter that treads cautiously between realism and piety, garnished with quotes from Walt Rostow and Kal Silvert.

4. A paperback anthology entitled A Reader in Latin American Psychopolitics, containing the original HAHR article, the final chapter of Hell or Redemption, fifteen articles by colleagues purchased at ludicrously low permission fees, and two essays translated from Spanish by a graduate student (gratis).23 By now our hero has moved from St. Bridget’s o’ the Marsh and heads a new center at Dartnell or the University of Southwestern Calizona at Pebble Springs. Here his access to funds allows him to shift his research interests and spend two years in Lomas de Chapultepec. The fruit of this sojourn is published in the HAHR as:

5. A ten-page article entitled “New Light on the Conquest of Mexico: Pulque Consumption as a Factor in the Military Defeat of the Aztecs.”

Henceforth his name need appear in print only on rosters of prize committees, in programs of the American Historical Association as panel chairman, in his graduate students’ footnotes, or affixed to prefaces of unmodified “revised” editions of his three books.

Specialization and careerism, whatever private satisfactions they yield, are inadequate models for graduate students, first, because they produce an incoherent, extravagantly eclectic attitude toward the subject of study; second, because they represent alienation from the concerns of the historian’s own society. Here comes a critical assumption. It is that any historian, even the one lured by distant times or exotic places, functions seriously only when he is writing his way into the pressing moral concerns (which doesn’t mean humanitarian or policy concerns) of his immediate situation. The force of Gibbon or Tocqueville or Rostovtzeff resides precisely here. If Latin America remains a satellite specialty in the United States, the fault lies not so much in the parochialism of our national historians as in the failure of Latin Americanists to relate their subject persuasively to their own time and place. A notable exception is Frank Tannenbaum’s slender book on slavery, which, however tentative and controversial, opened the eyes of a whole platoon of American historians—Elkins, Genovese, Davis, Degler—to the inadequacy of treating slavery in a national perspective. Significantly, Tannenbaum’s early studies were of the American South and the American prison system. It may be that the most compelling hypotheses about Latin American history to emanate from our country in future years will be formulated by scholars professionally prepared in the study of U.S. and not Latin American civilization.

Recommendations are perhaps implicit in what I have said. I am reluctant to marshal them formally, however, for there is the danger nowadays that someone might thrust a million dollars into my hand to carry them out. This is because innovation occurring in any obscure corner of our mighty educational establishment is thought to be instantaneously transmissible to all parts of it. Our education system is not even thought of as a network, which at least has transformers and circuit breakers, but as a giant swimming pool in which a foundation dollar, deposited in the same way as a drop of chlorine, will be at work in seconds killing bacteria throughout the tank.

My reticence to prescribe shotgun remedies has also a more immediate source. For the very manner whereby Latin Americanists are assembled in history departments militates against the formation of congenial communities of teacher-scholars. They are hired to fill slots on teams. A department boasting an economic historian of modern Mexico endeavors to back him up with a colonial Brazilian church historian. The unity given such a group by the rubric “Latin America” is that of a burlap sack for a peck of potatoes. Competitive faculty recruitment on a “program” basis, brought to fever pitch by current large-scale funding, continually disperses scholars who share similar interests. It acts as an emulsifier on oil slicks of talent. Increasingly we look to conferences, professional meetings, and think tanks as the settings for the collaboration that campus life now so systematically denies. Boon though it may be to stockholders of Braniff and TWA, this arrangement must be a source of no small mystification to graduate students as their campus programs process them through to degrees in quarantine from the day-to-day conduct of scholarly inquiry.

In this situation any suggestions for improving the education of Latin American historians in scores of graduate departments would have to be revolutionary and perhaps subversive. So I propose an illiberal, perhaps reactionary alternative. Let us establish one or two really first-class institutes, in the old European sense, for the study and teaching of Latin American history. (I doubt that scholars could be found for a larger number.) These would not be pilot projects or experiment stations. They would simply be places where at long last one could confidently send the occasional gifted graduate student. They would be asylums from the rat race. They would give us the comfort of saying at home and abroad, “In those two places Latin American history is truly being taught and studied in the United States.”

The initiative for creating the centers must come from the historians’ guild itself, not from commissars, philanthropoids, or praetorian university presidents. The way things are going, I see no reason why the proper task force of historians couldn’t simply announce its plans, choose its campuses, write its semiautonomous charters, pick the rosters of scholars, and hand the bill to the various agencies that so beamingly claim to be serving scholarship.

The institute scholars are not to be “Latin Americanists,” but historians who know many parts of the world and share a consuming interest in some central Latin American themes. Here the working definition of historian is someone who believes that the past still lives and must be conjured with. This excludes many professional historians and includes many from other disciplines. The institutes, however, must be devoted to historical rather than interdisciplinary study, for history is by nature transdisciplinary.

And now I close with a confession. After years of interdisciplinary piety I feel constrained to make the vexing admission that I find interdisciplinary seminars for the most part a crashing bore. I’m weary of the elaborate etiquette, disclaimers, and private language that obstruct my discourse with economists and literary critics. Polite and tortuous strategies for integrating the disciplines, like those for integrating the races, only exacerbate the original monstrosity of segregation. I see no reason not to proclaim historians to be the cosmic race of Latin American studies.

I will leave lying on the table, as of doubtful destination, the works of my contemporaries. There is much life in some of them. I like their water-colour sketches of self-consciousness, their rebellious egotisms, their fervid reforms of phraseology, their peep-holes through which some very small part of things may be seen very clearly: they have lively wits, but they seem to me like children playing blind-man’s-buff; they are keenly excited at not knowing where they are.

—Santayana

The Brazilianist as Desk Officer (1983)

In our bureaucratized academe I must at the outset confess faulty credentials for addressing the assigned topic, “The Brazilianist: What Has Been Done, What Needs to Be Done?”24 Of my five academic appointments thus far (all arranged through now defunct or anachronistic old-boy networks), two were awarded me as a “generalist” (though scarcely a four-star “general”), one as a Caribbeanist, one as a department chairman (or chair-thing), and one as a modern Spanish Americanist. I therefore feel a bit like the psychoanalyst whose female patient kept interrupting her confessional soliloquy to ask for a kiss. Her mentor could only respond, “You don’t seem to understand my professional ethics. Why, I shouldn’t even be lying here on the couch with you!” I suppose I shouldn’t be here on the podium with you, except that my invitation to this analytic session made clear that I’m not the shrink but the lady, that I’m simply to say what’s on my mind and “not to worry.” I promise not to insist on her appealing but neurotic request.

Given the spirit of the invitation, I won’t venture to carry forward the judicious and richly informed historiographical inventories that several able colleagues have accomplished. To review the soaring output of the past decade would be an awesome task, although to avoid false modesty I admit to having read with care a goodly sample of it for the plain reason that if one is an aging pseudo-Brazilianist born in the early 1920s, one is a rara avis, and one’s desk is forever awash with manuscripts and research proposals requiring thoughtful if unprofessional appraisal. Here, however, at the threshold of a cocktail party, I will draw on general impressions rather than conduct a case-by-case review. So let’s see how we can wrench the topic around to fit my intentions. Instead of “The Brazilianist: What Has Been Done, What Needs to Be Done?” how about: “The Brazilianist: What Hasn’t Been Done, What Is to Be done?” In the shoes of Lenin I may cut an implausible figure, yet I badly need the inspiration of 1902, the year of “What Is to Be Done?” (more familiar to me as the year my father graduated from Princeton or the year another father figure, Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, was born), which eventuated in a large turnabout fifteen years later. If it’s to take Brazilianists fifty years and not fifteen, I couldn’t, in Clark Gable’s immortal words, “give a damn my dear.” That’s why I skipped over Chernyshevsky’s What Is to Be Done? of 1863. In case you were wondering.

The notion “Brazilianist” needs exegesis. For us it means a national specialist, as we would routinely designate a Mexicanist or a Honduranist. But Brazilians, with their incomparable sense of double entendre, have, alone I think in Latin America, picked up both latent and manifest meanings of this bureaucratic term and added it (in English) to their lexicon.25 Brazilians themselves seem to have no crying need to appoint North Americanists and Frenchists, let alone Taiwanists and Sri Lankanists. In a sense everyone is a Brazilianist, suggesting that they start with a critical view of the self, not a clinical view of the other. When asked in a recent questionnaire what I thought “Brazilianist” connotes, I offered two sets of meanings: an admirable one, implying the thoroughly modern, empirical, and targeted objectives of a corporate executive or third baseman, and a cloudy one, implying subversive, nonacademic objectives overfinanced from questionable sources. By now my amicable irreverence may suggest why I duck the message, or massage, of evolutionary meliorism contained in the originally assigned topic.

Way back in the early 1950s a wee handful of academics—scarcely more than half a dozen—were professed “Brazilianists.” The vast subcontinent lay wide open, with no topical, territorial, or procedural constraints, and the explorer like the suppositious Cortez of the poet Keats stood “silent, upon a peak in Darien.” As the sole archival contribution to my therapeutic confession let me quote from the two-page research proposal of 1947 that won me a grant to write a dissertation on São Paulo city. (I was the second of two stand-bys. By that tiny eyelash I might be serving you tonight salted peanuts at the cash bar instead of salty homilies from the lectern.) I exhume this prose simply as a case study in ingenuousness which critics may fling back to discredit this evening’s ruminations.

The proposal announced that my research would recognize two large epochs: bandeirismo and the coffee industry. “Famous Paulistas will play leading roles in the story, but the city itself will remain the focal point. I will not trace out in fine detail the saga of the bandeirantes, but will try to see their influence in the texture of São Paulo’s society. I will not concentrate on the intricacies of coffee valorization, but rather study coffee as a foundation stone of the economy, society, and culture of São Paulo today.” The city would be presented as a key to Brazil and to all Latin America, with attention to such pinpointed topics as “the future and problems of industrialization,” “the phenomenon of the city,” and “the incidence of speculative cycles.” In conclusion: “The dissemination of carefully gathered and interpreted information about São Paulo city would undeniably be a much-needed popularization of knowledge.” These in essence were the substance and methods of my proposal. Luckily, I didn’t have to submit it to my adviser for review. Frank Tannenbaum would surely have called it narrow and too finicky in its research design.

In short, I speak of a time when “Brazilianists” were delectably at the fringe of academe, when American Historical Association meetings were a time for drinking and poker and not a slave market. (I sometimes wonder whether it’s the more recent ethos of professional gatherings that inspires the inordinate, self-projective concern of young Brazilianists with the topic of servile labor.) All this may represent nostalgic recollection rather than a true idyll. In either case, it was blasted by the miniexplosion of Brazilian studies in the mid-1960s, when the foundations and government invaded universities to bureaucratize academic life at a breakneck pace of routinization, to harness it to “national need,” and to recruit Latin Americanists with research grants and elevated salaries, seducing or retreading them from careers in mainline U.S. and European studies or even from congenial vocations in government service and international finance. Symptomatic of the new bureaucratic imperative was the clinical segregation of Brazilian studies from the Ibero-American main trunk, an event inspired, I’ve sometimes thought, by the North American “discovery” that Brazilians speak pidgeon Spanish. For a fleeting moment, under the histrionic spell of academic proconsuls at the first Luso-Brazilian Colloquium in 1950, some of us felt summoned to the brave new world of the former Lusitanian empire, with its outliers in South America, Africa, and Asia. But it soon turned out that Charles R. Boxer alone had the intestinal fortitude, or intestinal tract, to digest such a feijoada and, moreover, that Gilberto Freyre’s irrepressible experiments in Luso-tropicology were casting an ideological pall over the adventure. Instead, Brazilianists became the model for the centrifugal fragmentation of Latin American studies, and soon universities were replicating the State Department and CIA arrangement of “desks” for Brazil, Mexico, the “cone countries,” and so on (see the Employment Information Bulletin of the American Historical Association), which allow prebendaries a secure turf and spare them the need to address matters of hemispheric consequence. The intercontinental imperative was left to Dr. Strangelove, generally a Harvard professor with a dactylic name such as Huntington, Barrington, Schlesinger, or Kissinger.

From these developments a monstrous paradox arose. In the 1950s Latin Americanists in the United States had made cavalier generalizations about the region as a whole and chided Latin American colleagues for their nationalist tunnel vision. Now, however, the tables were turned. Latin Americans had acquired increasing regional awareness—thanks to the Economic Commission for Latin America, the diasporas of intellectuals, and the geopolitical role thrust upon the region as a whole by the global chess game—while academic vision in the United States had become more and more disarticulated thanks to a foreign policy of divide et impera, the pin-factory organization of our universities, and academic subimperialisms that came to dictate specialization and exclusive proprietorship at the provincial level of Yucatan or Santa Catarina. We were back to the proposition—whether of Anglo-empiricist or Anglo-imperialist inspiration—that the whole can be assembled from the sum of its parts. Because our academic recognition of Brazil as a “thing in itself” had so short a life, it becomes difficult to trace the momentum and achievement of our historiography, for much of the evidence consists of dissertation research that is retailed in shards. Insofar as the achievement of “Brazilianists” rests on the Procrustean bed of such efforts, it is abridged by one of the most crippling exercises ever devised by and for the mind of man (or woman, if she clamors here for inclusion). The “field” is now ripe enough for “second books” to have appeared; but too often these represent lateral moves to preempt contiguous turf rather than deeper soundings. It was, one must in fairness add, fatuous to imagine that a handful of doctorandi, recruited to “programs” hostage to the congenital anti-intellectualism of U.S. universities, could invent a matrix for an immense Latin American country that still lacked the historiographical guideposts of even Mexico, Chile, or Argentina.

Whatever the cause of the phenomenon—my dilettante sociologism aside—it appears that the corpus of Brazilian historiography is still somewhat invertebrate. The achievement has been selective, to the neglect of critical themes and topics such as the political philosophy of Portugal and Brazil (with no counterparts to Sánchez Agesta, Maravall, and Fernández Santa-María despite the valiant effort of Raymundo Faoro); the history of ideas (for example, colonial Jesuit hegemony and its inertial influence thereafter); immigrant numbers and origins during the centuries before 1880 (where is our Boyd-Bowman?); economic outcomes of the eighteenth-century mining boom; and even standard biographies of primary and secondary actors. The list goes on. Yet suddenly we have a profusion of microregional studies focused on social fragments, amputated by temporal constraints, and dictated by requirements that research be massively data-based and oriented when possible to contemporary political concerns in the United States. Young historians in Brazil are vulnerable also to academic bureaucratization, save that (1) their functional context is Brazil, not a Brazil “desk”; (2) their political worries are Brazilian and not those of middle-class U.S. academics; and (3) their intellectual milieu is amplified by the work of Brazilian sociologists, anthropologists, economists, and literary critics who rushed in where Clio feared to tread. Without contributions from the Brazilian side, much of the Brazilianists’ effort (with handsome exceptions, ça va sans dire) would be the dotting of i’s and crossing of t’s of an imaginary manuscript. Which is as it should be. But up to a point.

As a benchmark for the turn Brazilian historiography has taken in our country since the rise of the modernizers of the 1960s one may conveniently take the volume New Approaches to Latin American History (1974), edited by two historians (one a Brazilianist) and authored by nine (five of them Brazilianists). I eagerly acquired this anthology as soon as it was remaindered, hoping it would emancipate me from the shopworn “approaches” of Hegel, Tocqueville, Marx, Weber, and Freud. But at the start of the introduction I was discomfited to be told that historians now devote little attention to formal policies and legal codes (as though these have been exhaustively studied for Brazil) and are concentrating on informal patterns of “actual behavior” (as though behavior, reported without reference to actors’ intentions, is transparent). Does this mean, I wondered, that graduate students are now denied exposure to Durkheim, who from a study of repressive and restitutive law constructed his seminal postulates of mechanical and organic solidarity? Are they to turn their backs on Max Weber, for whom the sociology of law was at the heart of his intellectual enterprise? Does it mean that laws are less “real” or “actual” than Pavlovian response? Or that raw, unmediated behavior is more interesting and revelatory than human aspiration? Or that a notarial document is more conclusive than legislation or, to push things farther, than a symbolist poem?

I don’t argue that our authors’ indifference to laws makes them embezzlers and dope pushers (though they’ve taken the first step). My point is that “the profession” ranges evidence on a priapic scale from soft (a short story by Machado de Assis) to hard (the bill of sale for a slave), while its notion of “reality” is flat and uncomplicated in the Gradgrindian sense. I tend to put things the other way round. I think of reality as a house of many mansions. The more diaphanous, conjectural, or even “idealized” something appears, the more reality it may contain. Evidence, on the other hand, is inert and undifferentiated, neither hard nor soft, until it receives the light of interpretation. If I’m neo-Scholastic with respect to reality, I’d wish to be Sherlock Holmesian with respect to evidence. I acquiesce for some purposes in a Baconian reality (though not, I think, a Gradgrindian one), but I do get nervous when Dr. Watson reads the evidence.26 The simple point is that a story by Machado may be taken as a microcosm of the human condition or as confirmation—if we still need it—of asymmetrical power distribution in Brazilian society. Likewise, the bill of sale may be an infinitesimal link in an infinite price series or a springboard to Hegel’s reversal of domination and servitude in the Phenomenology of the Spirit. Nowadays we hear endless chatter about what makes acceptable evidence but rarely a persuasive statement about what the evidence is for. The fact is that minds illuminate evidence, not vice versa.

As if apologizing for denying us fresh outlooks, our editors deluge us with fresh topics to be explored: regionalism, religion, bureaucracy, entrepreneurship, ideology, urbanization, mortality control, militarism, race, climatic change, epidemiology, history of science, and even those stillborn twins, dependency and underdevelopment. They offer, however, no hierarchization of these complex themes, no hints as to which they take as points of leverage on the Brazilian historical experience and which respond to idle curiosity or ephemeral fashion. One senses no thematic logic, no engagement with the kind of problemática that informed the unfolding of historical sociology at the University of São Paulo from the 1940s to the 1960s. We are offered an olla-podrida and not a design for orchestration, a jigsaw puzzle with no assurance that the pieces mesh. That our editors omitted from their list feminism, homosexuality, police brutality, the energy crisis, and hazardous wastes (on Ipanema beach hazardous waists are more likely) indicates that the olla they served up was already a bit too podrida. But to keep scholarship abreast of election-year psychoses is a labor of Tantalus.

As for procedures, in their short introduction our editors refer no less than eight times apiece to methodology and conceptualization, and three times to the need for “rigor.” “Method” or “technique” would be unexceptionable, but methodology is more serious. According to my philosophical dictionary, methodology refers to how principles and processes of logic inform a whole science. Thus methodology might denominate Socratic strategy or Kant’s transcendentalism or Comte’s positivism or Bergson’s intuitionism. According to this definition, the methodology our editors call for is plain old British empiricism, with immediate roots in Hobbes that in fact reach back to late medieval nominalism. (I must say that it’s a cold shower to pick up a book on “new approaches” hoping for a fresh twist to Lacan or Foucault only to end up with William of Ockham.) Empiricism has been called the preeminent bourgeois philosophy because it dispenses with a coherent image of the world and allows oligarchies to keep reformulating private interests beneath the canopy of vague, consensual ideology. Being a fragmented or nonconstructed vision, empiricism fails to suggest alternative outlooks, or a point d’appui for reconstruction. It paradoxically shares with Marxism the claim to lay bare ultimate social reality, and the empiricist academic, even though a philosophical antediluvian, wins panache by parading a bit of Marxist verbiage. There are, however, limits to the rapprochement given the ultimate idealism of Marxism, that is, its propensity to construe Nature as an illustration of its social faith. Marxism has even been called the preeminent instance of Neoplatonism in our scientific world.

Bertrand Russell praised the spirit of empiricism, calling it a corrective to everyday knowledge that is cocksure, vague, and self-contradictory. It forces us to amend our knowledge to make it tentative, precise, and self-consistent (with the last two adjectives corresponding, I presume, to what our editors call “rigor”). While applauding the clarification of British empiricism, J. H. Randall warns, however, that it cannot clarify thought in its ultimate sense, that it yields but slender understanding of science, and that it impedes intelligible philosophy. The appeal to “obvious” facts of experience and the effort to make thought “practical” result in more empty dialectic and tortured reasoning than can be traced to any other philosophy of modern times. Once empiricism splits the thought process into accumulated sense-experience and logical formalism, it becomes little more than constant verification of whether one can indeed think—as evidenced in the two hundred-page dissertation with its two hundred fifty-page “methodological” appendix.27 (If only our doctorandi could learn to perform a simple appendectomy!) Given our professed pluralism, the constraints of empiricism, although they faithfully reflect the political culture wherein we function, are not binding on practitioners as long as they take the oath of evidentiary fidelity before the endowments, foundations, committees, and councils that invade our universities with inquisitorial intention. Empirical analysis rather than crass Ockhamite empiricism is, I suppose, still acceptable if couched in proper bureaucratic casuistry. Otherwise there would be no point in devising therapy. What I propose, heretically as usual, is to drop back a few decades to recover some options that Brazilians themselves have set forth. I retreat to the years 1933–42, when, as Antonio Candido tells us in his preface to the fifth edition of Sérgio Buarque de Holanda’s Raízes do Brasil, three rockets lit the historiographical horizon of the postmodernist generation that was coming to maturity.

When the group was still in school, the first rocket exploded as Gilberto Freyre’s The Masters and the Slaves (1933; Eng. trans. 1946). Freyre’s heterodox treatment of sexual matters and the decisive importance he attached to the African inheritance affected Brazilians in their intimate sense of self. By the 1950s Gilberto was under attack from São Paulo sociologists for elitist nostalgia and his failure to show a dynamic for social process. A decade later U.S. Brazilianists followed suit. Today, inevitably, young Brazilian social scientists are revisiting Freyre with an open mind, and we can expect our own Brazilianists to pick up the cue by 1990.28 Although as far as is evident Gilberto never gave Freud (or anyone else) an extensive, penetrating reading, he was a kind of Freudian by private invention in his search for archetypes that govern behavior and institutions; his fascination with ethnicity, sex, authority, transference, and sublimation; and his entropic view of historical process. Granted, Gilberto was a Freudian manqué, for while Freud’s private obsessions inspired and informed his clinical reporting, Gilberto’s uncensoredly suffused what he wrote. Yet just as Freud contributed mightily to legitimize sexuality, with all the ambivalent results thereof, so Gilberto labored, with similarly equivocal effects, to legitimize Iberian culture.

When our postmodernist group reached the pre-university level, the second rocket lit up: a short, discreet book with less direct imaginative appeal than Masters and Slaves. Nonetheless, Roots of Brazil (1936; Span. trans. 1956) by Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, bristling with unfamiliar European theories and Weberian typologies, was also an instant classic. Its argument was dialectical, anchored in a series of dyadic constructs and searching for the historical process that Gilberto had so grievously neglected. Of special importance is Sérgio’s emphasis on Iberian resistance to organized utilitarian labor, expressed in the contrast between the “adventurer” and the “worker,” which he handled with more sensitivity than Vianna Moog showed, years later, in his book on bandeirantes and “pioneers.” Even so, it is easy to dismiss Sérgio’s categories as a reprise of the familiar binary types, conquistador and Yankee farmer. Beneath the apparent stereotype, however, lies a key Weberian notion expressed in the much misunderstood phrase, the Brazilian “cordial man.” As Antonio Candido points out, cordiality presupposes not “kindness” but affective behavior; though often insincere in its manifestations, it does not equate to rituals of mere politeness. The cordial man, that is, is viscerally unsuited to impersonal relations attaching to the rank and function of an individual as distinct from affinities sprung from the intimacy of primary groups. The claim is not that Brazilians are accommodating and averse to violence but that, for historical reasons, the rationalization or intellectualization of life that Weber in a strictly clinical sense called disenchantment has never taken, and cannot take, full hold in Brazilian civilization.

The third rocket flared when our group had reached the university. In The Colonial Background of Modern Brazil (1942; Eng. trans. 1967) Caio Prado Júnior now demonstrated how one might render the Brazilian past as a function of production, distribution, and consumption. He wrote without essayistic literary conceits and without nostalgia. Caio was the first Brazilian to employ historical materialism as an interpretation detached from partisan compromises and activist intentions.

So here we have three renderings—“Freudian,” “Weberian,” and “Marxist”—each in various ways manqué (and therefore original) and all reaching far beyond what was then being purveyed in North American universities circa 1940, as I can attest from having been an undergraduate four decades ago. We might also note that none of our historiographical trio was a trained historian. One was a wayward sociologist who spent his formative years at Baylor and Columbia; one was a Bohemian littérateur who in Germany in the 1930s had composed subtitles for movies exported to Brazil; and one was a São Paulo businessman who enjoyed family cachet and resources. The bureaucratic mind hungers to know what course Brazilian intellectual life might have taken had these three paragons found—or founded—an institution sufficiently spacious and baroque to harbor their disparate visions, three critical perspectives that were not rendered as “influences” but had been interpreted and internalized. One imagines the precocious formulation of a Brazilian countersociology. The reasons why it didn’t occur—leaving aside the improbability of personal conjunction—one can ascribe to an immature institutional context. The project itself was, in intellectual terms, viable if one remembers that in 1930 Max Horkheimer established an Institute for Social Research at Frankfurt devoted to synthesizing not only Freud, Weber, and Marx but also Kant, Hegel, Tocqueville, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche, to say nothing of literary and musicological elements. Soon the Frankfurt school represented thirty or forty scholars in community, rather than three isolated one-man bands playing in dissonance. What Brazilian circumstances dictated, however, was not consolidation of existing imagination but the foundation in 1934 of the University of São Paulo, where the confrontation between foreigners and raw domestic talent, confusing to both sides, delayed the assimilative process for a generation.29

During my own sojourn in São Paulo in 1947–48 the outcome was up for grabs. Having little sense of the issues at stake, I instinctively and characteristically backed the temporary losers, Gilberto and Sérgio. (Had I met Caio personally, as I did years later, I surely would have backed him as well.) Gilberto’s message was soon to be rejected for extrinsic reasons. Sérgio’s was difficult to understand. And Caio’s, the most transparent—an external view of institutions unmediated by compelling concern for cultural logic and a linear notion of social process that responds to goal orientation and to propulsive motor forces—would soon win the day. Suppressed in this tradition is an interest in civilizations that may fulfill destinies or express world outlooks. But it proved wholly congenial to the obsessions of the sixties and seventies with national integration, industrialization and urbanization (not industrialism and urbanism), commercialization of social relations, non-Hegelian schemes of unilateral domination, the “insertion” of Brazil into the international division of labor, and the explanation of change as a function of the history of stronger countries. Gilberto’s entropic construction of history was not serviceable for so muscular a research agenda, while Sérgio, with his dialectic between global evolution and cultural recovery, was disadvantaged by having said two things at once. American Brazilianists, like their national presidents of the post-JFK period, found it difficult to walk and chew gum at the same time.

My appreciation for the view that civilizations are distinctive unto themselves is one of my few bonds of sympathy with the eighteenth-century Enlightenment mainstream. I confess I find it attractive to imagine that the world’s communities retain trajectories that have not been effaced in a vast caldron of pressures and forces brought to boil by the bonfires of Marx, Buckle, Spencer, and Lukács and then to simmer by the feebler flames of Wallerstein and the dependentistas. And here is the central question: If we agree, as I suppose we must, that Brazil was inserted into the international “division” of labor, is it necessarily the case that Western rationalism has suffused Brazilian society with similar ease? Brazilian poets and novelists and even some Brazilian scholars—literary critics, anthropologists who study popular religion and associations, political scientists who lay under question neo-Marxian no less than liberal constructions of the state and political action—offer abundant clues that the latter assumption is not canonical and that the river, in the appealing notion of Guimarães Rosa, has a “third bank.” This is not the occasion to demonstrate properly what one might mean by Brazil’s partial retention of “enchantment” in Weber’s sense, of “cordiality” in Sérgio’s, or of “marvelous realism” in the novelists’.30 As a token of intention, however, let me adduce my comparison (chapter 2, above) between the Anglo-American cityscape of T. S. Eliot and the “hallucinated” São Paulo of Mário de Andrade. In one case the world is demystified, with the poet at a clinical remove. In the other the poet cancels this cerebral distance by plunging into the carnivalesque commotion of his city.

If the clues so far dropped can be interpreted with sympathy, we are ready for the fearsome question, “What Is to Be Done?!?” The situation is analogous to that of Latin America in the 1880s, when scientism began losing its glitter. In a century the wheel has come full turn, and we are again at the dead point of the pivot. The empiricist quest becomes febrile. Brazilianists seem, as they didn’t fifteen years ago, to be fishing. It’s no longer what we want or need to know but what we don’t or should know. In leaping for the jugular we came away with a collar button. Like it or not, we’re at the point of Machado de Assis when he turned his back on positivism and naturalism in refusing schizophrenic sensibility. Perhaps it’s time to reread his story of “The Psychiatrist” (1881; Eng. trans. 1963), the thoroughly scientific doctor who incarcerates most of the townspeople for not meeting norms of sanity. The U.S. writer, Stephen Crane or Ambrose Bierce, might have ended the tale there; it’s already sufficiently macabre. But Machado adds the Brazilian twist. The alienist decides that the rational and balanced subject must be the true madman, and he incarcerates himself. Here was Machado’s cri de coeur against our now-familiar disenchanted world, where bureaucracy and business and universities and American Historical Association meetings become madhouses for perfectly normal people.

We now call Machado a premodernist who anticipated the generation that, temporarily at least, healed the breach between expressive and instrumental outlooks. My message is not that it would be nice to lacquer our science with the sheen of humanism—I have earlier professed skepticism about “interdisciplinary” study—but that I incline toward a “critical sociology” that fuses exhibitive and manipulative capacities within a single head. Merely to assemble specialized heads around a seminar table avails little, above all when some are from humanistic departments designed as lightning rods for running bolts of imagination off to ground so as not to disrupt academic commodity transactions.

By now my agenda may be taking shape through the haze. We look for fresh recovery of the past century or two of Brazilian history, rooted in perceptions and processes akin to those of “critical sociology” and informed by Brazil’s structural resistances to Western rationalization. (We’re not too worried about the earlier period. The colonialists take care of us adequately sooner or later.) We seek to recapture at least a pale semblance of the spirit of Tocqueville. Looking at the United States as we now look at Brazil, he refrained from imposing French categories (although not from drawing on inherited wisdom) and instead inquired what messages this raw and turbulent nation might have for the Rest of the West. Here I offer only a few large hints. As Henry James once said, “Three or four stepping-stones across a stream will serve if they are broad slabs, but it will take more than may be counted if they are only pebbles.” Granted, the chance that our stream may have a third bank complicates matters. Be that as it may, let us begin by taking seriously the leads for juxtaposing the Brazilian and “Western” bourgeoisie that arise from Roberto Schwarz’s study of Alencar and Machado, from Raymundo Faoro’s inventory of Machado’s personae, or from Wanderley Guilherme dos Santos’s historical account of the career of Brazilian liberalism.31 To reflect on this evidence might even cause us to question Schwarz’s own conclusion that the imported ideas of nineteenth-century Brazilians were “out of place.” Was this a case of inert coexistence? Or was there in fact clandestine dialectic at work between thought and circumstance? And given an elusive dialectical process, how could the much-vaunted Gramscian hegemony have been expected to take hold? Should we not be exploring the ironic contrast between the “pluralist” democracy of the United States, which reduces political discourse to consensually accepted principles of liberalism—thus foreclosing schismatic visions of society and producing a regime of “friendly [i.e., consensual] fascism”—and the “authoritarian” political culture of Brazil, which even at its darkest moments fosters proliferation of heterodox social and political constructions?

In the spirit of such an inquiry, we would want to be extraordinarily cautious in handling the critical notions of domination and structure and, as Fernando Henrique Cardoso warns us, in assuaging our populist enthusiasm by adopting a sentimental or condescending “grassrootism.”32 It is tempting, of course, to expend our energies in top-down delineation of the myriad power structures precisely because such structures are elusive (because “consensual”) in our society. To trace them in their blatant Brazilian form is cathartic for goal-inhibited rage. Yet in so doing we forswear the dialectical vision of Hegel, who reminds us that the master’s prerogative of being a mere consumer leads to stagnant “self-coincidence,” while the slave’s subjection to the refractoriness of matter gradually turns the tables, converting this primary resistance into a reflection of himself as universal consciousness.33 Some such Hegelian inspiration seems to underlie Fernando Henrique’s Delphic warning that the Gramscian notion of hegemony, elaborated with primary application to liberal democracies, is of little use for Brazil unless reformulated as a “Gramscism of the poor”; or his endorsement of Foucault’s microdialectic, his dismissal of grand structural determinations, his critique of the allsurveying, all-accommodating panopticon state (whether its Brazilian or its U.S. version), his belief that in Brazil ideology must arise spontaneously from the people rather than from thinktanks, and his insistence that our task is to make intelligible the surprise of the unexpected.

Such cues might snap the hypnotic spell cast by vertical “domination” and turn us to ponder Antonio Candido’s analysis of Manuel Antônio de Almeida’s Memoirs of a Militia Sergeant (1854; Eng. trans. 1959), which construes Rio’s society of the early nineteenth century not as structured by domination but as ranged along a continuum from order to disorder. The vitality of the notion is attested by the inspiration it affords the anthropologist Roberto Da Matta for interpreting Brazilian society in our own time.34 Pushed farther, this gambit subverts the whole notion of state and national community that we tamely inherit from Hobbes, Locke, Montesquieu, Mill, and Marx. For in the traditional view the statenation is an achieved system. Idealistically, it may be conceived as a system wherein all are, or will be, political participants. Clinically, it may be conceived as a system wherein all serve an economic function. As a political compromise it may be conceived as a system that, owing to fluctuations and unfortunate asymmetries, causes some of the disadvantaged to drop out, or off, from time to time; for them a safety net is needed, if not always provided.35

But what happens if we think of a national society not as a participatory system or as a finely tooled mechanism of domination and control? Suppose we suspend systemic terminology and adopt the qualitative (though not normative) notion of a spectrum ranged from order to disorder? This still leaves “Brazil” in place. But the Brazilian nation becomes a creature of higher and lower degrees not of reality but of realization. It ceases being the systemic unit of the international chess game. Such a view brackets the tortured “marginality” controversy, which in assuming a “system” focuses on whether people are in or out of it. The nonsystemic view assumes, with vague and erratic boundaries, a permanent condition of “disorder” for half or more of the population, but not necessarily a condition of marginality or even oppression. For it is precisely to the realm of “disorder” that one must look for ideological messages. Umbanda cults and Christian “base communities” are not a temporary improvisation. Whether or not they are part of a system, they are a permanent part of reality and indeed may represent a higher reality than that of the putative system. At this point the political objective becomes not systemic inclusion but incessant transformation and strategic reversals. Confessedly, this construction desecrates the hallowed altars of the political-science establishment save, perhaps, the shrine of the ambiguous and disreputable Rousseau, whose candles still gutter in the breeze. But if we cautiously accept it, the view proposed is appropriate for all of Latin America. Brazil, however, because of its theatrical size and diversity, its ever precarious balance between constraint and permissiveness, its more tilted equation between solemnity and wit, its exuberant sources of ludic self-criticism and intellectual invention, raises a brighter beacon than Mexico, Cuba, or poor Nicaragua, which are condemned to an experiment rather than to experimentalism. The task of the Brazilianist in all this is, I suppose, to broadcast the historical nature of the enterprise rather than subject it to obsolete paradigms. In so doing he will perforce draw on disparate clues vouchsafed by Gilberto Freyre, even by Caio Prado Júnior, and certainly by Sérgio Buarque de Holanda.

I recognize that most of us are not about to embrace an indeterminacy principle (although “hard” scientists did so generations ago) and that we cannot easily accept the “play forms of thought” that Huizinga felt necessary for deepened understanding. No matter. Much that goes on must still go on. Just as we are grateful to nineteenth-century genealogists for labors of love (distinct from the labors of Dr. Strangelove) that would no longer find subsidy from hard-nosed granting agencies, so our own heirs will be thankful for computerized data on racial attitudes and marital practices along the upper São Francisco in the 1740s. The central function of scholarship and universities is, after all, curatorial and not revolutionary. Any tidbit, once gathered and classified, has its interest sometime for someone. Again, no matter. To nurture the volte-face of a wee Leninist cadre of Brazilianists (whether or not along lines I sketch) is a smooth assignment requiring no massive deployment of funds and no frantic constitution of interdisciplinary, transethnic, and trisexual committees. We need merely be on the lookout for occasional prophets coming along in our seminars. We’ll recognize them because they’ll be impatient with meticulous demonstration and more concerned with pointing and exhibiting; they’ll take paradox as acceptable statement rather than as a resolvable issue; they’ll have discounted the precept of freshman English manuals to connect all assertions by straight lines. We needn’t do much about these prophets or place them in the hydroponic soil of a greenhouse. We need merely flick off the academic seatbelt sign and allow them to move about the cabin. Which takes confidence on our part and, of course, assumes that we’re airborne. (But please, no smoking in the lavatories.)

Oh, and one last thing: Why is it that Brazilianists neglect Brazil’s finest novelist since Machado? Might we not make an effort to read Guimarães Rosa with the young bolsheviks? To explore a world where women and men are not crushed by circumstance and linear time; where people retain dignity in face of the unknown; where the real and the fantastic coexist, and no firm boundaries interpose between legend and reason, myth and logos, saint and bandit, God and devil? Like García Márquez, Guimarães Rosa fanned the spark of “marvelous realism” during decades of eclipse by scientism. The difference, we are told, is that Macondo’s story is presented as a closed circle, while Guimarães Rosa associates the sertão (backlands) with two circles merged in the sign of infinity (∞), a sign both bounded and unbounded, a sharp geometric pattern representing eternal flux. One book aims to prove the unreality of a particular world, the other to project an abundant universe. The circle signifies closure, the figure eight incessant renewal.36 If one were to speculate on the meaning of Brazil, perhaps one should start here rather than with family reconstitution and the balance of trade. And now the parting shot: if one compares Grande sertão: veredas (1956) with its defective English translation of 1963—happily, an improved version is in progress—one discovers that the ∞ that concludes the book has been omitted. As translators or interpreters of things Brazilian we really must avoid, I suppose, deleting vital clues. That in essence is, as Lenin so abrasively urged, What Is To Be Done. (Elementary, my dear Watson.)
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puerto rico: eternal crossroads

 

Deceptive Transformation (1960)

Puerto Rico is commonly described as a bicultural society, a cockpit where Hispanic, or “Latin,” and North American ways of life are being mediated each to the other. In a poll of local opinion this crossroads or meeting-place role might well be acclaimed the island’s outstanding characteristic. Further questioning might disclose that few Puerto Ricans have serious misgivings, few conscious ones at least, about this “hybridization.” It seems to be widely held that a new society that combines Catholic piety, warm traditions of familialism, respect for womanhood, and individualism of a spiritual and esthetic sort on one hand with the drive, material achievement and comfort, and organizational efficiency of the Yankee business world on the other is in gestation. Indeed, this eventual society is not best described as “bicultural,” for the Hispanic tradition is to supply the “culture,” while the United States will furnish methods, technology, money for pump priming, and a market of 180 million people. At a recent University of Puerto Rico seminar on development the economists seemed to agree that the island’s future economic success lies in integration with the American economy. Then came the loaded question: Will Puerto Ricans stop speaking Spanish? The answer: Of course not. Culturally, we will always be 100 percent Hispanic.

The attempt to explain Puerto Rican culture and institutions as an intersection of two streams of ready-made national characteristics is singularly unpersuasive. While this essay cannot pretend to offer a full description of contemporary Puerto Rican society, it does advance a critique of any “two strains” analysis that treats the interaction of the two strains in isolation from four and a half centuries of Puerto Rican history.

First, it is clear that neither Spanish society nor any fragment of it was replicated in Puerto Rico. Less transplantation occurred in Puerto Rico than in most of the Spanish Indies. The elaborate civil and ecclesiastical hierarchies of Mexico and Peru, the missions of the religious orders, the colleges and universities—in short, the formal institutional bases of Spanish culture—were weak or lacking in Puerto Rico. In 1765 there were sixty-eight priests on the island for a population of forty-five thousand. Of the sixty-eight, only twenty-six were parish priests outside the city of San Juan.1

In Puerto Rico, the general weakness of the Church in dealing with religious heterodoxy, together with its inadequate personnel and sheer physical inability to reach the people, made its religious ministrations rather ineffective.… The people frequently did not attend mass, obtain sacraments, confess, pay tithes, marry in church, or baptize, even under the pain of excommunication. Religious heterodoxy in local belief has probably existed since the sixteenth century.2

Neither the city nor the latifundio, the two main instruments of Spanish colonization elsewhere, was important in Puerto Rico. San Juan was a small, “tightly huddled community, surrounded by its rings of walls and imposing fortresses,” while the “rest of the island was left pretty much to itself.”3 The encomienda played little role in organizing rural society because the Indian labor force soon dwindled to extinction. Relatively few Africans were imported to replace the Indians. In 1777, of the island population of seventy thousand only seventy-five hundred were slaves. Before the nineteenth century sugar had a fitful career because of high production costs. More successful were ginger- and cattleraising, which did not require complex techniques or regimentation and were suited for the island’s flourishing contraband trade. Most of the population were isolated subsistence farmers, “not yet concentrated to any appreciable extent in what can be called communities or villages.”4

The O’Reylly report of 1765 gives the following vignette of society:

The origin and main cause of the extremely slight progress of the island of Puerto Rico is the lack thus far of a propitious political regime, and its settlement by soldiers too accustomed to military life for reducing themselves to working in the fields. To these were later added a number of vagrants, deck hands, and sailors who deserted from each ship that put in there. These people, by nature indolent and quite beyond control by the government, scattered through the fields and forests, where they built miserable huts. With four plantains that they sowed, the wild fruit they found, and the cows that soon abounded in the mountains, they had milk, greens, fruit, and some meat. On this they lived and still live.5

A few years later Abbad y Lasierra emphasized the subsistence nature of agriculture and its primitive technology; the reliance on roots and fish after hurricanes because no food supply was laid up; the rapid turnover in land use because no measures were taken to renew the soil; the tendency to farm only flat land and cultivate simple crops, whether or not they were the most profitable. It was expensive to transport produce to San Juan for marketing, and governors forbade coastal trade for fear of illicit commerce with other islands. Lack of a coastguard, however, allowed foreign ships to trade at many coastal points, so that much of the trade that existed was contraband, and the island itself was not internally knit by commerce.6

In its formative period, then, Puerto Rico did not become a strongly organized society. On one hand it lacked the fixed class distinctions, the urban and rural centers of social gravity, the pomp and pageantry, the sanctums of learning and faith, that characterize a traditional and layered society. On the other hand human and material conditions could not sustain the spontaneous spirit of organization and thrift that characterizes a flourishing class of independent farmers or urban merchants. The energies for social cohesion were neither transplanted nor locally generated.

The nineteenth century brought sweeping institutional changes, but the fact that they continued on many fronts throughout the century precluded a strengthening and decisive patterning of social organization. Some of the principal changes were population increase, commercial and urban growth, the increase in cultivated land, a decline in subsistence agriculture and a shift to export crops, concentration of landholding, industrialization of sugar production, and increasing commercial dependence on the United States. The agents of change were usually outsiders, starting with immigrant sugar entrepreneurs from Louisiana, the Dominican Republic, and Venezuela.

Two traits of Puerto Rican society on the eve of the American occupation deserve emphasis. First, mechanization and centralization of sugar production were already industrializing the island. Even before slavery was abolished in 1873, the main source of labor in the cane fields was a proletariat of landless resident workers (agregados) and free migratory workers. The industrial world was, therefore, already a powerful force when the island passed under American rule. Second, in the latter part of the nineteenth century most inhabitants resided in the rural highlands. These mountain dwellers did not cluster their houses but lived scattered across the knolls and slopes.7 In other words, rural folk who were still untouched by industrialized agriculture perpetuated only a residual semblance of the rich socioreligious traditions of Spanish culture.

I am not suggesting that in 1898 Puerto Rico was “cultureless” (after all, no anthropologist would let me get away with it). I freely grant that the texture of Hispanic culture was omnipresent, and here I will not cavil at stereotypes about machismo, virgin complexes, devotional attitudes, aversion to abstract thinking, even Spanish “individualism.” The point is that Hispanic culture in nineteenth-century Puerto Rico neither nourished nor fed upon the pragmatic and weakly organized institutional life of the island. If one encountered vigorous jíbaro types, it was more likely the wisdom of the soil than the wisdom of the race that made them so.

As many interpreters have been at pains to point out, Puerto Rico has had a passive history. It has been victimized by violence from without (hurricanes, buccaneers, and French, Dutch, and British invaders). And it has depended for sustenance and change on more highly organized institutions and societies abroad: the situado (a financial subsidy from viceregal Mexico); contraband trade with Europeans and with the plantation islands of the Lesser Antilles; skills, capital, and organization for industrialization from the United States. This historical career is partly attributable to mere geography: a small island with scarce resources located so strategically as to be of constant concern to the world’s leading sea powers. But internal causes are also important.

Puerto Rican institutions as fragmentarily described here have not been such as to allow the emergence of group identities. Rituals of celebration, devotion, and community expression; publicly acknowledged gradations of social hierarchy; conditions for forming and mechanisms for managing group antagonisms; autonomous centers of economic change—such sources of cohesion were but weakly developed. This helps to explain why “docility” is so frequently ascribed to Puerto Ricans as a national characteristic. Wrote the Puerto Rican social thinker Salvador Brau in 1882:

Precisely one of the most notable traits of Puerto Rican character is docility. A docile people by nature, it has gone far on the road to civilization. One needs only to know how to lead it. It is true that, in spite of their absolute respect for authority, one notices among our working classes, especially in the farm women, a certain recalcitrant tendency, a certain reserve which hinders moralizing action. But that tendency, which encourages the scattering of neighborhoods across the countryside, had its origin in the administrative regime itself, in accordance with a special policy at certain times.8

Now, docility has never been a conspicuous ingredient of Spanish character. Brau’s opinion that it is a Puerto Rican trait squares with our generalization that a weak institutional fabric, combining with accidents of geography and history, has caused Puerto Ricans to look elsewhere than to their own initiative, resources, and organizational powers for improvement of their lot. Going further, we may predict certain features of a society on the lookout for external deliverance: (1) its powers of self-appraisal and self-criticism will be retarded; (2) lacking a self-image forged in the conflict of internal pressures, it will fall prey to fantasies; (3) its members will find it hard to identify public targets on which to vent the aggressiveness that any society harbors.

Having warned against viewing Puerto Rico as a tropical replica of old Castile, let us briefly characterize the U.S. impact. Here I cheerfully accept clichés about American teamwork, pragmatism, faith in material achievement, and emotional inhibitions. And having granted Spanish individualism, I grant American individualism as well. But in all candor, I’m stymied once I’ve collated the alleged American traits with the alleged Spanish ones. I therefore address the morphology rather than the ontology of culture contact.

If England conquered her empire in a fit of absent-mindedness, the United States has administered hers in that fashion. A self-proclaimed New World democracy that still retains “colonial” attitudes vis-à-vis Europe could hardly be expected to be a confident colonial power. Americans in fact have never called Puerto Rico a colony; they have never known what to call it. I would imagine that the greatest source of perplexity to a foreign people trying to adjust to administration by the United States would be the open-endedness of American culture and institutions. We pride ourselves on being in “permanent revolution.” Ours is an energetic but certainly not an “achieved” culture. In confrontation with other peoples, Americans offer little by way of paradigms and much by way of outlook and technique. Abraham Flexner once remarked that America flounders in chaos in the absence of “centralized and intelligently directed authority and the lack of institutions which possess and may be counted on to maintain ideals.”9

Nowhere are the inconclusive effects of American administration better reflected than in Puerto Rico’s school system. In 1898 there was no university on the island, and of Puerto Ricans over ten years old only one in five could read and write. Today there are three universities, and the University of Puerto Rico alone has eighteen thousand full- and part-time students. Four in five of the inhabitants over ten read and write. It took decades, however, even to establish the official language of instruction. The worst influences of American teachers colleges long dominated Puerto Rican pedagogy: school and university curricula are weak in content and discipline, little selectivity is shown in promoting students, and learning and scholarly inquiry are held in low esteem.

These faults are characteristic, but not universally so, of American education. If our more fruitful traditions were to shape institutions outside our country, however, somebody along the line had to exercise discrimination. In the case of Puerto Rican education neither early American officials nor Puerto Ricans of more recent years have managed, or wanted, to do so. The result is educational anarchy. The island’s youth are not placed in touch with the things and structures of their universe. Attitudinizing substitutes for inquiry and self-knowledge.10 As a recent visitor to the university put it, “My, there are a lot of unexamined lives being lived around this place.”

If Puerto Rico was suffering from vague uncertainties in 1898, exposure to the nondirective influence and policies of the United States deepened and perpetuated the subject’s instability. Puerto Rico’s current prosperity, its overnight achievement of one of the highest living standards of Latin America, and its expanding opportunities for social mobility are largely attributable to mere spillage of resources from the richest nation in the world. Two energetic governors, Tugwell and Muñoz Marín, and a handful of talented planners lost no time in putting this spillage to use. But wonders worked in the industrial sector are not matched in such important fields as agriculture, education, and city planning, to say nothing of the welfare of the throngs of rural and urban poor. It is difficult to escape the conclusion that the hard shell of top-level technocrats covers an underbody of soft institutions. The emergence of a labor group or a political minority having forceful leadership and a hardheaded program would cathect a good deal of dispersed anxiety and threaten the apparently stable order. If such movements have not gathered force, it is partly owing to the congenital difficulty of singling out real or putative opponents. Sinister classes or groups have been weakly identified: “The ultimate form of class consciousness—that which can identify one’s own strata as the unit within which one’s fate is determined and whose total movement is a necessary condition of individual movement—seems as yet barely present on the Puerto Rican scene. Nor can we safely predict the likelihood of its emergence sooner or later.”11

The bloody guerrilla warfare waged against Spain in Cuba in the last century had no counterpart in Puerto Rico. The twentieth century has seen surprisingly little overt antagonism toward the United States. Understandably, “colonial” resentment is widespread, but much of it finds surrogate expression in an undertow of innocuous, often unconscious acts of sabotage.12 Campaign oratory features the island’s future political status. Two emphases are of special significance. One is that the three current options are parallel to the three that were in the air almost a century ago, during the last years of Spanish rule. Then they were autonomismo, asimilismo, and separatismo instead of commonwealth, statehood, and independence. Within this longer perspective contemporary formulae have a hollow ring. They seem designed for people “shopping” for status and show only a casual relationship to the island’s institutional development. A second point is that political arguments rest importantly on tortuous calculations of tax and trade benefits. No one denies that voluntary political change should obey, among other things, broad economic considerations, but it is surprising that a people that takes pride in its Hispanic “soul” should translate them into a dollar-and-cents reckoning carried to the last decimal point.

The case of Puerto Rico offers interesting analogies with the island territories of the three European powers in the Caribbean—England, France, and the Netherlands. Such analogies show that much that is attributed to a discontinuity between Hispanic and North American “values” in Puerto Rico in fact widely characterizes “colonial” situations. An outstanding difference, however, is that the European countries have established education systems that are by and large coherent and intellectually exigent—and virtual replicas of those in Europe. An Englishman who visits the University of the West Indies notices no great difference in standards and curriculum from what he is used to at home. In Puerto Rico,

standards in the secondary schools and in the university are low, as compared with those of the British dependencies; but the American system at these levels provides for more children.…

Under the American system … advance is likely to be on a broader base, and the dangerous intellectual gap between the many and the few is likely to be less wide. The disadvantage in this case is that the education given is of necessity spread so thin, and is therefore so poor in quality, that much of it must be regarded as a total waste.13

In all the Caribbean islands thorny problems of adjusting education to the local setting plague the schools. Here I simply make the point that European school systems, however unresponsive they may be to pressing local need, are self-consistent and culturally assured. The island peoples may eventually modify or rebel against them, but at least they provide targets. From Aristotle’s Ethics to modern psychoanalysis I suppose it to have been an informed theory of human growth that the road to maturity lies in exposure to coherent models for action, not in being “shown how.”

From Americans it is hard to elicit a model for action, whether in the institutional, cultural, or intellectual realm; but it is easy to extract piecemeal methods. In their eagerness to make friends and to “show how,” Americans constantly try to jump the culture gap. In Puerto Rico, American research teams pry into the intimacies of Puerto Rican habits of work, banking, worship, and sex. Because of the deceptive “closeness” of Americans—and because for Americans all men are brothers under the skin (and yet the skin makes a difference)—it is difficult for Puerto Ricans to see Americans and their culture at a distance and to articulate forthright attitudes toward them. The anxieties produced by the colonial situation crystallize in only random or episodic direct action.

One important feature of the American presence has so far been left out of the picture, namely, its hidden source of energy and purpose. If a style of life issuing from a sense of history gives focus to European cultures, we might say that salvational faith in the future galvanizes American culture. In no political rhetoric, perhaps, does the word crusade figure more prominently than in the American. Without attempting to define this faith, I simply confess bafflement at how one might imagine the immense technical and organizational achievements of the United States to be expressive of mere “materialism” or how one might suppose that the technics of Western civilization can be adopted as mere artifacts that effect no shifts in the spiritual order. Yet the following representative quotation shows such confusion to exist:

Puerto Rico … faces a serious historical challenge: to provide conditions of modern economic life and a respectable level of civilization for [its] millions of human beings.…

What will this mean for our spiritual culture? Basically it means that Puerto Rico must be willing to undergo the danger of a transformation which will place it technologically—within its possibilities, of course—at the level of the industrial world of the United States.… The industrial technics that allow the United States to live at high levels of consumption, comfort, and material efficiency are essentially transferable from one human group to another as part of a common cultural development of the West.…

The great question that arises when we make this oversimple statement of the case is: Will this assimilation of material aspects, science, and modern techniques by our culture mean the loss of our particular manner of being? I think not.14

Three misunderstandings expressed or implied in this passage bedevil the thinking of many Puerto Rican intellectuals. They are (1) that technological progress is exclusively “American”; (2) that technological change can be effected without posing spiritual dilemmas; and (3) that Puerto Rico has, and the United States does not have, a “spiritual culture.”

The life history of a Puerto Rican sugarcane worker who fairly late in life experienced a conversion to revivalist Protestantism illustrates one form of bedrock spiritual reorientation in a technologically changing society. The author comments as follows:

It has been fashionable to assume that Westernization—crudely, the introduction of capitalistic technology and economy and of democratic ideology—leads directly to secularization among non-Western peoples. It cannot be stressed enough that this is not necessarily true.… Becoming a Protestant per se may not increase one’s chances for rapid Americanization; but such a move may in its ancillary effects do just that. It may be that when Western ideology and technique are imposed on a backward people, acculturation to an easy-going secular view will come fastest if they become more religious first.15

The point here is not that Protestantism is a necessary concomitant of better plumbing, TV sets, and industrialization. The latter may well, however, provoke reorientation, even a regressive one, in the spiritual substrate. This may come in many ways, often informal and non-“religious.” And the manifest content of the “conversion” may appear unrelated to the rationalized ethos of the new society.

A neglected feature of Puerto Rican life that bears on this question is the popularity of spiritism, which performs many important functions in the society.16 It supplies catharsis in a culture that fails to offer the wherewithal and the occasions for focused emotional outlet. It alleviates personality disorders caused by obsolescent or ineffectual social arrangements. It restores hierarchy to a fluid and weakly textured society. It permits role playing when personal identities are loosely established.

Although the forms of spiritism are many, a usual primary function is to help people deal with ill-defined, seemingly unmanageable obstacles in daily life. It is therapeutic for free-floating anxiety. The rigid hierarchy of a spiritist session, contrasting with the random order of society at large, is determined by the degree of control that each member exercises over the spiritual world: the medium, the participant who enjoys “faculties,” the participant without “faculties.” The institutionalized hallucinations of spiritism serve as lightning rods in a situation where potential villains and scapegoats (Americans, the upper class, the lower class, politicians, Negroes, philandering husbands) are not clearly and aggressively defined. In more intimate sessions, role playing by the medium and auxiliary allows the acting out of domestic problems arising from archaic family patterns (e.g., a wife confronts her husband’s paramour, which she cannot do in the community).

What has been said leads us to hypothesize that the changes wrought in twentieth-century Puerto Rico have occurred largely in the material and economic sectors and, rather more externally, in the social and political ones. When one examines moral and psychological orders, however, one almost suspects stasis. In these realms the effect of the elusive culture, distracted administration, and material resources of the United States has been to exacerbate problems that were in the air long before 1898.

One should therefore beware of construing Puerto Rican society and culture as a hybrid crossing of pure Hispanic and North American strains, particularly as this may imply sudden mutation or, in the term so frequently applied to the island, “transformation.” If societies can indeed achieve self-transcendence, then it matters little what we throw into the hopper in describing social change. A handful of Spanish and Yankee culture traits would be enough. The sociologist and social engineer win the field, and the historian becomes the faithful journalist reporting events on the day that Lincoln died or in the year that Puerto Rico’s genes jumped. If, however, there is a trajectory to the growth of societies, then the historical logic of institutions and attitudes assumes importance. And we are led to the familiar homily that societies, like persons, may be victimized by their past or may make capital of it but cannot escape it.

In this case we deal with a subject who suffers from a weak ego structure. Charismatic figures attract him. He relates ambivalently to authority (the United States) and distantly to peers (Latin America). His lack of mature relationships with others engenders preoccupation with status and proliferation of fantasies. For Yankees he is an expressive Andalusian, for Latin Americans a dynamic businessman. These fantasies blossom when watered by praise and wilt under criticism. In real life a mediatorial role proves more congenial than a self-assertive one. The subject’s docility masks resentment and generalized anxiety, and it sometimes gives way to goal-inhibited violence. His life tempo oscillates between apathy and excessive busyness. Freudian analysis would emphasize the childhood origins of the disorder and deemphasize the change of father substitutes occurring late in the subject’s career.

The Higher Learning (1958)

What impresses the visitor to the University of Puerto Rico is the large degree to which it reflects the spirit and organization of American universities. Understandably, many Puerto Ricans deplore this influence from the north. Others endorse American methods so thoroughly as to appear insensitive to domestic need or else pessimistic about prospects for domestic innovation. Arguments between extremists from these two groups, however, tend to serve as a façade for animosities unrelated to the substance of the case. A glance at the history of universities since the Middle Ages should suffice to prove to “localists” that the great universities of the West were, for generations after their founding, patterned after institutions from alien cultures:

The students of the University of Bologna influenced the masters of the University of Paris. Paris, in turn, sent back her English students to their native island, and thus helped in founding Oxford. Germany was two hundred years behind the rest of Europe in the establishment of her universities.… The whole history of medieval culture and civilization is marked by the influence of the universities of one people over the universities of another.17

For “universalists” the lesson of history is that a new university eventually “digests” the foreign influence and begins to give tongue to its own civilization. A pertinent example is the American university itself. Only in our century has this institution, with all its strengths and defects, come into its own, achieving distinctive traits, producing its own intellectual programs, acquiring international leadership. In colonial times college administration and curricula in America took after the English model. Then for a few decades after independence French influences were in the ascendant. Yet the estheticism, subtleties, and elegance of French intellectual life were out of keeping with needs of a frontier democracy, and Americans were wary of “atheistic” tendencies in French thought, to say nothing of the “immorality” of student life in Paris. England, however, failed to resume leadership, in part because its universities provided indifferently for graduate study in the liberal arts and were ill adapted for teacher training, a primary requirement for the United States.

At this point the German university became a shaping force. Till then Germany had been little known to Americans; its literature had not yet won its spurs; and Americans found the German language as unmanageable for discourse and instruction as Latin Americans initially find English to be. Yet the German university city offered an atmosphere where students were immersed throughout their waking hours in studies and the play of ideas. Further, German habits of conscientious research attracted practical Americans who were resentful of English aloofness and impatient with Gallic subtleties. During the century before World War I some ten thousand Americans received academic training in Germany.

The appeal of German training to Americans is analogous to the contemporary appeal of American training to Puerto Ricans, who appear bent on redeeming their society by mastering the techniques of economic planning, social engineering, and applied science. To the degree it holds, the comparison points two lessons. First, American universities in the long run assimilated and modified the German system. The German library, stocked for intensive research, set new norms for American university libraries, while the German research seminar was adapted to a more informal, intellectually less mature atmosphere. The German lecture system was not so easily transplanted, for its success depended on diligent, sophisticated students, classes of moderate size, and confident professors whose lectures reflected original scholarship. The American university rarely united these conditions for the effective lecture course, and the mode of instruction that came to be more fruitful and characteristic was the discussion class. The relative success of the “general education” movement, another American product, largely depends on this method.

The first lesson suggested, then, is that a university striving for identity must assimilate the foreign model. Although adaptations are often dictated by “deficiencies” in the host culture, accommodation to deficiency may well induce fruitful pedagogical discovery. Let us assume, for instance, that lack of intellectual sophistication in the United States prejudices the lecture system and necessitates class discussions. It then turns out that discussion at its best affords more vital acquaintance with literature and ideas than was possible using more formal methods. Similarly, it is a complaint in Puerto Rico that children grow up in homes where few books exist, where the habit of reading is scarcely found, and where little “general culture” is acquired. This at first glance seems to be a deficiency that limits the university’s hopes for achievement. Yet this very “deficiency” might inspire the search for an affective, unconventional encounter between student and subject matter that the book-centered curriculum fails to develop. By such methods I do not mean routine use of audiovisual aids or closed-circuit television. I have in mind an imaginative awakening of teachers to the possibilities of their subject matter and their recognition that twenty-year-olds, though intellectually innocent, have mature interests and emotions. If they see good reason for it, such students are ready for books to enter their lives.

A second lesson from the comparison is that the German influence came to fruit in the United States only after a long lapse, if we speak of its effects in shaping institutions rather than its impact on individual teachers and students. The decisive event was the opening of the Johns Hopkins University in 1876, more than half a century after Americans first studied in Germany. Although one should not force historical comparisons, it is of interest that slightly over half a century has passed since the founding of an American-type university in Puerto Rico—and that the definitive cast of the institution is hotly debated on all sides.18

The American university scene of the last century differs importantly, of course, from the contemporary Puerto Rican one. First of all, German influence in the United States was absorbed by institutions founded within traditions of the culture itself that could make selective modifications responsive to local need and to continuing foreign influence. The American-style University of Puerto Rico was an alien graft in a country that had never before had a university. Second, Puerto Rico is a small country with few university centers and weakly developed relations with seats of learning elsewhere in Latin America and the Caribbean. Thus it is denied the stimulating competition and exchange that were so important to American universities (sometimes at the expense, it must be said, of the integrity of the campus “community”). Vigorous intellectual traffic with those American nations that share its heritage and dilemmas would mitigate the paralyzing effects of Puerto Rico’s alleged cultural ambivalence (what modern culture is unitary?), its stepchild complex, and its legendary insularismo.

The University of Puerto Rico must thrive on centers of vital interest that will awaken local response and attract the best talent from abroad. As Ortega wrote, “Instead of teaching what a utopian desire says should be taught one must teach only what can be taught, that is, what can be learned.”19 This is not a narrowly nationalist argument, for it is evident that a seminar on Aristotle’s Politics might be conducted so as to touch the lives of Puerto Rican students more closely than does the customary survey of Puerto Rican history. The point is simply that the university do what it can do best, that it make firm beginnings in areas of regional vitality. Such beginnings, rooted in the particular, ramify toward the universal as the universal is found functionally necessary to elucidate the particular. Provincialism (as distinct from regionalism) manifests itself not only in hermetic concern with local affairs but also in passive adoption of foreign systems as a means of saving face.20 American visitors to the university should find cause for embarrassment in the extent to which routine features of the American system—the pretension to omnicompetence reflected in “coverage,” however perfunctory, of a standard academic menu; the prominence given to utilitarian areas such as home economics and business administration; the mystical conversion of educational achievement to arithmetic indices—have been uncritically implanted.

No foreign professor can complain of the cordiality that awaits him in informal association with Puerto Ricans. But he may be disconcerted when in performing his duties he attempts to participate in the university community. For he may find either an attitude of polite interestedness, outwardly uncritical and at times reverential, or else one of polite imperviousness, which stands for the feeling that a Chinaman can hardly be expected to sense the delicate and unique problems of Puerto Rico. In either case there is no give-and-take, the only process by which persons, institutions, and peoples find identity and grow. The presumption that Puerto Rico is a cultural crossroads is ironic insofar as the term denotes a mere locus, a mise en scène, where Spaniards and Americans meet and exchange ideas with Argentines and Chileans.

Ortega insisted that a university intimately reflects its cultural setting. Like other national institutions, a school system is outstanding because its nation is outstanding, not vice versa. Thus a school “depends much more on the public climate (aire público) that enfolds it than on the pedagogical climate artificially created within its walls.”21 We need not carry the thesis so far, however, as to say that every institution is prisoner of a monolithic culture that moves in obedience to undeflectable forces of history. Vital cultures have centers of vision and leadership, points of ferment, catalysis, and impending “breakthrough.” Despite my critical reflections, I feel the university to be potentially such a center. It currently supports free, heterogeneous speculation and expression, by Puerto Ricans and foreigners from many lands, to a degree perhaps unparalleled in Latin American countries of comparable or appreciably larger size. I am far from agreement with those who would have the university permeated by the aire público and journalistic nationalism of bureaucratic and commercial San Juan. I would see it encourage boldly and on many fronts the task of creative mediation between universals of experience and stubborn particulars of time and place.22

The students themselves provide the teacher’s clearest clues to these particulars and to the realm of discourse by which universals are to be mediated. Who they are in this case is suggested by Kathleen Wolf’s study of the upbringing of children in three island subcultures.23 Her middle-class community is of special interest as a hypothetical background for many a university student. Wolf concludes that “maintenance of dependence is the single most important characteristic setting off the middle-class child” from children of rural workers. The ideal of the middle-class mother is to acquit herself efficiently in the domestic sphere. Because she derives social approval and narcissistic pleasure from a clean and well-dressed child, he must be frequently washed and changed by the nursemaid. The maid discourages independent action, fondles the child when he is angry, and keeps him entertained. Hence an association builds up among cleanliness, good clothes, social approval, maternal acceptance, and control over impulses. Soiling and careless appearance become linked with social criticism, maternal rejection, indulgence of impulses, and a relationship with a low-status female figure. “This dichotomy may express itself in varying ways when the child reaches adulthood.” Thus, for example, carefree appearances are prized, for conspicuous hard work is virtually a breach of manners.

The father has little involvement with child rearing and is idealized as an authoritarian figure demanding obedience and dispensing justice. Naturally, husbands have trouble living up to this image; in moments of domestic crisis they revert to the role of rebellious children, while their wives assume that of irritated yet indulgent mothers. Such ambivalences make conceit, or lack of amiability, an offensive quality, for when people are uncertain of their roles, outward role symbols must be scrupulously maintained.

My purpose in summarizing Wolf’s findings is not to justify a clinical approach toward students or to attribute their character traits to early swaddling habits. Even if her conclusions applied to other communities, they would not “explain” Puerto Rican culture. As we said of the university so can we say of the family: that it receives from the general cultural ethos.

Without insisting on easy connections, I suggest an analogy between the hypothetical personality formed in the home and student behavior observable in the university classroom. Wolf’s study stresses that concern with appearances leads, in child as in mother, to narcissism or selfinvolvement that dampens ambition and deflects serious introspection. Thirst for approval is reinforced by the father’s role, authoritarian in form but ambivalent in content. The child is alert to casual cues for behavior, since the father offers no consistent model. The tendency to obey external cues rather than an inner voice is strengthened as the youth multiplies his contacts with a middle-class society that belittles sustained or creative endeavor and places a premium on amiability and ostensible leisure.

On the basis of my own teaching experience I once impressionistically listed five traits of the Puerto Rican university student. While all the traits are conducive to classroom congeniality, they are also valuable ingredients for the modal character just sketched: amiability (which preserves amenities), open-mindedness (which obviates commitment), deference (which wins approval and masks hostility), animal spirits (which fall short of passion), and affectivity (which gives sensitivity to cues). The teacher must recognize that such traits, however appealing, are rooted in character and may even serve the needs of deep-seated narcissism. If such be the case, the job of breaking the circle to free the faculties for self-development will be arduous.

Teachers at the university frequently complain that students lack independence and initiative, that for them education means finding out what the teacher wants them to know and retailing it back. This encourages a deference relationship similar to that described for child and parent. When the teacher is not immersed in intellectual pursuits or when he is preoccupied with his reputation in the eyes of colleagues and superiors, his resemblance to the hypothetical middle-class father increases. He stands for authority but provides no model. Students must manage with random and incoherent cues.

What one misses among the students and some who teach them is intellectual curiosity, acceptance of risk, and pursuit of learning as adventure.24 This circumstance seems related to a general characteristic of Puerto Rican life, namely, that the history and culture of the island itself are not recognized as a challenge. They go largely unexamined; they are not made present and celebrated (taking celebration to mean living communion, not homage or self-congratulation). The subtlety and fascination of Puerto Rican life, as well as the intricate structures of colonialism, elude the intellectual grasp of Hispanophiles and Yankeephiles, culture commissars and shock troops of American social scientists. The real Operation Bootstrap should be not economic but cultural. Little knowing or celebrating their past, Puerto Ricans are ever alert to word of it from others. They appreciate commiseration for their bicultural schizophrenia. They are hypersensitive to criticism, above all the political in-groups.25

One’s advice, then, to the young man or woman growing up in Puerto Rico is, “Get lost!” Get lost so that you may find yourself. Forget what others think, forget what should be done, forget conventions and genteel expectations. In Pedreira’s classic exhortation: “Let’s go fishing even if the Dutchman catches us!”26 What Puerto Rico has most to fear is not its problems but that its problems may some day be solved—that the lower classes will obediently become sterilized, that industries and the middle class will proliferate, that the friendly and passionless world promised by the Division of Community Education will come to be.

Power for achievement is acquired only after risking, even losing, the self. Achievement demands that this power be fashioned and controlled by style. Alfred North Whitehead described style as the most austere mental quality, the last acquirement and ultimate morality of the educated mind. Style in arts, in science, in daily tasks, has the esthetic qualities of attainment and restraint. “The love of a subject in itself and for itself, where it is not the sleepy pleasure of pacing a mental quarter-deck, is the love of style as manifested in that study.”27

As one end to be pursued above all others by Puerto Ricans I would name, not industrialization, not sharper definition of political status, not reconciliation of cultural ambivalence, but attainment of style in Whitehead’s sense. Puerto Rico prototypically exemplifies the lack of style common to national cultures of all the Americas. Acquaintance with the education system of the island, with its city planning, with its intellectual and above all its political life, by and large confirms the assertion. Two centuries ago Abbad y Lasierra provided an apt cultural symbol in describing Puerto Rico’s rural dwellings. These houses, he wrote, were built on posts without use of lime, stone, or iron, “by their very weakness guaranteeing the greatest strength during earthquakes or hurricanes.… The whole construction, reinforced with flexible canes, leans easily toward wherever the turbulence moves it; thus it suffers not the slightest damage since it offers no resistance.”28 This highly functional rural architecture is adduced, not to prove lack of style in the esthetic sense (for which one would turn to the dreary low-cost cement cubicles of our own day), but to symbolize the attitude of those who surrender to power instead of shaping it.

Embarrassing Colony (1984)

There is some irony to the subtitle of Raymond Carr’s book, “a colonial experiment.”29 Not long ago many Puerto Ricans believed that the island’s commonwealth status represented a “compact” acknowledging Puerto Rico’s cultural identity and its right to self-determination. Today, in the Decolonization Committee of the United Nations, the United States still regularly resists being held accountable as Puerto Rico’s “colonial” mentor. But in this instance the exercise of American world power requires more than the usual disclaimer; and the word experiment implies conditions of scrutiny and control that scarcely apply to the case of Puerto Rico, which Carr chronicles as a history of mutual misperception, selective inattention, and abdicated responsibility.

For at least a century Puerto Rican politics have turned on the issue of political status. In the closing years of Spanish rule the choices facing the islanders were those of continuing to accept annexation, working for autonomy, or demanding independence. Any change would have required concerted pressure by the island’s leaders on the regime in Madrid. In 1897, in a futile effort to stave off what was about to become the Spanish-American War, Spain granted Puerto Rico a charter of autonomy whose provisions, it is often alleged, were more generous than even the terms of the present commonwealth “compact.” In any case the new legislative assembly dissolved when, a week after it was convened, American troops landed.

After the occupation the shell game went on. Since 1952 the possible choices have been statehood, commonwealth status, and independence, but now each requires broad electoral endorsement, which the Puerto Ricans are reluctant to give. Although for a while it seemed that the prize lay under the commonwealth shell, economic pressures and political frustrations of the past decade have reopened the game, so that Carr likens the commonwealth to a palimpsest: “The message inscribed in 1952 is fading, to reveal beneath it an older inscription: Statehood or independence.”

Raymond Carr, the warden of St. Antony’s College, Oxford, and an accomplished historian of Spain with a broad knowledge of Latin America, was picked by the Twentieth Century Fund, after a long search, to conduct its study of Puerto Rico. Puerto Rican and American scholars were found to have excessive parti pris. A scholar of “dispassion and sensitivity,” or, in the sporting tradition, a referee, was needed. Carr has done the job with more dispassion but less cultural sensitivity than Gordon K. Lewis, another Oxonian and a professor at the University of Puerto Rico, whose book on Puerto Rico has for two decades been acknowledged as the best account in English of the island’s politics, society, and culture.30 It was this book that kindled Carr’s first interest in Puerto Rico, and he now confirms many of Lewis’s gloomier predictions.

Carr, however, was asked to concentrate on the relationship between Puerto Rico and the United States, and thus he tends to emphasize what some young Puerto Rican historians call the “leadership vision” (visión del procerato), which includes the various attitudes Puerto Rican politicians have taken toward the United States. Lewis wrote from socialist convictions and with sympathy toward the “delectable mountains” of the island’s culture and the emotional tone of its social life. He would not have referred, as Carr does, to Puerto Rican “cultural identity, however confused, provincial, and ambiguous it may be.” Yet both condemn the preoccupation of Puerto Ricans with their political status. For Lewis, only full independence “perhaps can forever end the Puerto Rican magnificent obsession with status.” Carr, without advocating any particular solution, quotes former governor Luis Muñoz Marín, the architect of the commonwealth, to the effect that politics centering on the island’s status have always impeded the realization of civilized ideals. They still do, he concludes.

Puerto Rico came under American rule in 1898 as a by-product of the war with Spain. The Treaty of Paris ceded the island to the United States as compensation for expenses incurred during the hostilities. The irony here was that the United States did not acquire Cuba, an island that had long been coveted by American investors and expansionists, but instead acquired an island whose existence had been more or less ignored. The conquest of Puerto Rico met the demands of the new Manifest Destiny, however, and opened the way for large-scale sugar investments that transformed the island’s economy. If the politics of inadvertency shaped Puerto Rico’s destiny, the politics of divide-and-rule came to govern its administration. With island leaders permanently at odds over status and arrangements for colonial rule, Washington keeps the ball in the Puerto Rican court (and decisions on rules of the game in U.S. federal courts). Puerto Rico is not for Washington a political constituency.

On July 28, 1898, Puerto Rico’s new military governor, General Nelson Miles, proclaimed that his troops had arrived to bestow justice, humanity, and prosperity with “the immunities and blessings of the liberal institutions of our government.” Any hopes raised by his conciliatory declaration soon collapsed, and Puerto Ricans began to refer to their new rulers as the “czars and sultans.” In 1900 the Foraker Act made Puerto Rico an “unincorporated territory” subject to the will of Congress. The U.S. president appointed the governor; the Executive Council, which doubled as a legislative upper chamber; and the island’s Supreme Court. Denied U.S. citizenship, living in a land that lacked status as a nation, the Puerto Rican was a man without a country. A San Juan newspaper complained in 1901: “We are and we are not a foreign country. We are and we are not citizens of the United States.… The Constitution … applies to us and does not apply to us.” Economic arrangements were less murky. Puerto Ricans paid no taxes, for they were not represented in Congress, but they could ship goods duty-free to the American market, which created a situation that immediately benefited American corporations.

Island politicians were soon proposing various alternatives to abject colonialism. José de Diego, who had been the minister of justice in the short-lived parliament created by the Spanish charter of autonomy, became a prophet of the modern independence movement. José Celso Barbosa, a black physician trained at the University of Michigan, supported statehood and U.S. citizenship as an assertion of collective dignity. Luis Muñoz Rivera split with Barbosa to favor a vague system of home rule resembling the British government’s grant of a parliament to Canada. His Unionist party dominated island politics from 1904 to 1932; his son Luis Muñoz Marín, also a master of the ambivalent discourse of colonial politics, many years later sought and got support for a more populist version of home rule, but far short of the Canadian formula of autonomy.

The Jones Act of 1917 granted a passive form of citizenship to Puerto Ricans—they would have a special representative in Congress but no vote there—and it modestly enlarged the sphere of home rule without relinquishing the veto power of the U.S. president and his appointed governor. Offering too little too late, the Jones Act only sharpened colonial tensions. The years between 1917 and 1941, Carr feels, were “largely wasted,” a view implying that history is the work of heroic leaders, not subterranean forces. By 1930 the island was no longer simply a nuisance but a Caribbean poorhouse, suffering from the worldwide Depression and the ruin left by a devastating hurricane in 1929.

The New Deal conceived for the mainland in the 1930s produced no basic reforms for Puerto Rico. Here lay a classic dilemma, emphasized by Carr: a policy designed for industrial America “could not cure a feeble island economy confronting the problems of a banana republic [sic].” What was needed, he implies, was a new policy fashioned from above by men of good will and common sense who could reconcile the “difference of perception on both sides.” For Carr, Puerto Ricans are a “nation of paranoiacs” who chafe under oppression yet harbor secret enthusiasm for the American way of life.

The spirit of the New Deal finally arrived in Puerto Rico during the governorship of Rexford Tugwell, a gregarious, humane technocrat appointed by Roosevelt in 1941. He found an ally in Muñoz Marín, president of the Puerto Rican senate, who had formed the Popular Democratic party (PPD) in 1938. Muñoz Marín soft-pedaled the status question while insisting on Puerto Rican identity and anticolonialism. He courted the common man instead of neglecting, harassing, or buying him. A “revolution from above” followed, one challenged on the right as a dangerous move into state socialism and by independentistas as a sellout.

In 1947 Puerto Rico was granted the right to elect its own governor—the post held by Muñoz Marín from 1949 to 1965—and that same year the Industrial Incentives Act, granting a ten-year exemption from local taxes to businesses that established themselves on the island, was passed. This inaugurated the economic program known as Operation Bootstrap, which was meant to encourage internal development but in effect created the rationale for the presence of American corporations that were shifting from agriculture to industry.

In 1952 Puerto Rico was established as a commonwealth under Public Law 600, following a referendum among the inhabitants of the island in 1950. “If we seek statehood,” said Muñoz Marín, “we die waiting for Congress, and if we adopt independence we die from starvation—in any case we die.” The “third way” was to accommodate demands for local democracy and “internal decolonization” to the inescapable power of Congress. The Spanish version of the spongy word commonwealth—Estado Libre Asociado, or “Free Associated State”—gave the impression of respecting all three longstanding aspirations of the island’s various leaders—sovereignty, partnership, and statehood. In 1953 the United Nations was informed that Puerto Rico was no longer a colony but a people associated by “compact” (to avoid the less equivocal term “contract,” for no contract had been made).

Yet deep doubts persisted even during the outwardly quiet years of the 1950s and 1960s. Many in Puerto Rico felt that the commonwealth should be “perfected” by more autonomy and an explicit bilateral compact. Then the question arose whether such an arrangement would be merely a stepping stone to one of the other two options—sovereign independence or statehood—both of them irrevocable. The Joint Commission on the Status of Puerto Rico, organized under Kennedy and Johnson in the mid-sixties, found all three ambitions to be honorable. Independence, however, would mean transitional economic guarantees during fifteen or more years, while statehood, the commission estimated, would “cost” the island nearly $200 million a year in federal taxes and require two preparatory decades of economic growth (a highly optimistic hope, it turns out). From the economic point of view the choices were dismal: either relapse through independence to the condition of the Dominican Republic, “catch up” to Mississippi, or remain in limbo as a commonwealth.

In a plebiscite in 1967 Puerto Ricans were asked to choose among the three options. This was a hypothetical exercise, since any scheme chosen could be carried out only by the U.S. Congress. The commonwealth option called not for continuing the status quo but for the maximum of self-government consistent with equal U.S. citizenship, a common defense and currency, and a common market. The independentistas rejected taking part in the plebiscite, and the commonwealth plan was chosen, but not by a majority of qualified voters. The following year the prostatehood New Progressive party (PNP), profiting from a split in the PPD, won the governorship and control of the House. Despite the Republican party affiliations of its candidate, the wealthy industrialist Luis Ferré, the PNP appealed to poor people who had migrated to the city as well as to young suburban executives. This was a new urban constituency that had been discounted in the traditional PPD strategy of Muñoz Marín.

The PPD returned to power in 1972, lost in 1976, and won control of the legislature in the disputed, hairline election of 1980. No politician of Muñoz Marín’s stature had emerged, and the economic basis of the PPD’s power was dissolving. For all the apparent success of industrialization by invitation under Operation Bootstrap, an increase of 309 percent in GNP between 1950 and 1977 was accompanied by a meager 24 percent rise in employment. Emigration to the mainland was relied on to act as a safety valve for surplus labor as industries became capital-intensive; but economic recession and the oil crisis were closing this valve by the early 1970s, while lower factory wages in the Far East and elsewhere siphoned off industrial investment. (Nearby Haiti has since been competing with Asia. The average daily wage there is $2.65, while the Puerto Rican hourly factory wage is $4.50.)31

Puerto Rico had become the beggar government that congressmen in Washington had warned against eighty years before. Federal transfer payments, made necessary by the endemic unemployment and poverty, rose from 9 percent of the island’s gross domestic product in 1950 to 29 percent in 1980. In prosperous times the PPD had preached the compatibility of institutionalized democracy, economic advance, cultural identity, and dignified partnership. As Operation Bootstrap faltered, and the contrast between the hopelessly poor and the newly rich became more acute, the PPD’s assurances camouflaged the bothersome ambiguities of the commonwealth less and less effectively.

This, roughly, is the history Carr sets forth. Although his book provides only a slim basis for proposing solutions, he treats us to the canny sort of exercise in irony and tenacious explication that we might expect of a connoisseur of Spanish politics and a devotee of fox hunting. Carr recognizes that the issue of political status has become anachronistic as a vehicle for pressing the interest of the common people, a case of “historical pseudomorphosis,” to use Spengler’s term. He notes an increase in numbers of unattached voters, who respond less to a party’s position on the island’s status than to its economic platform. Perhaps a third of the PNP supporters, for example, are indifferent to its demand for statehood. And if it is true that when you scratch a Puerto Rican you find an independentista, then why does only 5–6 percent of the electorate support either the “liberal bourgeois” Puerto Rican Independence party or the “radical petty bourgeois” Puerto Rican Socialist party, which professes admiration for the Cuban model?

Carr’s own suggestions mirror the uncertainties he describes. On one hand he holds that the main issue is not relations with the United States but the state of the island economy itself. “Rather than engaging in floating alternatives,’ it might be well to work with what is available to solve what remains Puerto Rico’s biggest problem: poverty.” On the other hand he criticizes American resistance to “a fundamental decision” about status. “Colonialism by consent” may be offensive to some, but if nine out of ten Puerto Ricans wish to remain part of the United States, Congress must recognize that the island’s economy cannot survive unaided (however “ineptly” $50 billion worth of transfer payments and investment have been squandered since the 1940s). And Congress must allow Puerto Rico to preserve its cultural identity, however “provincial” that identity may be. The point is made more starkly by Juan García Passalacqua, a member of the Puerto Rican “mafia” of young intellectuals who tried to devise “alternative futures” during the Carter administration. For him it is simply time for the United States to decolonize: “Make us equal or let us go.”32

Construing the matter as a question of the poverty problem versus the status problem leads one to accept the prescriptions and the presumed wisdom of political and academic experts who thrive on simplistic diagnosis. It also allows Carr some nimble comparisons with Ireland and Quebec. But if nearly a century of reluctant partnership has proven anything, it is that Puerto Rico, with a population equal to or larger than half a dozen or so independent Spanish American countries, is also a “nation” in Rousseau’s sense and perhaps cannot be easily compared with scores of other “colonial experiments.”

Indeed, if we consider all of Latin America to be a vast region that has doggedly preserved its identity and persevered in an intermittent struggle for internal and external liberation for five centuries, we may well ask whether Puerto Rico is as special a case as the local debate over political status suggests. Is the use of Puerto Rico’s outlying island of Vieques for U.S. Navy target practice more “colonial” than the use of the whole nation of Honduras as a platform for counterrevolution? And is the economic situation in Mexico or Brazil, held in a financial straitjacket by interest rates of American banks, any more distorted than that of Puerto Rico, whose people enjoy the automatic compensation of transfer payments? Or finally, who are better placed to make themselves heard, the muzzled citizens of Haiti and Paraguay or the Puerto Ricans, with their tribunal inside the United States itself?

A more generous treatment than Carr’s of Puerto Rican intellectual trends of the past half-century might make similarities with the general Latin American case clearer. Let us start with Carr’s brief appraisal of the famous diagnosis of Puerto Rican “national character” in Antonio S. Pedreira’s essay Insularismo, written in 1934. Carr takes this as a study of collective “docility,” a view of a society that was derailed in its quest for identity by the abrupt transition from the humanist “culture” of Spain to the materialist “civilization” of America. This argument seems to explain Puerto Rican “schizophrenia,” the more so in that it highlights “bourgeois” manifestations of the two legacies rather than their respective traditions of popular protest and rebellion. But intellectuals elsewhere in Latin America in the thirties were offering similar analyses of national character, although they were usually couched in less Manichean terms because in the independent countries most writers had long since dismissed Iberian traditions, taken en bloc, as unserviceable for Latin America. The point is that Pedreira, like his contemporaries elsewhere, had tasted Western disenchantment, and his dual categories culture and civilization, derived, like theirs, from Spengler and Ortega y Gasset, point beyond specifics of time and place—in Puerto Rico the quarrels of Hispanophile and Americanized elites—to the menace of rationalist Western schemes of salvation.

For a generation or more, intellectual debate in Puerto Rico was cast in the dichotomous mold shaped by Pedreira. Yet by the 1960s a new dialectic was at work, as recognized in 1970 by the founding of the Center for Studies of the Puerto Rican Reality (CEREP). Carr mentions it with guarded respect in a footnote or two as composed of radical, antiimperialist young revisionists attracted to Marxism-Leninism. Ideology apart, however, the contribution of the group has been its efforts to translate politicocultural slogans into a calculus of social forces and economic interests. For this work Anglo-American empiricism is no less handy than the constructs of Marxism, and it is no accident that CEREP receives support from the Ford Foundation. CEREP, in fact, has adopted a perspective similar to that of dozens of other Latin American research centers as it tries to place the Puerto Rican case in a hemispheric setting and to explain what Carr dismissively calls the “wasted years” between 1917 and 1941 or the present time of “muddle and frustration.”

Pedreira’s attempt to recover tradition and CEREP’s attempt to expose it have led to a more historically informed emphasis on “praxis,” of which Samuel Silva Gotay’s Christian Revolutionary Thought in Latin America and the Caribbean is symptomatic.33 Carr describes Silva Gotay as supplementing “European Marxist-Christian dialogue [with] dependency theory, which adds the colonial struggle of the exploited periphery to the class struggle.” But one can hardly dismiss Silva Gotay’s book as a reprise of formulae from the 1960s. In it he discusses the Protestant Reformation as a period in which a crisis in material conditions coincided with a theoretical crisis in relation between church (or public hierarchy) and society. He treats subsequent history in this light and, through arguments based on liberation theology, sees Puerto Rico’s future as tied to that of Latin America generally. The future, he feels, is once again open-ended and depends not on management from above but on popular initiatives.

If, as Silva Gotay and CEREP suggest, the Puerto Rican people must finally define themselves, a word must be said about popular culture. Carr sees it as pathological. He speaks of Puerto Rico as “a culture hybrid,” its inhabitants victimized by the pervasive schizophrenia mentioned earlier. Their language itself, a “stereotyped, colorless speech,” betrays them. Such Spanish, “adulterated” by Americanisms, becomes the “mumbo jumbo” of the characters in Luis Rafael Sánchez’s La guaracha del macho Camacho (1976), a book that Carr calls “indispensable” for those who want to savor the “vulgarity and pretensions” of everyday life in San Juan.34 But such a reductive reading of the novel proves only that Carr is more at home with the previous generation of writers, such as René Marqués and Pedro Juan Soto, who created, Sánchez has said, a “literature of guilt” that fulfills a civic duty rather than illuminates specific lives.35 La guaracha del macho Camacho has no villainous gringos or noble Puerto Rican nationalists. The text itself might seem to demonstrate how the process of colonization denies the poor the possibility of expressing their own complex feelings. However, what Carr takes to be incorrect, mumbo-jumbo Spanish is a popular language that Sánchez prizes for its precision and for rhythmic echoes of the tribal beat of the guaracha. Reading his novel the reader becomes an accomplice in transforming a colonial reality (in this case linguistic) from below.36

José Luis González examines emergent popular nationalism in his already classic essay, “The Country of Four Storeys” (1980), mentioned only glancingly by Carr.37 Drawing selectively on the CEREP studies, he makes three signal contributions to the familiar Latin American “national character” essay. First, he moves beyond static national-character portraiture and a frozen dialectic of Manichean forces to present a structure of four levels in continuing historical engagement. The ground floor is the original “national culture”: “popular and mestiza, fundamentally Afro Antillean,” such as seeks expression in Brathwaite’s “nation language” (see above, chapter 1). Next, with the transition from subsistence to latifundiary agriculture came a society superimposed by expatriates from newly independent Spanish America, joined by English, French, Dutch, Irish, and others. Corsicans, Majorcans, and Catalans subsequently built a “mezzanine” for this floor. The third storey came with the American occupation at a moment when the second was still “badly furnished.” Here begins the dialectic—with borrowings and crossovers—between two elite-inspired views of national culture that found fullest expression in the 1930s through the 1950s, both serving projects for “guided identity.” The fourth storey was constructed from the imperfect welding of late-blooming American capitalism to “opportunist Puerto Rican populism” in the 1940s. Here, González holds, the economic and political dead end of “Free Association” discloses the irreparable structural split that the colonial design had thus far camouflaged. The ground floor of national culture now begins to reassert itself.

Beyond this imagery for a comprehensive and processual view of history, González makes two further contributions. First, he subsumes the “status” question—irresolvable in its usual formulations—to that of “identity,” with the proviso that identity is no longer acceptable as a decision from above but only as a historical emanation from the people. Second, if this emergent identity has a strong Afro-Caribbean component, it is to be defined not exclusively in national terms but as a dimension of Caribbean culture. In the linguistic realm this would replace the angry confrontation of two metropolitan languages, Spanish and English, dating from 1898, with the natural companionship of two eminently Caribbean tongues, Antillean Spanish and West Indian English.

These final paragraphs supply Puerto Rican perspectives as an oblique commentary on Carr’s sagacious vade mecum to contemporary politics and public issues. Other reviewers have criticized more vigorously than have I Carr’s metropolitan parti pris. But even if we endorse his selection by the Twentieth Century Fund as a dispassionate outsider, Carr, like any Englishman, is surely aware that a game with only referees and no players is not an agonistic event.
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FOREWORD

The University of Ontarisota Press is proud to make available for the first time in print McLuhanaíma, famed throughout the literary and scholarly worlds as the Master Myth of the Western hemisphere. The vibrant interest of this masterpiece resides not so much in its historiographical verisimilitude as in its compelling delineation of the primitive, mythopoetic mind (McLuhanaíma) confronting an advanced civilization (Land of the Parrots). The Master Myth has been known heretofore only in truncated, deformed, and derivative versions. Now we present the carefully authenticated original of this incomparable saga.

Another stunning contribution of the Master Myth is purely linguistic. In an attempt to render his prose totally impenetrable, the anonymous author spent his lifetime attending international scientific gatherings. Refusing to adopt the quaint regionalisms of any single academic group—such as the International Congress of Americanists, the Brazilian Society for the Progress of the Sciences, or the Latin American Studies Association—he made a creative composite of their speechways, choosing only those lexical items that are bereft of any recognizable denotation. The result is a “modern” scholarly monograph composed centuries before its time.

This text of McLuhanaíma has been edited and annotated by three Yankanadian “Brazilianists”: M. Cavalcade Prowess, Tony Frank, and Harry O’Fields. These three young researchers never found employment in universities and have been graduate students for sixty-three years, surviving as research assistants. It was inevitable that in so long a time they would one day, in purely aleatory fashion, stumble on something interesting. This happened in the basement of the Library of Congress (before the Library was converted into a discothèque and massage parlor for the U.S. Senate), where they came across an antique tape recorder. When they inserted a new battery, the ancient apparatus shivered and rumbled and then, in a squeaky, eerie voice, made audible the tale that is about to grip your attention. Because the anonymous author was illiterate (analfabeto), his tape was never registered in the alphabetical card catalogue of the Library of Congress. Only Divine Guidance, or perhaps a Divine Comedy, led our three young scholars to the source.

Publication of this classic would have been impossible without the generous cooperation of the SantaCasaFord. The original price of the volume was so astronomical that not even the University of Texas Library could have afforded one. By making available an eight-digit subsidy, the SantaCasa allowed us to remainder the book before publication at three cents a copy. The tome you hold in your hands is therefore a publishing landmark as well as a cultural one.

Finally, I must express tender gratitude to my water-polo companion and somewhat promiscuous wife, Brünnhilde, who spilled boiling Wesson Oil on the first version of this foreword, delaying publication of the manuscript for nineteen strife-torn years.

James Watson Webb II

Director

Ontarisota University Press





 

ONE

LE COMMENCEMENT

… a stone in the middle of my kidney …

—Bull Drummond

One day many many many years ago our hero, Marechal McLuhanaíma, was born in an antiseptic hospital room near the headwaters of the Mississippi River. It was somewhere in the unexplored territories of Minnesota or Ontario in the land of Yankanada. He had no mother or father. Only a doctor and a nurse and an incubator and a resuscitator and a catheter and a thermometer and a syringe and an electric blanket and a life insurance policy and some pills to sleep and some pills to wake up and some pills to help decide which pills to take.

Every single day McLuhanaíma’s nurse administered a total massage. But for years he never responded or talked. Each year the nurse grew uglier and her breasts hung lower. Then one afternoon when McLuhanaíma was thirty-three years old, she massaged him more completely than usual (her breasts as well as her hands were now touching him), and he cried out: “THE MASSAGE IS THE MESSAGE!!!” The nurse was terrified and fell dead; but because she had brought vigor to our Marechal, she became an entry in the Dictionary of International Biography. You can still find her there, although without her pendulous breasts.

When McLuhanaíma began to scream, the hospital staff immediately installed a computer terminal next to his bassinet. He idly began to feed numbers into it and soon discovered that there is no necessary correlation between literary genius and length of bibliography, or between GNP and income distribution. So he began to want qualitative data.

Fortunately McLuhanaíma’s new nurse not only wore shorter skirts than the old one but also was something of a littérateur. One day she became so interested in applying a strategic massage that when she finally went away, she forgot two books on his bed table. One was Convents and Bordellos, written by a famous sociophagite, the Hermit of Apipocas. The other was Roots of the Root, written by a noted hysterian, Sergipe Boato de Antuérpia. McLuhanaíma seized both volumes. Being illiterate, he processed them through his computer. The first volume he found less satisfactory because the Hermit was not able to distinguish convincingly between convents and bordellos. Sergipe Boato, however, was able to demonstrate conclusively that the roots penetrate more deeply than the root. Were the reverse true, the book would obviously have been entitled Root of the Roots instead of Roots of the Root.

Two things fascinated McLuhanaíma. First, both books dealt with a distant, exotic, lecherous, totally undeveloped territory called the Land of the Parrots. Second, the two authors offered accounts of this land that were diametrically opposed.

The Hermit described in lascivious detail how the Land of the Parrots had been an idyllic jungle peopled by beautiful, dark Amazonian women with only one breast. They sat under the trees quietly weaving tangas (mini-bikinis made of dental floss) and drinking Coca-cola and waiting to be raped. In the year 5000 B.C. the patriarch João Washington Luis Getúlio Médici Tibiriçá Ramalho, duque de Cu-de-Ferro, arrived in the Land of the Parrots. He was a castaway from the cruise ship Lusitania, torpedoed by Hans Staden, a gunner on a German submarine. João Ramalho founded a harem called Piratininga and attempted to gratify the Amazons in the finest traditions of machismo. When he discovered that the maidens were intolerably innocent, he imported ten million African slave women to teach them every kind of lechery and sacanagem. But even after male mamelukes appeared, only João Ramalho was allowed to brincar. He had established a unitary, totalitarian, monolithic patriarchy. According to the Hermit, it still exists today. And should exist.

The hysterian Sergipe Boato took a more complex view of the matter. He felt that human drama isn’t static. It moves. And it moves by dialectic, which he baptized the “dialectic of malandragem.” (Others were later to call it a Marxist dialectic, but Sergipe Boato formulated his theory long before Animal Crackers and A Night at the Opera. In fact, some scholars speculate that Sergipe Boato may have inspired the Marx Brothers themselves, although it is scarcely permissible to assume that a hysterian from an undeveloped country can influence general theory.) In any case, according to Sergipe Boato, João Ramalho immediately established a dialectic with the Amazons. To the point that he insisted on their growing a second breast to create a pectoral subdialectic, just as the Senegalese maidens had taught them an orificial subdialectic. Hence the origin of the fact that all women in the Land of the Parrots today have two breasts.

Once the dialectic was established, things had to change. The idyllic situation described by the Hermit could not last forever. The change occurred in the year 1922 B.C. In Piratininga lived four siblings who had been saved when a big Varig Goose died while carrying them through the air. They were descended, not from João Ramalho, but from a famous musician, John Philip Sousândrade, who lived on Wall Street and had composed stirring military marches as well as a sentimental Neapolitan opera about an Apache princess, La Guaraná. Sousândrade had lost his wampum in the Wall Street crash of 1929 B.C., and his progeny escaped to avoid paying their father’s debts. They were named Mariândrade, Oswândrade, Drummândrade, and Carmemirândrade. The Ândrade clan went to João Ramalho, and their pope, Mariândrade, said: “We’re tired of your unitarian, totalitarian, monolithic patriarchy; what we want is a pluralistic, oligarchic patriarchy run by colonels. Four men should brincar and not just one. We don’t ask for a revolution because we need your money to celebrate our Ano de Coronelismo Moderno, when the governors will take over politics. We want a Foderal Republic. Massacre becomes massage. That’s the message. Your motto is O MASSACRE É A MENSAGEM! And ours is A MASSAGEM É A MENSAGEM!”

Oswândrade looked angry and muttered that the revolution might not come now but was due in ten years, as soon as he had exhausted all the rhymes for his Pornassian poetry. Drummândrade said nothing because he was a cautious miner and public functionary. And Carmemirândrade simply flashed her hostile, sexy eyes. João Ramalho smiled a patriarchal smile, gave them two coppers, and said, “Go have your Ano do Coronelismo Moderno. I’ve explored so many anos myself that one more won’t matter. After all, meu ofício é orifício. And the motto of the Land of the Parrots is ‘Orifício e Ingresso.’” “Yes,” sighed Mariândrade with his sad, sweet smile, “tem muito orifício, sim, mas o problema é a distribuição dos ingressos, não é?” And thus was born the Science of Economics in the Land of the Parrots.

As soon as the Ândrades left the royal bedroom they began to fight. Mariândrade wrote five essays for the Correio Piratiningano to absolve his guilt and praise the merits of João Ramalho. Oswândrade kidnapped João Ramalho’s favorite brincadeira, named Tarzana do Amoral, and vociferously flew with her on a Varig Goose to Europe. Drummândrade crept silently back into his mine to dig for agates. And Carmemirândrade said: “You are really chato-boys! I’m going to split forever and live in the Village of the Cariocas. Ano do Coronelismo! What a bore! I can do more in a Minuto de Jeitinho Moderno than you can in a whole Ano. After I get to the big Village every cat in the street is going to brincar.”

So Carmemirândrade stole the magic musical talisman of Mariândrade, inherited from John Philip Sousândrade, and left him with only two antiquated modinhas in a minor key and three out-of-tune rural sambas. She then traveled to the Village of the Cariocas riding on top of a jaguar (she was a real amiga da onça) and did the following things: she invented Carnival and used the magic musical talisman to set the martial tunes of her ancestor John Philip Sousândrade to a syncopated beat called the urban samba. Her Carnival slogan was A MOÇA É A MENSAGEM! During Carnival she felt sorry for two melancholy pubescent seminarians, Tristram Shandy Ataúde and Andrew Jackson Fígaro, and she went to brincar with them. She left them in such ecstasy that they invented the Catholic Church and shouted, “A MISSA É A MENSAGEM!” Then she went to brincar with Júlio Carlos Prestes to console him for not having dethroned João Ramalho. He was so delirious that he invented Communism and shouted, “A MASSA É A MENSAGEM!” This provoked a ferocious scuffle between the proletariat and the Italian restaurateurs. The Italians claimed that they had been saying for a thousand years that the “massa” was the message. Then Carmemirândrade decided to brincar with all the lieutenants in the Army because they were lonely in their barracks. They were so overwhelmed by her charms that they recruited five hundred thousand pivete-pickpockets to invade Copacabana. They met no resistance whatsoever, and by now the pivetes have extended their occupation to Avenida Rio Branco, Ipanema, Leblon, and Jardim Botânico and established a frontier in Barra da Tijuca. The slogan of the lieutenants was O MÍSSIL É A MENSAGEM! On Copacabana Beach you can still see a statue of a lieutenant being fleeced by a pivete. Carmemirândrade thus became the heroine of her people, the Poke-ahontas of the southern latitudes.

This was how the Land of the Parrots was modernized to abolish the old Terra-Massacre: moça, missa, massa, míssil, and above all massagem. A patriarchal pentalectic.

Naturally, João Ramalho was infuriated at the disintegration of his empire. He sent bandeirantes commanded by Antônio Guloso Tavares (O Sargento das Malícias) to all parts of his Terra (even to Chile and Nicaragua) to look for uranium and for aboriginal maidens (“piranhas”) who lived in rivers. This would reinforce his authority. But the only bandeirantes who returned home were those who had found nothing. Meanwhile, João Ramalho was having difficulty satisfying all his women, who were by now mamelucas, mestiças, cafusas, mulatas, pardas, morenas, cabrochas, and sararás. And he was four thousand years old and had only five testicles. So he wrote to his consul in Sicily and requested one million hot-blooded Sicilians who could help satisfy his women. The consul replied that he would send them if there were jobs, because even red-blooded Sicilians can’t brincar twenty-four hours a day. João Ramalho replied that as far as he was concerned, they could pick worthless coffee beans. Soon there were fifty million Sicilians in Piratininga, picking coffee and brincando with the great-great-great-great-granddaughters of João Ramalho. They were great. Then suddenly foreign aristocracies decided that coffee, although it was extremely bitter, at least tasted better than Coca-cola. And João Ramalho found himself rich.

With his new money João Ramalho built one million factories to manufacture color TV sets so that the Sicilians would have less time to brincar in the evening with his great-great-great-great-granddaughters. But then the TV stars needed a place to save their immense salaries. So João Ramalho created one hundred thousand banks. Unfortunately, the red-blooded Sicilians were freezing to death in the thin drizzle and cocky little chill and commotion of Piratininga, and they began to spend weekends in the Village of the Cariocas. The pivetes of Copacabana painlessly relieved them of all their profits from coffee, industry, and banking. With them the pivetes bought cafezinhos and color TV sets, and they deposited the remainder in the Bank of the State of Piratininga. This is what ecomunistas call “the integration of the national market.” And this was how the modern Land of the Parrots was created.

McLuhanaíma was stupefied by the thrilling hysteriography of Sergipe Boato de Antuérpia (although it had no footnotes at all). He decided that he must do research in the Land of the Parrots to see whether there was empirical basis for this miraculous account. He applied for funding from the SantaCasaFord, the SantaCasaGuggenheim, the SantaCasaCarnegie, the SantaCasaRockefeller, the SantaCasaSSRC, and an infinity of SantasCasas, including some located in Sweden, Japan, and Argentina. (Outside the Land of the Parrots there are lots of philanthropophagi.) Our hero won every fellowship. In this fashion the profession of Brazilianist was created.





 

TWO

LE MILIEU

… ver a bunda passar …

—Chique Boate

The fellowships won by McLuhanaíma came to a total of $1,507,653. Because he didn’t want to fall down in Havana en route to the Land of the Parrots, he decided not to fly on the Varig Goose. So he went to the aviary to get astride the Panam bird. The aviarist asked if he had excess baggage. “I don’t think so,” said McLuhanaíma. “I’m carrying only five typewriters, seven tape recorders, two mimeograph machines, three stereo record players, eight color TVs, six xerox machines, a computer with three terminals, assorted IBM data-processing equipment, six research assistants, a VW bug, sixty-nine cases of whisky, and a crate of Lomotil. Standard equipment for a Brazilianist.” The aviarist made a lightning calculation. “That will cost you $2,133,333.” “But that’s more than my fellowship! Besides, the fellowship only allows me $43 for excess baggage!”

McLuhanaíma was so furious that he went directly to see Henry Edsel Jerry Ford, king of Yankanada. The Ford dynasty had ruled Yankanada for 266 years, ever since Methuselah Ford had become a trillionaire by creating the SantaCasaFord to make huge profits sending upper-class South American students to study imperialism in Yankanadian universities. It was like sending fat, succulent Frenchmen to the Tupinambá to study ritual anthropophagy. Methuselah Ford became so rich from his SantaCasa (the Yankanadian government gave him one million dollars for each thousand-dollar fellowship that he awarded) that he could afford to lose billions of dollars producing an unsaleable wheeled animal called the Ford “automobile.” (Deep in the jungle Methuselah Ford recruited one million Indians to make rubber shoes for his “automobiles.” They lived in Fordlândia, which became the clandestine capital of the Land of the Parrots.)

For one hour and twenty minutes McLuhanaíma explained to the king the importance of his mission as the world’s first Brazilianist. When he had finished, the king said, “I didn’t understand a thing.” McLuhanaíma forgot his manners and shouted, “Why not, you idiot! It’s simple enough!” The king replied stolidly, “I was chewing gum while you spoke.” And then our hero remembered that King Henry Ford could only do one thing at a time. So he politely asked him to park his gum under his chair, and he repeated his story.

When McLuhanaíma was through, the king said gruffly, “Well, what do you want me to do? This is a guv’ament, not a SantaCasa. I’m certainly not going to pay for your excess baggage. First you bring me back some hard data from Bonus Ayrees or Angola or wherever it is, and then we’ll see if there’s a payoff.”

“Look, Your Majesty, I don’t need the Panam bird. I’ve got my VW bug. All I need is a road. Why don’t you build a bridge from Wall Street to Piratininga? If you don’t want to donate it, the natives will put up part of the money. You can recover the investment by charging each car a toll of one million dollars. We’ll call this arrangement A Aliança para o Ingresso.’” (Highway tolls were an allowable expense under our hero’s fellowships.)

“Great campaign idea,” said the king, “and maybe we’ll empty out all the Porto Rickans in New York across that goddam bridge.” So he picked up his bugged telephone and called his ambassador in Piratininga.

The ambassador assembled all the native businessmen, who were Italians, Japanese, Syrians, Germans, Swedes, and one gorgeous mulata. (She had inherited a fortune from a general who died while brincando with her in a motel. Besides, the Land of the Parrots is a racial democracy.) At first they resisted the idea. “We don’t want a bridge to Wall Street. We want one to Guarujá,” they said. “Hell,” replied the ambassador, “those lazy Cariocas built the biggest goddam bridge in the world and it doesn’t go anywhere. Who ever heard of Niterói? Don’t you want something bigger than theirs?” This convinced the native businessmen and the mulatinha, and they agreed to invest two tostões for every million dollars invested by King Henry Ford. At 78 percent interest with monetary correction.

So Big-Bridge was authorized, and they called it Serafim. It cost King Henry Ford $752 trillion, and it cost the native businessmen 4 cruzeiros velhíssimos. The Yankanadians began building from their end, and the Parrots began from theirs. The two gangs finally connected Big-Bridge at Mogi das Cruzes.

McLuhanaíma thanked the king profusely, jumped into his VW bug, and started off across the bridge. After a while he saw thousands of Mercedes Benzes ahead of him coming north. They were filled with southern tourists who had heard that color TVs cost three medieval cruzeiros less on Wall Street than in Piratininga. Then he looked in his rear-view mirror and saw thousands of VW bugs filled with competing Brazilianists who were driving south with him. McLuhanaíma was paralyzed with the fear that his native informants would all escape north and that his competitors would follow him south and steal his research data. What to do?

Always a practical man, our hero stopped his car and put up a sign. As he was illiterate, a research assistant wrote it for him. The side that faced north read “STOP—DETOUR.” He knew that his compatriots obeyed signs. They would stop their cars, then drive them off the Ponte-Grande into the Caribbean Sea. The side that faced south read “NÃO PARE—SIGA.” He had read in his Yankanadian Army Manual that southern drivers don’t obey signs. They would stop and return home. McLuhanaíma continued his journey relieved of worry.

After a brisk drive of forty-six minutes our hero arrived in Piratininga. He took one look around him and shouted at the top of his lungs:

Negative continence and total dependence

Are the evils of this Land!!!

Then he fell over in a faint. When he recovered, he found himself in a twelve-room suite of the Piratininga-Hilton Hotel at twelve thousand cruzeiros novos a day (equal to twelve quadrillion cruzadeiros futuristas). Per room. Service not included.

McLuhanaíma’s first concern was to feed himself. He went into the street and entered what he thought was a restaurant. A delicious Japanese girl approached him. Our hero played his Berlitz cassette and then repeated, “Quero comer.” (The way he pronounced his r’s created a fashionable style of speaking known as the “caipira” dialect.) The delicious Oriental smiled and took his arm and said, “You spic English? Quer comer? You fokky-fokky?” Our hero rushed outside and swallowed fifty-six pills, twenty-eight to prevent venereal disease and twenty-eight to cure it.

At last he found an eating place. Being illiterate, he couldn’t read the menu. So he asked for “BEEF” and gestured for a big one. When the waiter brought a beautiful bife a cavalo, McLuhanaíma was so angry to see a fried egg on his meat that he took it outside and threw it at a street lamp. For a long time he only knew how to order bife a cavalo, and each day he threw the egg at a street lamp. That’s why all the street lamps in Piratininga shine yellow.

Meanwhile our hero’s diarrhea became so severe that he polluted all the Santo Amaro lakes, as well as the Tietê River as far as the Alto Paraná, the Paraná, the Rio de la Plata, and the southern Atlantic Ocean until the noxious deposit turned Africa into the Dark Continent and then providentially reached the Cake of Good Soap. At the Foz do Iguassu an irate Argentine tourist was reported to exclaim, “Carajo conho! Paguei cinco billones de mis buenos pesos argentinos para presenciar esta Mierda!!!” The problem of pollution was never subsequently solved and is still deplored even by Massacrist newspapers such as O Estadão de Piratininga and A Folia do Crepúsculo. If our hero had made his discharge several centuries earlier, the ferocious monsoons would never have embarked at Pôrto Feliz, and the Argentines would today own half the Land of the Parrots.

One day McLuhanaíma found a garçon who spoke a Nordic language and suggested that he eat a feijoada. After he had consumed fifty-nine kilograms of black beans and cattle testicles for lunch, his stomach became a lead mine. At 15:45 he was standing in the Plaza of the Republic and suddenly broke wind with a thunderous and atomic FFFRRR-UUUMMM!!! It caused the collapse of three skyscrapers, a cinema, the Bank of the State of Piratininga, and fifty-three Turkish mansions that formerly stood on Avenida Paulista. Our hero continued to eat his feijoada for lunch and produced the same catastrophic detonation each day at 15:45. Soon he had destroyed every remnant of Aleijadinho’s colonial architecture that had distinguished the city, and the prefecture had to create the National Historical and Artistic Patrimony to invent new specimens for Argentine tourists. Scientists as far away as Cathay set their chronometers by the daily explosion. So far Piratininga had been the only South American city that had never suffered an earthquake. Now it registered twenty-five on the Rectal scale and broke every seismograph in the hemisphere. The mule-drawn electric trams (called “bondes”) proudly displayed the legend: “Piratininga is the fastest-shrinking city in the universe! We lose a building every 15 seconds!” More than Hiroshima.

McLuhanaíma was now accustomed to native food and folkways, and he had learned three words of the lingua franca: fokky, fokky, and feijoada. He was ready to start research. His informants agreed that he needed a research permit from the wisest scholar in the Land of the Parrots. This personage knew everything about all the societies in the universe. And he had such oracular powers of conceptualization and articulation that his discourse was wholly impenetrable. This sage spent 364 days a year riding a Varig Goose to international conferences. But once a year, and twice during leap years, he was available for Brazilianists. (The natives, however, were not allowed to speak to him.) He was Althussio Cebrapinus Gramescu, a Rumanian folklorist. (His name at birth was Malthusio, but he changed it.)

The importance of Dr. Althussio was that anthropophagically he had eaten Professor Wiggly-PiersonaGrata, a native of Scotland and the medicine man of the Terra-Massacre. The professor had invented a triadic totem: idyllic patriarchy—racial democracy—benevolent capitalism. Dr. Althussio converted the totem of Professor Wiggly-PiersonaGrata into a tabu and created a new, unitary totem called Dependency. If the Terra-Massacre needed a pluralist totem, the Terra-Massagem needed a unitary one, following the dialectic of the Marx Brothers. And if the old national motto was “Orifício e Ingresso,” the new one, according to Dr. Althussio, should be “Dependency or Death!”

The new totem had many advantages. It was imaginative instead of empirical. It was systematic instead of intuitive. It was realistic instead of romantic. It was indecipherable instead of decipherable. And each time the Brazilianists discovered an inconsistency the new totem exfoliated at fabulous expense to all the SantasCasas. By the time McLuhanaíma arrived in Piratininga, the Dependency totem had progressed through the following stages, seriatim and anthropophagically: internal dependence, external dependence, interim dependence, eternal dependence, independent dependence, dependent independence, interdependence, intradependence, and, finally, uterine dependence.

Luckily Dr. Althussio was at home on precisely the day our hero commenced his research. McLuhanaíma wasted no time. “What should I study?” he blurted out. The sage stroked his beard. “Will you start at the top or the bottom?” “What’s the difference?” asked our hero. “Did you ever brincar?” asked Dr. Althussio. “No, never.” “No wonder,” said Dr. Althussio. “Well, you can start at the bottom interviewing the favela folk. They’re intelligent and human but they don’t eat well. Or you can interview people at the top, where the paradigm is reversed.” “Easy choice,” said our hero. “I feel more comfortable with no ideas in the head and no bacteria in the food.” “Good. Go interview the generals.”

“But what should I ask the generals?” inquired our hero. Dr. Althussio smiled enigmatically and drew a small slip of paper from his shirt pocket. “Ask them these three questions,” he said. Then Dr. Althussio Cebrapinus Gramescu solemnly mounted his Varig Goose and flew off to a conference in Bagdad. The topic of the conference was “How to Make Scholars in Undeveloped Countries Stay Home Where They Are Needed.” It was sponsored by the SantaCasaFord. Dr. Althussio received a per diem of ten thousand dollars, which represented the profits on the rubber shoes made for “automobiles” at Fordlândia.

McLuhanaíma set about to interview the generals. His computer told him that there were 1,682,088 generals (excluding the one who had expired in the arms of his mulata). They were distributed in every city and village of the Land of the Parrots, and some overflowed into Montevideo, Asunción, Iquitos, Ciudad Bolívar, and Georgetown. In despair our hero went to the Yankanadian “cultural” attaché. He was a man of few words and fewer ideas: “First, drop in tonight for cocktails, where you can interview 521 generals for openers. Second,” and here he consulted his 4-Wheel Guide, “the jungle is now integrated by the Transamazônica, the Transboliviana, the Transperuana, and the Transvenezuelana. They haven’t even finished the Transmexicana and the Transsiberiana, and already the jungle is 92 percent under concrete and viaducts. In your VW bug you can reach all the generals in four days.”

Early the next morning McLuhanaíma set out in his bug and managed to interview every general in four days. The gasoline cost 1,234 prehistoric cruzeiros per liter, and his fuel consumption reversed the country’s favorable international balance of payments. (This was the true cause of the world petroleum crisis.) Luckily, our hero’s fellowships allowed this as a legitimate expense. He drove so carefully that he killed only 9,847 chickens, 7,321 dogs, 37 Argentine tourists, and one general. He shed two tears at the last item because it reduced his universe of informants by one (though it also saved thirty seconds of interviewing time). The Argentine tourists all became stars in the firmament, flicking their turn signals in the sky as they had neglected to do on the highways of the earth.

McLuhanaíma returned safely to Piratininga and processed his data through his computer. The six research assistants read him the results. Here is the tabulation:
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Our hero was in despair. His fellowships allowed him only twelve more years of research, which was nowhere near enough time to evaluate and explain his findings. Luckily, Dr. Althussio Cebrapinus Gramescu had just returned from Bagdad, and our hero rushed to see him. Dr. Althussio turned white as a sheet. “But this is impossible!” he screamed in a rare afflatus of passion. “The empirical data absolutely contradict all my theoretical assumptions, to say nothing of my conceptual frames of reference! The allowable margin for error is 99 percent. You have exceeded it by 1 percent! I’ve always distrusted imperialist-empiricist validation, and now I know why!” He anxiously drew a small slip of paper from his shirt pocket. “Here is how the poll should have come out.” The paper read:
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“Because you speak the lingua franca badly, you must have requested comic instead of cosmic attitudes,” Dr. Althussio continued. “My imaginary data could be processed in twelve years by simple bivariate analysis because I eliminate the ‘No’ column. But yours—not in a millennium.” Poor Dr. Althussio had been traveling so frequently to international conferences that he’d never heard of détente, only of detention. He resigned his membership in 477 international associations of socioecopolitipophagi and went to shine as a dim star in the Piratiningan Academy of Letters.

But the problem of McLuhanaíma was more complex. For by mistake the computer had added two further questions to the three of Dr. Althussio. These had been left in the program from a previous questionnaire administered to five-year-old children. The research assistants had forgotten to erase them from the tape. The questions were: “At what time do you start to brincar?” and “At what time do you stop brincando?” The generals, not knowing that these were questions for tiny children, answered unanimously “17:00 hours” to the first question and “17:30 hours” to the second. Each general had one hundred Japanese, Syrian, Italian, and German secretaries (including one sensual mulata for reasons of racial democracy), and they liked to brincar with them for half an hour after work.

Our hero suddenly realized that for one half-hour each day the generals and secretaries were all brincando, and NO ONE WAS GOVERNING THE COUNTRY!!! That afternoon at 17:00 he entered the office of the most important general, and sure enough, no one was there. To test his power he picked up a bugged telephone and called the Plusquamprefect of Piratininga. “Plusquamprefect!” “Yessir!” “This is Marechal McLuhanaíma.” “Yes, Marechal!” “Put all the cars on the sidewalk and all the pedestrians on the street. As they do in the Village of the Cariocas.” “Yes, Marechal!” The Plusquamprefect obeyed, and while it did not solve the traffic problem, the Piratiningans became almost as happy as the Cariocas.

The next day at 17:00 our hero returned to the general’s office and telephoned the Transit Bureau. “Who’s this?” bellowed our hero. “Transit Chief speaking.” “This is Marechal McLuhanaíma. Your career will be really transitory if you don’t obey.” “Yes, Marechal!” “I want you to select the worst-paid, most exploited favelado in your whole Bureau. By one little action he will cause a Revolution of hemispheric impact. More than Fidel’s. He will become the hero of his people. Send him to the middle of Serafim Big-Bridge. He will find a sign there. Tell him to turn it around.” “Yes, Marechal!” In this way the Piratiningans would all go north and the Yankanadians would all come south. And no one would ever be able to replicate the research of the first “Brazilianist.”

This is exactly what happened. Which explains why today the people in Piratininga are all three meters tall and have short blond hair and speak with a caipira accent and know how to cook without maids. And why the people on Wall Street are all one meter tall; they are colored brown and red and green and yellow and heliotrope, and they have one hundred maids to serve each housewife and, when she is at church, to brincar with the boss. The little underpaid, exploited favelado who turned the sign around on Serafim Big-Bridge had a headstart and was the first to arrive on Wall Street. He now lives in a big white electronic palace and people call him Emperor Dom Pivete I.

That’s all, folks.

Well, there’s more, but the grants from the SantasCasas expired.

That’s all, folks.





 

THREE

LA FIN: LA PORTE AQUATIQUE

The penis mightier than the sword

(Quem não tem pluma casa com cão)

—Jack C. O’Mellow III

Well, all right. I’ll share with you our hero’s fate. It’s ungrateful how heroes are forgotten as soon as the action is over. McLuhanaíma got in his VW bug and returned home over Serafim Big-Bridge. When he arrived, he tried to publish his dissertation to get tenure in a university. But he discovered that his data had already been exhaustively published. This was because King Henry Ford had bugged his suite in the Piratininga-Hilton and recorded all his research findings. (Moreover, five of our hero’s six research assistants were CIA agents. The sixth would have been one also. Except he was gay.)

Then, because the Wall Street Times didn’t like King Henry Ford, it bugged the White House, stole all of McLuhanaíma’s research data, and published them in a special edition of six thousand pages in one billion copies. So when our hero sent his manuscript to the Ontarisota University Press, they accused him of plagiarism.

Hereupon the first and only Brazilianist became bored with the chicanery of this world and went to wander, solitary, as a star in a vast constellation that formed the insignia on the shoulder of a general. A CIA general or a Parrotoid general? As the late lamented Dr. Althussio Cebrapinus Gramescu would have said, “Well, that depends…” And there you are. Back to dependency. That’s all folks.

Dictated on the 6,969th anniversary of The Emasculation of Duke Cu-de-Ferro and the 200th anniversary of the Emancipation of Wall Street Inferno from Parrot Paradise.





 

NOTES

“Uma fuga” (title page)

The story is called a fuga, which Cavalcade Prowess believes to signify a “flight” from reality, while Tony Frank prefers to interpret it as a “flight” into reality. Harry O’Fields assures us that what is intended is a ceaseless “fugue,” or counterpoint, between fancy and reality, or between illusion and allusion.

“Le Commencement,” “Le Milieu,” “La Fin” (pp. 235, 239, 247)

The myth has a triadic structure. However, the chapter titles are difficult to decipher. They seem to come from an ancient “lingua franca gauloise” that spread throughout the Land of the Parrots after the mamelukes ingested (anthropophagically) two missionaries named Yves Cendrars and Blaise d’Evreux. They came from a small Huguenot island called Les Deuxmagots (possible corruption of “les démagogues”). Their language prevailed in the Land of the Parrots for several centuries but is now quite extinct.

Prowess assigns these three words the meanings of “Beginning,” “Middle,” and “End,” thus yielding the ingenious paradigm:

Commencement → Milieu → Fin

O’Fields reminds us, however, that the Beginning may be the Beginning of the End, while the End may be the End of the Beginning, thus yielding the antiparadigm:

Commencement (de la Fin) ← Milieu ← Fin (du Commencement) By a magisterial act of intellectual Levi-tation, Frank interprets the three subtitles to signify “Raw,” “Medium,” and “Cooked.” He therefore proposes the following diagram, suggesting both a frying pan and the male organ of generation:
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The Ândrade Clan (p. 237)

There were two additional Ândrades besides the four mentioned in the text. One was Anita Malfândrade, who made beautiful green and blue tatoos on the bodies of the mamelukes. (Applied to the southern exposure, her decorations produced an arse nouveau.) Unfortunately, a ferocious mameluke named Monsanto Lobotomia winked at her the night before the clan visited João Ramalho, and she was too deeply in shock to join the group. There was also a half-brother, Plínio Safado, but he doesn’t enter the story because he actually enjoyed the old patriarchy. Besides, he never much liked to brincar.

Emperor Dom Pivete I (p. 246)

Dom Pivete I is not a historical personage but a mythic composite. He really represents three rulers: Don Juan Sexo, Dom Pivete I, and Dom Pivete II. The following information is extracted from the Histéria geral of Sergipe Boato de Antuérpia. (This work consists of 432 volumes. The first volume, written by 181 collaborators, took 88 years to compile. Exasperated by the lethargy and mediocrity of his editorial team, Sergipe Boato wrote the remaining 431 volumes by himself in the space of two weeks.)

Don Juan Sexo was the favelado who first arrived on Wall Street. He resolved to develop the country immediately. First, he opened the port to the commerce of friendly nations, creating a modern system of dependency and according a preferential tariff to the Land of the Parrots. Then he laid out a vast herbarium of 6,500,000 hectares, where he planted 7,821 species of marijuana and cocaine. (It was known as Central Park, or the Grass Menagerie.) Finally, he established an enormous discoteca, where 8,132,521 musicians played bossa antiga twenty-four hours a day. As director of the discoteca he appointed Chique Boate, a distant progenitor of the hysterian Sergipe Boato de Antuérpia.

One day Don Juan Sexo became bored with Wall Street and felt saudades for his favela in the Village of the Cariocas. (His favela was located on the summit of Sugar Loaf and drained its sewage into the mansion of the Belgian ambassador, at the foot of the mountain.) Don Juan asked his son, Pivete, if he wanted to return with him across Serafim Big-Bridge. Pivete hesitated a moment, then uttered one single word now recorded in every history textbook in the world: “Você-sabe-duma-coisa-papai-acho-que-vou-ficar-por-aqui-mais-um-tempinho-estou-achando-graçamesm’” (usually translated as “Me stay”).

Pivete then became Dom Pivete I, and he built a slender, phallic palace (the Umpire Snake Building) for his favorite mulata, the Beleza de Santos. (Chique Boate even composed a hymn for her, entitled “Que Beleza!”) One day the Beleza de Santos suggested to Pivete I that he import her team from Santos to introduce futebol on Wall Street. When the team arrived, however, a savage riot broke out, known as the Pelé-Mêlée. Wall Street was not yet ready for racial democracy. Immediately, Dom Pivete I, the Beleza de Santos, and the futebol team had to return to the Land of the Parrots. As he started across the Bridge in his Mercedes Benz, Pivete I asked his son, who was only five weeks old, if he was ready to assume command of Wall Street. The precociously bearded infant gurgled one word, “Guarujá!!!” (usually translated as “Me want”). The Pivetes are famous for laconic utterances under stress (in fact they invented the one-liner). As he spoke, Dom Pivete II raised his tiny forearm in an offensive gesture called the “banana,” and thereafter he was known as Dom Pivete Banana.

Dom Pivete Banana ruled Wall Street for 436 years. The only notable event of his reign was his invention of the telephone at Philadelphia in 1776. He required the instrument to ring up Piratininga and declare the independence of Wall Street from the Land of the Parrots.

La Porte Aquatique (p. 247)

This reference cannot be explained. It was erased from every tape available at the former Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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