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Who Cuts the Border? Some Readings
on America

For Roberto and Maddie Marquez

The January 10, 1891 edition of La Revistg llustrada carried the initial
publication of José Marti's celebrated essay, "Our America.”' Later, almost
exactly a year to the day, “El Partido Revolucionario Cubano”—the
Cuban Revolutionary Party—was created, with Marti acknowledged as
“its leading spirit, inspirer, and organizer.”? The compressed background
of historical events that Philip Foner provides in the Introduction to the
second ot four English-language editions of Marti’s writings? reacquaints
readers in the United States with a larger-than-life romantic instance,
whose initiating moments date back to one’s childhood and its ephemeral
encounters with symptoms of the heroic: Simén Bolivar, Father Hidalgo,
and “the cry of Dolores,” alongside Marti, are entailed with the same fab-
ric of cultural memory and a curiously elided time-space continuum that
threads the name of A. Philip Randolph with the successes of the Brother-
hood of Sleeping Car Porters and the heady political maneuvers of Adam
Clayton Powell Jr. It remains, then, a matter of surprise that, even as one
eventually grasps the reasons why, Marti's “our” and “America” do not
usually embrace US at all—except by the logic of a clearly defined dualism
of antagonists, who, in the febrile imagination of his writings, must con-
tend, in effect, for the right to name and claim “America.” As Foner ob-
serves, that vast stretch of formidably organized political power, ninety
Hﬂfﬁ-ﬂﬁu'th of the island and nation of Cuba, demarcates, for Marti that
: a,” neither “his America,” nor “Mother America” of Marti's
sness.* About seventy years following the writing of the
' ilosophy ngrsmryﬁ G. W. E Hegel himself
n for surprise at the exemplary boldness
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revolutionary moment and impulse, those “long suffering Americap T
publics, raised up from among the silent Indian masses by the bleeding
arms of a hundred apostles, to the sounds of battle between the book ang
the processional candle” (86). On the other hand, the "other America," th
United States, “this avaricious neighbor who admittedly has designs on
us,"® arouses Marti to the visionary urgencies of an Armageddon, Perhaps
the longest syntactic chain in "Our America” throws forth immitigable
linking between “since/then,” post hoc, ergo propter hoc, embedded in oppo-
sitional ground:
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".duIﬂETi‘_:*"r” ?"'-'EW wurld, “[‘-"'3'1'” the “United States of Narth America, but an
emanation from Europe (82). Hegel’s “other America” “has always shown
itself Ph}?sfﬁfuy andh P?*}"-"h'fﬂ"!r' powerless, and still shows itself so” (81),
These aboriginal societies “gradually vanished at the breath of European ac-
Hvity” (B1); e needn’t add that such “breath” ferociously animated the
winds of multiple violence—epistemic, linguistic, iconogra phic, genocidal,
Hegel’s E“m[f’ﬂl"wmaﬂﬂttfd United States, with its “republican constitu-
tion," its Ch friﬁ’ﬂ&“ sects of Protestant enthusiasm, its “universal protection
for property” belongs, finally and dismissively, for Hegel, to an American
“future,” “where, in the ages that lie before us, the burden of the World's
History shall reveal itself—perhaps in a contest between MNorth and South
America” (86).

The Hegelian “perhaps” is borne out, amazingly so, in hemispheric wars
of national liberation, so far, includmg Cuba (in its First and Second Wars of
Independence) and Cuba again, under the successful insurgency of Fidel
Castro, shortly past the mid-point of the twentieth century. No one can fail
to read current affairs in Ibero-Hispanic America and the Caribbean—from
Sandinista Nicaragua, to post-Noriega Panama—outside an ironized per-
spective on this “future” and the culture texts inscribed and unfolding
about it.

Ensnared, then, between Old World and New, past and future, the con-
trary ideas of "America” instantiate the text and the materiality on a his-
torico-cultural ground long fabled and discursive in acts of European
Invention and intervention. It is as if the Word, for Europe, engenders
Flesh. Peter Hulme argues, for example, that the discourse of English colo-
nialism arises fundamentally on the career of two key terms—"hurricanes”
and “Caribbees”—that mark relatively new lexemes in the English lan-
guage. “Not found before the middle of the sixteenth century,” these terms
do not settle into “their present forms before the latter half of the seven-
teenth.”® Both originate in Native American languages, and “both were
quickly adopted into all the major European languages” (58). Raymond
Williams's Keywaords does not carry entries on either term, but it is rather
startling that as innocuous as they might appear in the lexicon, “hurri-
canes” and “Caribbees/Caribbean,” especially the latter, have achieved key-
word status over a significant spate of modern intellectual history. P:]l}i'
Subsequent addenda that we might devise on Williams's project concerning
Mﬁﬁﬂﬂf terministic cruxes “in the West” might well inaugurate
Around “Caribbean” and its own emanations.
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coction of writing and reportage, lying and *
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ers carried out reganimﬁg mdigenous Americans. Misprision, therefore, con-
stitutes law and 1_’Ul|{‘ of G ur America” in its “beginnings” for Europe. Made
up in the gaze of Europe, "America” was as much a “discovery” on the reti-
nal surface as it was the appropriation of land and historical subjects.

From what angle does one insert the “United States but-an-emanation
from Europe” into this picture, or perhaps, more ambitiously, a series of
perpendicular pronouns—the 1's"/"eyes” of writings on the New World?

At least one thing is doubtless: At whatever point one cuts into this early
modern discourse on what will become, quite by accident, by arbitrary de-
sign, by the most complicated means of economic (and otherwise) ex-
change, and the entire repertoire of genetic play and chance, her space, his
space, of central habitation in the unimagined “future” of World History,
the initial news is hardly good for anyone. “Physically and psychically pow-
erless” and overcome by men who eat (the) other(s), this orientalized, Eu-
rope-fabled “America” could not be salvaged by even the hippest stunts of
the televisual medium, except that a Marti, for one, will reclaim it as a nec-
essary project of historical demolition and reconstruction. But the United
States, carved out of this New World ground, must be read, just as it is inti-
mately connected, with this unfolding historical text of unpromise. The
seams will show now, but that is also part of the picture. This ground is bro-
ken—by culture and “race,” language and ethnicity, weather and land for-
mation, in generative and historical time, as more or less gendered
“situation-specificities,”* in various postures of loves and hungers, cohabit
it—even though, given any point at which the multiple “1"“We" are posi-
tioned on its axes, it appears to be monolithic ground. Retamar, pursuing
the implications of Marti’s “mestizo America,” identifies as the "distinctive
ﬂgﬂ of our l:‘_'lﬂtlle.,'" those “descendants both Eﬂ'l.l'lll‘.ﬂll? and r:ultmall}f

speaking, of aborigines, Africans, and Europeans” (9). He goes o SERRH R
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whose pedigree leads back to Book X of The Olyssey™ (70). Further, Caliban,
4s the issue of Sycorax, ' entertains “particular conne
, - whose signs the Caribs could read” (70). Need we be reminded here of
the “intersections of blood and the moon, the mother and home: towareds
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When Marti invokes “Mother America,” one imagines that he means
the formulation of “mother” in relation to nurture and security, but the
term might also mark, under the precise historical circumstance upon
which his vision of “America” is raised, the silence bred by defeat. If Colum-
bus's Diaries, compounded of report, offered the explorer a useful fiction for
entering New World communities, then that available discourse evinces a
remarkable instance of “rhetorical enargeia,” which Patricia Parker de-
scribes as "convincing description or vivid repaort, [containing] within it the
same visual root as the name of ‘Argus,’ sent with his many eyes to spy."!#
The Columbian reporters, for example, were not only providing “promo-
tional narratives,” but “a "blazing,’ or publishing of the glories of this femi-
nized New World, of the possibilities of commercial abundance and
‘return’” (141, my emphasis). Perceiving a link here between language and
spectacle, Parker speaks of discursive inventiveness as a “transgressive un-
covering, or opening up of a secret place, of exposing what was hidden in
the womb of a feminized Nature” (142). These “ocular proofs,” giving rise
to discursive elaboration, as we have observed in the Caliban/Caribbean/
cannibal semiosis, yoke the gaze and the profit in a rhetorics of property
(147).

The inventory of both the American land and the figure of Caliban—
“ugly, hostile, ignorant, devilish”—inscribes a “rhetorical and an economic
instrument, one way of controlling the territory in question” (150). Even
though Sycorax is given no script in The Tempest, as We recau," her “ab-
sence,” except in comminatory provocation, confirms the “unrepre-

f sentability” of Caliban, the mothered-woma ned, toa SPE:'_:TEIW "'ﬂ‘_ldl‘f“ﬂf-
| A not-sayable offers a strategy for describing the “future,” which is always a
pregnan ity in the now.
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