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Hopenhayn asks us to think about the possibilities of a globalization that “could
mobilize liberating energies. I am referring to transcultural entichment, the en-
counter with the radically-other. . . . More than multicultural respect, transcul-
tural recreation: To come back to us after having passed by the good savage, to *
put ourselves experientially in perspective, to have our bodies pass through the
body of the South, the North, the East.” Hopenhayn is in this respect a utopis- -
tic visionary, drawing us with him into the seductive, provocative celebration of
cultural multiplicity as a new kind of freedom, achieved through. international |
travel and through the near simultaneous exchanges at the speed of electrons in ‘
the contemporary communication net. - {
From where I stand here in the First World, both economic and cultural glob- .

alization seem a self-evident fact, with implications ranging from shopping -
mall construction to university curriculum development. Nevertheless, even if
we accept the theory that globalization has inescapably and ‘universally im-
pressed itself upon turn-of-the-century modernity, numerous questions remain.
What are the blind spots in globalization theory? How is globalization differ-
ently understood in the U.S.-European (or Eurocentric), and Third World(ist)
theoretical locations? In a recent paper, Santiago Castro-Gémez comments, for
example, that the normative understanding of modernity in Latin America is
necessarily different in kind from the Euro-American and that this temporal be-
latedness reflects a qualitative distinction in theoretical structures of thought
about modernity: “By contrast to what happened in Europe, the consolidation
of cultural modernity in Latin America does not precede the cinema, radio, and
television, but it arose precisely because of them. . . . Modernity in Latin Amer-
ica challenges, then, the theoretical framework generated by ‘the project of
modernity.” It is precisely this antinormativist perspective that Castro-Gémez
analyzes in his recent work delving into the still relatively unexplored territory
of modern Latin America’s philosophical difference from, and potential contri-
butions to, the metropolis.’ There is in this argument a strong claim for a sup-
plementary reading of this Euro-identified theory, one that comes from the
South, from the peripheries of modernity. Even further: this southern take on
this theory, suggests Castro-Gémez, not only will serve as a supplement to the
metropolis but can provide the foundation for a countertheoretical stance that
will challenge some of modernity’s most basic and assumed premises.

Reading both Castro-Gémez and Hopenhayn together reminds us, too, that
the “nosotros” [the “we™] and the “otros” [the “others™] in the latter’s commen-
tary are more ambiguous than they might look at first glance. From one point of
view, the “us” is the international body of scholars who read and enjoy thinking
about questions such as those raised in these fairly abstract, relatively dense, ac-
ademic articles and books. Both Hopenhayn and Castro-Gémez, in this brief
capsule, serve as exemplars of representative projects for Latin American en-
gagement and dialogue with the challenges of thinking globally from outside the
Euro-American axis. They are the “others” within the purview of the globalized
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theoretical network, the oppositional thinkers who fr_eguently serve to rellr.u'nd
metropolitan totalizing thinkers of the local parﬁiculanhes and reglonaI' rea 1ltlles
that serve as an offset as they undergird theoretical analyses. Th.e que.stlons ! ei
pose are essential ones; furthermore, the nuanced engagemept with thinkers suc
as these men reminds us of a crucial blind spot in much .Flr-st World theorizing
and provides a resource for deeper and more powerful thinking. ) 1
From another perspective, people like Hopenhayn and Castro-GoTnez'—a ong
with other scholars such as Ernesto Laclau, Enrique Dussel, Gayatri Splvak,' or
Homi Bhabha, to name just a few—represent courtesy membejrs of the First
World “us,” always marked by (and often celebrated fOf) a pl’l,tatlve or real aura;
of otherness, that in turn and paradoxically makes thfam ¢ otller to”the 1ntelle<}:)tula
institutions of their home countries as well as, obviously, .othe'r to the suba ht—
ernized citizens inhabiting those local realities. Still further, in this playl.ng off. the
global “us” versus the local “other,” there are many, many others who mexp:llca—
bly remain on (or even imperceptibly off) the margins of theory, who I;str al:i
cannot globalize, even if they want to, because thelr experience df)es not fi cold
ventions that allow for the first opening into a dialogue. Tendentiously, I wou
large, this is women’s case.
Sa};ft,h faotill;)\:/?llllg Jan%eson, we agree that at the heart of dis'cussions about globa%—
ization is the theorization of a totality, even if an untotalizable one, then a seri-
ous gap arises with respect to at least 50 percent of qle human race whfo t;‘lem.altrf
almost entirely absent except for passing refereqces in tl}e vast body of theore
ical work associated with thinking through the implications of globa.hzatl\(l).n 12
contemporary society. This is what Kaplan fmd G.rewal, jfollow1rig 11\216
Dhareshwar, call the predominant “male agon” in the 1ntemat10nal cu mra‘ 1;:—
bate, a largely unexamined ethos that, they theor}ze, may derive at leastli)a;(rtnla y
from the Marxist heritage of many prominent thlnker§ and from t.he; well- dovilln
limitations of Marxism with respect to gender—conscmu:.s analysis. B?yon t e
obligatory feminist article in any anthology on the 'toplc, the e?(tensw;:\maln_
stream bibliography on globalization rarely engages rigorously 'w1th gen er—;(?n
scious research and tends instead to vaguely acknowledge the 1.mp(.)rtanc§', of in-
ternational feminism without doing close readings of, or entering into dialogue
with, these works. Raquel Olea says it well:

Women have been the subjects neither of the project f)f mOfiemity nor of the l<':tri1s1sl
of this project; historically absent from the pacts 01:' dls.curswe, social, and poli T:;_
power, our recent incursion into the public sphere still sﬁuate's us on the m?r.gm,‘? -
side of the spaces valorized by dominant culture. . . . Fermnls'm comei1 1012 dn(e)S
where” into spaces where its discursivity does not y.et have: a hlst;)ry, where it do
not yet have the capacity even to negotiate or enter into alliances.

Feminism and, indeed, women in general represent real proble.ms for these
theoretical exchanges, and as a result, they tend to be all but ignored as a
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complicating variable that somehow seems to be uncomfortably and, indeed,
almost self-consciously displaced outside the boundaries of ongoing discus-
sions. As Olea intimates, feminism seems to come from nowhere, and while its
location in the public space has by now become technically unavoidable, the
possibilities of engaged dialogue remain severely limited. Jean Franco would
agree. She writes that “the class privilege of the intelligentsia has always

posed a problem for Latin Americans, but in women’s writing it becomes par- ‘
ticularly acute since women writers are privileged and marginalized at one and i
the same time.”® Likewise, Amie Parry’s trenchant response to the presenta- |
tions in the 1994 Duke University Globalization conference is apposite: “One |
of the ongoing concerns of the conference was the question of feminism and

its role in resisting the effects of globalization, a concern that was brought -
up in various contexts but was rarely itself the subject of prolonged discus-

sion.”® Parry articulates a frustration that many academics have felt when par-

ticipatfng in conferences and other intellectual exchanges; our colleagues

openly and frankly acknowledge the importance of international feminist con-

tributions to their projects, but they rarely go beyond the one-sentence refer-

ence to the essential importance of the advances in this theory by transnational

feminists (a list of names typically accompanies this reference to feminists).

The ubiquity of this throwaway acknowledgement in the glaring absence of

any real engagement with feminist theories or women’s texts seems to appear

as a way to avoid an intractable problem without pretending that it does not

exist.

This problem is, of course, too large to address in a single chapter, and the
dearth of reciprocity in theoretical discussions can only be alluded to here. I
propose to contribute obliquely to a potential dialogue through a discussion of
Argentine’s Tununa Mercado, paying particular attention to her remarkable
1992 text, En estado de memoria (In a State of Memory)." Without ever using
the word globalization, Mercado addresses a kind of globalized, cosmopolitan
experience akin and analogous to that theorized in recent work like that of
Jameson, Hopenhayn, and others, and links it to a particularized consciousness
and to a style redolent of old-fashioned storytelling. The author describes this
book in a 1992 interview as a “conquest of the body of the text—the only thing
that could stanch the flow of personal loss, of nation, people, memory.”!! In this
book, ineluctably, the memory of an Argentina that has fueled personal identity
during the long years of exile comes into conflict with the lived Argentina of a
postexile returning home. This is a book that in some sense rigorously ad-
dresses the question asked a few years ago by Néstor Garcia Canclini: “What
does it mean to belong, to have an identity, in this end of the century?”12

In his perceptive study of this work, Idelber Avelar classes it among a body
of “untimely” texts, works that take up the political and personal task of writ-
ing in a postdictatorial climate, confronting both “the imperative to mourn”
and “the epochal crisis of storytelling and the decline in the transmissibility of
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experience.” For Avelar, the impossible condition potentiating this work de-
rives from the author’s personal need and her intelle.ct.ual commltmel}t_to come
to terms with Argentina’s recent past, in the reC9gn1tlon t‘}‘xat the official ;t;a;—
egy for redemocratization on the national level 1r%volved 1t4hv3, eraszre lal; asis
getting of the experience of the victims” of the D11tty War. Hf)w, velar S,
do committed writers go about the task of mourning —an actlve'forgettmg
and a necessary personal and ideological task,‘in the t:ace of a national Procescsl
defined by passive forgetting?'> At the same time, thl,S work of mourffnng zzlr
remembrance is encumbered by the fact of the authqr s own absegce Tom Ar-
gentina during those critical and terrible years, a'penod during whlghhan lm;i;
ined Argentina, constructed piecemeal in a forglgn country, serve fe}ll' as ©
touchstone to ground identity. Globalized despite hergelf, l')e.cauge of her 1\1,)1r0
fession as a committed Argentine intellectual and a writer 11v11}g in eX}le, er-
cado, thus, returns “home” after long years in. France and in Mex1clo, to a
deeply loved and lovingly remer.nblerelzld Argentina that no longer feels com
nd that is no longer entirely home. ‘
foréarli)tlied: have differed coxglgsiderably as to the genre _of tl}is work, and the shg:lt
variations in genre ascription seem to me to be t_elh'ng in terms ?f thei usei 0
which this text can/has been put. Jean Franco calls it 'sm’l’pl)ly anovel; Ave arre et;
to it as “highly fragmented and reflexive mem011r8s, and as a tesﬁmf)m
novel;!7 Patrick O’Connell talks about it as a novel,'® as an aut.oblogr,a,lg 3IIn in an
episodic style, autobiographical. fiction,'” and “personal tes.tlmony. o fi‘;};
event, readings of this text, and Mercado’s own cpmments on it, general 131/ ;
an awareness of the close parallels between the flrst—per’soq narratf)r of the senei
of interconnected- stories and the events in the guth'or s life. This fundgmelg?e
slippage among fiction, autobiography, and mfzdltatlve essay oﬂ:ers reg e;ts) the
first and perhaps most radical message about this text, one we beglnb‘io abso oo
fore even beginning to explore the book. In. c.ontr'ast to the con;forta : e norm: and
expectations associated with academic writing in general, this t(?xt s sui gen i
combination of fictional self-writing, on the one hand, ?m(.i medltatlYe e;sa)f;h "
the other, keeps us off balance and hints at the gontradlctlons_assoc(:llate ‘wt ne
double-edged process when “others” deploy their knowledge in and agains
' associated with “us.”
Stﬂéﬁz’::;ically, while retaining its fundament‘aL irrecuperable straggelzess, t:::
text also suggests a modality by which a traditionally excluded ;u Jetc c&(l)rllitan
tempt to represent herself in a way that mt?ets th'e demands o me.r(t)pd e
knowledge construction—if only as a kin‘d of inversion of norms associate Wi
European-identified genres: travel writing (h§re Latin American wcilllllzve o
plores the world), autobiography, trauma narrative, and personal e.sscelly. vens
ready noted the tendency in theoretical texts to use the .abstract thir .-peléso r di
course, as well as the fascination with, and almost obligatory alllhlsmnd‘o, .
ill-defined and underanalyzed other outside the bounds of theoretical 1s¢:ourasI d
At the same time, an essentialized concept of women and a vague gesture tow
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feminism abound in globalization theory, subject to the displacements that are
structural to the genre of the theoretical essay. Against this dominant tendency,
Olea references a basic untranslatability of the woman’s experience in the pub-
lic space, the relative opacity of an embodied subject that seems to come out of
nowhere and does not readily dissolve into existing discursive needs. In Mer-
cado’s text, we have the concrete working out of one response to this intermin-
gling of expectations and exclusions with her simulation of witnessing in place
of the re-creation of an imagined authentic other’s voice. En estado de memoria
fits neatly into the growing, and now better-recognized, subgenre of the “criolla
gender essay” that Mary Louise Pratt succinctly defines with reference to Victo-
ria Ocampo. The preferred form of the male essay, says Ocampo, is the mono-
logue; cohversely, Pratt suggests, the criolla gender essay structures itself im-
plicitly ot explicitly as a dialogue or conversation with its readers.?! The
Argentine| writer, thus, implicitly takes issue with the traditional self-image of
analytic thought as single, neutral, and objective, reminding us that the (return-
ing) exile’s consciousness is shaped inexorably by dialogue with other people
and other cultures, by the class privilege that has allowed the narrator the option
to choose exile, and by the overtly feminine voice that recalls the gender privi-
lege attached to specific kinds of discourses.

Jean Franco has dedicated much of her recent work to exploring the expand-
ing cultural repertoires that come with an increasingly intense and frequent jux-
taposition, exchange, and displacement of peoples and cultures in a series of stud-
ies that have ranged from commentaries on mass culture comic books to analyses
of Tununa Mercado’s highly complex essays and fictions. She focuses on the pro-
found transformations taking place at all levels of society and argues that in the
Latin American context “this process can be described as ‘deterritorialization,’ al-
though . . . in a sense rather different from that used by Deleuze and Guattari,”
one that not only takes into account the configurations of advanced capitalism but
also recognizes the seductive power of the family and of the home as a “space of
refuge and shelter.”?? The premise underlying En estado de memoria intersects
directly with these concerns, in its unmistakable delineation of a peculiarly Ar-
gentine, specifically feminine, working through of the implications of a deterri-
torialized consciousness with respect to a problematic that is intensely personal,
as well as both local and broadly universal, both rooted in a particular national
history, and deracinated from the nation. '

The problem Mercado sets for herself in this book is deeply hermeneutical,
involving talking through a layering of culture on culture and text on text, learn-
ing how to think from the perspective of a Latin American woman displaced
from her homeland into an alien cultural space (France, and later, Mexico), and
then returning home in the aftermath of unthinkable traumatic violence. As
Martin-Barbero says in another context, equally applicable to Mercado’s prob-
lem: “A national memory built on a hereditary vindication explodes, divides,
multiplies. It is the other face of the crisis of the national, a complement of the
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new lattice that the global constitutes: Each region, each locality, each' group
demands the right to its memory.”?® And yet, this fiercely defended right to
memory encodes its own irrevocable refusals. Mercad0’§ work, says J.ean
Franco, “confronts one of the major issues of our time—the issue of a plura'hsm
that permits and even encourages difference. The narrat(?r’s .obsessmn with a
tramp . . . may, in fact, reflect a certain nostalgia for margln.aht.y .that has, hqw—
ever, no social significance. For the marginal is merely an individual r?beyh‘on
while, on the other hand, the social text has become unreadable exce,pt 1nd1}'1d—
ually.” In Franco’s reading, one of the accomplishments of I\'/Ierf;ad_O s text is to
bravely confront such teasing or baffling intellectual apd institutional uncer-
tainties. In the last story in the volume, the narrator writes on a crack<?d gray
wall and is, finally, absorbed into the text of her own self-inscription, whlt{h dis-
solves under her writing hand. Referring to this metaphor, Ffanco continues:
“When the wall of gender difference comes down, it. is not s1mp‘1y the c,enter
that is destroyed but also marginal positions, including that of. woman’ and
‘woman writing as a woman.’ . . . The woman intellectual mu‘st Wlt'ne.ss not only
the destruction of the wall, but that of her own anonymous inscription on that
very wall.”? It is a difficult and arduous path that leads Mercado from dream
text to this seemingly nihilistic dissolution. . o .
The longest text in En estado de memoria is a thirty-page meditation enti-
tled “Exposure” [Intemperie], staging the encounter between a woman who
has come home from exile and her obsession with a homeless man. This man
offers an intractable mystery; as Franco says, he is m@xgmal and (-cruelly) in-
significant, yet the narrator’s nostalgia and h.er yearning for meaning ends up
constructing an encounter and elaborating a dlscourse: between the two of them
in the pages of this text. In this effort, Mercado renynds us Of. paral'lel efforts
of the fellow southern cone activist, Chilean-born Diamela Eltlt: Eltit has. spo-
ken forcefully about the importance of working at the level .of dlscourse. in or-
der to effect social change and has been particularly C(')mn.ntted t_o r-noblllzlng
and giving nuance to that which has been most m.argmahzed w1t.hln. cultu're.
She is the author of a series of technically dazzling novels peglnnlng Wth
Lumpérica, a novel she notoriously read in a brothel aftef stagn_lg readings in
Santiago in which she cut and burned her own flesh, and including coytrover-
sial works like Por la patria, Cuarto mundo, Vaca sc.lgrada, and esp.eCUTIIy her
El padre mio—a famously “unreadable” text consisting of a recompl'latlon aqd
edition of a homeless man’s disconnected, severely traumatl.ze.d, schlzophr'emg
monologue. Eltit specifically associates a r:1gor01‘1s and polltlcglly con’nmtte
recuperation of marginal voices with a rearticulation of the feminine, since, as
she notes, that which in society has been most repressed a.nd negated tends to
be relegated to the feminine space.” The feminine, then, is nqt just the space
of women,; for Eltit, it is whatever has been muted and privatized at the fnaf-
gins of official culture. Then too, as both Eltit and Mercado know, the indi-
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viduals and groups who occupy the interstices of the system also reveal its lim-
its when official discourse is put under pressure. ;

In Mercado’s text, the style is less scourgingly transgressive, but the commit-
ment to a writing that combines intellectual rigor and aesthetic value is the same
as the overlap between the space of the feminine and the politics of marginaliza-
tion. Her narrator is a writer, trying to use her craft to write her way back into this
place that is both familiar and strange, in an awareness of the accrued effects of
all the other places she has resided in the interim. The homeless man seemingly
has no fixed place to be, since he lives and sleeps in a plaza; yet he rarely moves
more than a few meters from a single spot, whereas the writer comes and goes
throughout her newly reannexed space, drifting from room to room in her house,
going out to walk her dog, and getting into taxis and buses to move through the
city. As the narrator struggles to write through her estrangement from her home-

land, every morning she watches the homeless man writing in a notebook, and
her distraction from her work provides an absolute contrast to his total absorption
in his.?¢ In this manner, her writing and his become inektricably bound together
and linked to her return to Buenos Aires, a reincorporation into her homeland in-
terrupted in the course of this work by a two-month return trip to Mexico. The
act of writing itself is one of the dominant metaphors of the text, and the home-
less man, who she later learns is named Andrés, occupies the cusp of this medi-
tation. Thinking of her own interrupted writing and watching Andrés’ concentra-
tion on writing in his notebook, she comments: “Doing things is a way of life;
this may seem obvious, but it is not so obvious to people who fold and unfold
their existence as if it were made of paper and then go on folding it smaller and
smaller until there remains a thin scrap left to stand on. . . . But if there are no
chores, if the folding and unfolding is performed on the basis of pure being and
the absence of doing, contact with the universe will necessarily be stark and with-
ering.”?’ It is in the reciprocal fluctuation of these observations of, and later con-
versations with, Andrés that the narrator moves to a radical uncertainty about her
own work, a hyperconsciousness about the tasks she assigns herself perhaps be-
cause the encounter with self in a stripped and pitiless universe would be too im-
possibly difficult. Says the narrator: “My interest in the man of the plaza would
put me, whether I wanted it or not, in an exceptional state, if not in a state of
urgency . . . of the kind that one feels when one comes across a forceful revela-
tion in a text concerning the question of being.”?® Thus, Mercado insists on the
contrast between working day life, lived minute by minute in a consciousness of
the passage of time, and vivir a la intemperie [“the life of exposure”]. She ex-
plains: “In that state of exposure there are no concrete or practical chores, no
small closures that block off periods of time. . . . It would be endless to enumer-
ate all the things that have no end, all that does not have to be done and that has
1o place in the place of exposure.”? More important, this concept of intemperie
[exposure] —living it, the state of it, the place of it—connects to her imagination
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of the time and space of exile, which also has “pequefios cierres” [small clo-
sures], the imagined/constructed temporal and spatial parenthesis of a nowhere
that marks time between the home before and the longed-for home after:

Time spent in exile has a trajectory like a great sweeping brushstroke . . . but it is
brushed aside, one prefers not to perceive it because one assumes that the banish-
- ment will end, that it has all been some kind of parenthesis unrelated to the future.

Time is provisional, passing week by week 3

Exile, in this analogy, is like homelessness, like living under the elements, pro-
visionally; it is like being folded tight into a scrap of paper, like occupying a
parenthesis. The continuity of the homeless man’s day-to-day existence comes to
represent for her the experience of the discontinuities and disruptions of an ex-
ile’s life.

It is no wonder that the narrator finds herself becoming confused: “I did not
know what my own situation of exposure was, and I could not know, what his
was either.”®! The narrator in this manner includes herself in the loose society of
people living a la intemperie—but only in a metaphorical sense. Mercado, how-
ever, is pitiless with her narrator, who enjoys unreflectively the middle-class
comforts that allow for a privileged abstraction without real commitment. There
is still a further, necessary step in Mercado’s account; the abstract becomes con-
crete when the narrator goes beyond speculation about the homeless man, when
she learns about his past, gives him a name, and speaks to him. In the course of
these conversations, it begins to rain, reminding both the narrator and her reader
that the intemperie [exposure] that had become a metaphor in the text, anchor-
ing abstract thinking about the situatedness of the gendered self, has its basis in

a climatological phenomenon and is not merely the grounding for an existential
speculation. Here, under the rain, her meditation breaks down—precisely when
she tries to imagine bringing Andrés home, conversing with him in her house:
“[I1f I was able to speak to him there, outdoors [en la intemperie], then there was
no apparent reason why I could not do the same in the living room of my own
home.”32

The most persistent association for Mercado of the image of intemperie [ex-
posure] with the situation of her narrator is that having to do with her severe dis-
association from what we might call the normative rituals of arrival. The narra-
tor’s immediate response to her homeland on her return to Argentina is to look for
anchoring memories, to ritually seek out context in place; instead, she feels un-
moored and adrift. She recognizes herself as a survivor of a nexus involving a
fragmentation of identity that reaches into all aspects of her life, making her phys-
ically ill: “I was in a shipwreck” [Estaba en un naufragio], says Mercado in an
interview when asked about the genesis of this book, and En estado de memoria
became her way of writing herself back home and to health.® Mercado is ex-
tremely eloquent in her descriptions of the disequilibrium and fragmentation fig-
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prefer.”® The narrator’s ignorance about Olmedo’s suicide connects her once
again with Andrés, who “preferred not to know what was going on in the
world,”® and who consciously avoided news, rejected newspapers, and refused
to speak to the narrator of current events.#* Succinctly, such shifting alliances be-
tween, for example, the exile and the homeless man, the narrator and the gossipy
woman, the exile and the reader, point to the uncertain ground creating and align-
ing “us” and “the others.” . :

This assigned and necessary inoffensiveness of the outsider/marginalized
person—the traumatized man who never left Argentina, the writer who is
struggling to return—creates an absolute contrast with the general condition of
the exile, who is, nevertheless and curiously, equally inoffensive while at the
same time displaying utmost obnoxiousness. If the returned person seems out
of touch with Argentine reality, the reality of the narrator and her companions
in exile is constructed out of an obsessive reference to and reiteration of what-
ever scraps of Argentineness accompanied them to their host country of Mex-
ico to an exclusion of interest in Mexican news, Mexican current events, and
Mexican reality. As the narrator notes in an earlier text in the book, during the
time of exile the monotopic of Argentina-as the touchstone for conversation
and contemplation created another kind of marginalization, one occurring
within or at the borders of Mexican society. Argentine exiles remained bliss-
fully ignorant of their host country, preferring instead to obsessively seek out
any hint of a reference to their lost homeland: “Argentina, that wretched [poca
madre] country that had expelled us and of whose situation we never stopped
talking . . . filling the cracks and hollows of our reality, so to speak, with Ar-
gentine substance.”? The exile community, in this manner, turned inward. To
use a metaphor evoked earlier, the exiles folded back in upon themselves, be-
coming smaller and smaller like a repeatedly folded scrap of paper, and in this
small and almost entirely irrelevant space, they created and projected a utopis-
tic image that bypassed the memories of an ungrateful home country in favor

of localized memories evoking a lost paradise:

Our bond to the country we were forced to leave conditioned our lives; there were
even some who were never able to bear the sum of their losses, who passed their
days remembering their old neighborhoods and idealizing customs that, one
might wonder why, were considered paradigmatic of a lost paradise; that sub-
stance of Argentina that they missed seemed to be embedded in mythologies of
little interest . . . with neither intellectual nor imaginary value.*?

The question here is not just one of belonging or of refusal to adapt into a
predetermined foreign cultural context. More important, Mercado asks us to
consider how we define what is one’s own, what is foreign, how the choices
one makes around such questions shape identity and reshape social reality. For
Avelar, En estado de memoria “narrates the epochal crisis of the proper” and

*

gentine exiles in Mexico, one of these err

c‘ourtesy formulas that shift their mean
tine exiles

R R R

Tununa Mercado's En estado de memoria 113

the “dissolution of dwelling” '
of exile.* I would add that
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had to learn to express hospitality with the courtesy form that consisted of saying:

We’ll be expecting you in your house, which Mexicans used when inviting to their
home an Argentine, who at first believed that the Mexicans were announcing a visit
to the Argentines’ home; the misunderstanding could go on for quite some time, re-
peating the phrase your house, or with the attempted clarification, your own house
[“su casa de usted”], with which phrase the Mexican wished to reaffirm the gener-
ous offer of his home to the foreigner; this generosity was never quite understood by
the Argentine, whose interpretation was that the Mexican was assuming ownership
of the Argentines’ home, and the phrase here you have your home was never quite
recognized, nor responded to with corresponding courtesy, which left the Argentine
in poor standing and confirmed his inability to listen to others unlike himself.#’

The lesson Mercado’s narrator brings home with her to Argentina has to do with
this seemingly minor, and apparently merely formulaic, difference. The question
of one’s own home, imprinted with the individual personality of the home dweller,
blurs in the equivocal “su casa de usted.”® Ironically, of course, what looks like a
polite superficiality rings all too true. The Argenmex homes described by the nar-
rator are nearly interchangeable, so that one’s own home and the home of the other
are distinguished only by the names of their inhabitants. And, of course, it is pre-
cisely the equivocal metaphor of home and homelessness that most insistently un-
derlies the narrator’s appeal to some ordering principle, if only that of a fetish.

The narrator sees her hapless fellow returnees with irony, but at same time, in

T
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aft i i i B ;,
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her case, with her admitted dependency on the homeless man as a substitute (lo-
cal) object of obsession, she half-acknowledges her concern that in stripping her-
self of the other, easily exoticized Mexican fetish objects she risks falling into an /S

analogous trap:

1 did not want the man . . . to become a theme, a topic, or, much worse, an object. . . .
I do not know whether these exercises of control, of my writing over that man’s
writing and his exposed condition, were demands of purity, but I needed to know,

through a selective chemistry.*
k4

3 P . .
ez’s novel of Perén,”52 combining one of the

She begins by clearing away all the traditional motives and structures of the
derived food metaphors that she so elabor: ately deconstructs in the su-

narrative, establishing the grounds defining what she emphatically calls her
own/proper writing in counterdistinction to what she describes as his own writ-
ing (the writing appropriate to him), and by specifying the relationship of her
writing over/about his. Then, almost imperceptibly, the demands of intellectual
purity erode and she slips into the delirious urge to tell a story that blurs the dis-
tinction she has taken such pains to establish in an almost identical move to that
which she earlier associated with her humorous account of the rhetorical blurring
of distinctions between one’s own house and another’s. The homeless man be-
comes in fact what he always was for her, despite her denials, her “key to the
theme,” although the narrator has struggled to retain his individuality and her am

biguous complexity in her response to him:

cuperati . .
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In an article focusing mostly on readings of Toni Morrison and Nadine
Gordimer, Homi Bhabha rethinks Freud’s classic study of the “Unheimlich” (usu-
ally translated as the “uncanny”) through a postcolonial critical position tl}at al-
lows him to rethink Freud’s key concept in terms of the unhomely. For while the
uncanny carries with it some element of the supernatural, of something hidden
and mysterious that is ambiguously brought home, in Bhabha’s account, the pgst—
colonial critic/writer’s experience-of the unhomely follows from “the estranging
sense of the relocation of the home and the world in an unhallowed place,” ar}d
he describes it as a common feature in border culture, in exile literature, and in
Third World literature in general. Bhabha continues:

In the stirrings of the unhomely, another world becomes visible. It has less to do with
forcible eviction and more to do with the uncanny literary and social effects of en-
forced social accommodation, or historical migrations and cultural relocations. The
home does not remain the domain of domestic life, nor does the world simply. !)e—
come its social or historical counterpart. The unhomely is the shock of recognition
of the world-in-the-home, the home-in-the-world.?

Mercado’s final image of the homeless man, a la intemperf'e [fzxposed],
wrapped like a tamal, head propped on book, is' a complex one. 'It is, first of all,
a cipher of the narrator’s own admitted cowardice, for after having struck up an
acquaintanceship of sorts with Andrés, she reaches a p91nt w‘here she no longer
knows what to say to him. For this reason, she avoids dlsc.uss1on by going to t.he
plaza early and watching him sleep instead. Here the social e‘xchat.lge, or.socml
accommodation, breaks down as the committed writer \yho identifies with the
marginalized other reveals herself to herself as the self—lnt‘iulgent consumer of
iconic images, not at all different in kind from the other exiles whose Purchases
and obsessions she mildly satirizes in earlier chapters of the book‘..In this mar.meré
Mercado 'suggests that the shock of recognition between conditions assoc1§ted
with a recovered home and with homelessness doe§ r_lot hold up to sustame1

analysis. Here, rather than committing herself to the d.1ff1cult wo‘rk that wou}d fol-
low her initial meditation, the narrator leaves us with the ethlc:ally amblg,u(')us
conjunctions among the marginalized street peopl.e, the narrator’s ap[?roprlzt'lmi
of their lives and works, and the reader’s delight in the gorgeous (fetish) objec

that results.

Tellingly, at the point in which she backs away fro.m furthfar @owledge, the r;{a;
rator replaces the historical subject with an aesthetlclzed- fictional characte'r. 5
gesture reminds me strongly of Rachel Bowlby’s obse.rva‘uon that was made in re
erence to Nabokov’s Lolita but, I think, equally applicable to the cor;sumer/lover
ethics intimated here. Bowlby writes: “The poet.ic speed of consumption .also mua-l
tates into its opposite, a state of tranquil suspension, ugdgwater slgw motion 1 .a.r,ld
silently timeless still life.” Also, in “Exposure,” the vivid memf)nes of travet "
purchase and production of written texts slow down on the written page 1nto
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timeless still life of the sleeping man. The returned exile, a reluctant céhsurner,
reinvents herself as a lyrical ethnographer. The final chapter of this book, “El muro”
[“The Wall”] concerns the not insignificant task of confronting this textual dilemma
and, as already noted, breaking down the seductive metaphors, worrying at the
edges of institutional and personal certainties, and finally, deconstructing even
“woman writing as a woman.”5 :

The deliberate aestheticization of Andrés as a silent object opens onto one set
of issues that drives to the heart of the common perception of intellectual labor
as a distanced, “pure” product. The metaphor of the tamal evokes a second set
of references peculiar to the exile condition and the unhomely contaminations
that creep in to disrupt attempts at reaccommodation. The book under Andrés’
head suggests still a third line of questioning. It is commonplace in critical cir-
cles to bemoan the fact that in these globalized, postmodern days, the literary
marketplace is flourishing, but for popular rather than elitist art. Franco notes,
for instance, that “everywhere in contemporary Latin America, there is a sense
of the literary intelligentsia’s diminishing importance and displacement from
public discourse.”> Crassly speaking, all books put ideas up for sale, but they
also create a dilemma with respect to the position of a presumed. reader—does
the author intentionally limit her work to an informed elite body of readers, or
does she attempt to reach a wider audience? What are the implications of these
choices in style and subject matter? Avelar poses the dilemma forcefuily, in an
explicit linking of globalization, the writing subject, and national cultural for-
mations: “The literature produced in the aftermath of the recent Latin American
dictatorships . . . confronts not only the need to come to terms with the past but
also to define its position in the new present ushered in by the military regimes:
a global market in which every corner of social life has been commodified.”¢
Mercado refers obliquely to this problem with her discussion of Andrés’s two
books. One is an unnamed novel by the early twentieth-century Spanish writer
and self-identified “Jacobin” politician Vicente Blasco Ibdfiez (his 1905 El in-
truso would be the obvious candidate, as his most well-known work) chosen
from among a pile of books, mostly cookbooks, in a garbage can. Nothing much
is said of this book, except to mark the unusual conditions of its retrieval, and its
primary function in Mercado’s text seems to be that of serving as a foil to the
other more important book.

The second book is a condensed version of Tomés Eloy Martinez’s bestselling
La novela de Perén, which Andrés tells his interlocutor that he has received as a
gift. The narrator informs us that Andrés knows this text almost by heart, and it
is the book that not only serves as his primary reading material (the narrator
makes sure her readers know that he pointedly refuses to look at the easily avail-
able newspapers around him) but also doubles as a pillow. In a cultural tradition
(ours) in which the perusal of the protagonist’s library is a literary commonplace
for revealing important facets of an individual’s character, Andrés’s random li-

brary of exactly two books has an overdetermined quality, both too much and too
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little information at the same time. The already overdetermined quality of this
exchange is reinforced even further when the narrator of this novel? autobiogra-
phy? asks her interlocutor about the status of her own representation in
Martinez’s novel. In a scene that evokes the early chapters of the second part of
the Quijote, the narrator asks whether her cameo appearance has been retained
in the condensed version of the novel: “When I asked him if his edition con-
tained a scene in which, by a pure coincidence of fiction, my husband, my son,
and T appear on a balcony . . . he said no.”” This curious exchange signals the
beginning of the narrator’s def1n1t1ve withdrawal from further conversations
with the individual in favor of an interaction with texts; it suggests as well a re-
configuration of literary social relations in terms of a more equivocal exchange
between a fictionalized narrator and a fictionalized interlocutor about the for-
mer’s wholly spurious appearance in a fictionalized account of the life of Perén.
To answer the question posed at the outset of this study by Garcia Canclini—
”What does it mean to belong, to have an identity at the end of the [twentieth]
century?” —Mercado suggests that, like official history, personal identity is tied
up with a merely written reality, a fictional text that must be radically put into
question and ultimately exploded.

The place of memory, its “estado” (“state,” in both senses) stages a personal
encounter with official history that also counterposes itself to, and signals the end
of, the nation-building novel, broadly understood as the novel at the service of the
state—while deeply mourning its necessary disappearance. The right to memory,
the obligatory quality of remembrance in this country of the Mothers of the Plaza
de Mayo, comes into conflict again and again with the struggle for the construc-
tion of a new state that wants only to turn its back on the past. In this book, Mer-
cado takes up the untimely task (to use Avelar’s term) of writing her way back
home, writing herself back into a partially erased national history that has tradi-
tionally been based on what she now knows are fictions of stable territory, stable
identity, known destiny, and fictions that she fundamentaily rejects as dangerous
illusions —and yet, she is paralyzed by their loss. There is, as Robbins says in an
essay on cosmopolitanism, “no alternative to belonging. But the exercise be-
comes more complicated as soon as we ask what it means to belong, or how many
different ways of belonging there may be.”>® Mercado’s text makes an unflinch-
ing and clear-eyed examination of this vexed issue.

Martin Hopenhayn would concur, although on very different grounds. He says:

Modernization-in-globalization tends towards loss of identity [des-identidad], home-

lessness [des-habitacion], and the desingularizing [des-singularizar] of its inhabitants.
.. The globalized city seems to be associated with an expressive explosion, but after a

short while all expression seems to be born from the same combinatory mechanics.>

The hope that Mercado offers at the end of her book, with the absorption of the
writerly text into the widening cracks in the wall, is that the constraints of dis-
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course can be transcended through acts of imagination as an agent for ethico—
political transformation. Theoretically, then, Mercado’s En estado de memoria
offers a useful test case for exploring new articulations in culture analysis that al-
low for the linkage of a Latin American feminine consciousness to the concerns
of globalized national identity constructions. It is also a deeply personal book
about the cost of going home, when both the going, and the encounter with, home
encode deeply painful processes of loss and recovery.
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Globalization, Philosophy, and Latin America

Jorge J. E. Gracia

o~

The part of the world known as Latin America, that motley of countries located
south of the Rio Grande, has been, since 1492, regarded as a backwater place,
subordinated to the interests of other places on the globe. During the more than
three hundred years of Spanish and Portuguese domination, it was a colony, and
like all colonies, subservient to the whims and needs of colonial powers. Politi-
cal independence in the nineteenth century did not essentially change the situa-
tion, although new economic masters took the place of colonial ones. The United
States, England, and France, in particular, displaced Spain and Portugal as cen-
ters of hegemony for the region.

The subordination of Latin America has permeated every aspect and dimension
of the lives of Latin Americans. Economically, it has meant unchecked exploita-
tion; politically, it has resulted in manipulation and interference; and ethnically, it
has been the source of cultural imperialism. Economic exploitation has takén
many forms, including the unchecked exportation of natural resources. Political
manipulation and interference have ranged from the imposition of political struc-
tures alien to the region, and even the creation of countries for the benefit of for-
eign powers, to the repeated invasion of sovereign territories. Cultural imperial-
ism has involved the imposition of foreign values, products, and ideas and the
suppression of local ones.

. in particular, is as evident
§ In those other dimensions mentioned and has been repeatedly noted by Latin
Americans themselves. ! During the colonial period, Spain and Portugal often set
¢ agenda of what was to be discussed and how. Because of the pervasive influ-
nce of scholasticism in the Iberian Peninsula, the language of philosophy in
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