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Abstract
IN THE BUTCHER SHOP OF SUBJECTIVITY:
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL WORKS FROM THE BLACK LIBERATION MOVEMEN,
1970-1987
by
Ramsey Scott
Advisor: Robert Reid-Pharr
Through an examination of autobiographical works by imprisoned members of the Black
Liberation Movement who were targeted by illegal government counterintelége
campaigns, “In the Butcher Shop of Subjectivity” argues for a realignmeimé deld of
contemporary American literature. This realignment must incorporatedhsive
expansion of the American prison regime, perhaps the most nation’s most critical
historical development of the past fifty years. In exploring the qualitieshthat
autobiographies examined herein share with developments in the field of critargl the
and avant-garde poetry, this study suggests that critiques of the prison regnex ioffe
Black Liberationist works provide crucial analyses otherwise missomg fr
contemporaneous and more well-known works of American writing. In particular, the
political claims made by the “language regime” in American letteasigdage-based
schools of critical theory and language-focused movements within experimental
American poetry and prose—are examined as prototypes for a culture of ignbignce t
has aided and abetted the widespread imprisonment of America’s most vulnerable

citizens.
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Introduction

As kids we’d ask each other, “Hey man, what hospital were you born in?”
and if the dude was born in New York more often than not he’'d say, ‘I
was born in Harlem Hospital,” and more often than not you'd sharply
shoot back, with an air of put-on amazement, “What! You were born in
that butcher shop? No wonder your face is so fucked up.” After a while
dudes would get uptight, and you couldn’t get anybody to say they had
even been inside Harlem Hospital.”—Cetewdyaok For Me in the

Whirlwind: The Collective Autobiography of the New York ¢7)

If knowledge bears some relationship to power, what shall we make of knowledge
that disables, renders speechless, inhibits, or incapacitateg® Butcher Shop of
Subjectivityhas been written under the assumption that those who study American
literature and culture must find some way to reconcile critical methodslogth the
massive expansion of the U.S. prison regime. The magnitude of this expansion
represents one of the most crucial historical developments of the past torythe
relative absence of literary and cultural criticism that acknowletiigeeprison regime’s
growth signals a remarkable and unsettling sileicehe Butcher Shop of Subjectivity
focuses on four autobiographical texts from the Black Liberation Movement thiat bea
witness to and attempt to resist the prison regime’s continuing elabofGdieatad
Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jack$bd®70),Look For Me in the Whirlwind:

The Collective Autobiography of the New YorK23971),Angela Davis: An

L Here asin subsequent examinations of the reldtiprimetween knowledge and power, | am indebted to
David Graeber's-ragments of an Anarchist Archaeolo@yhicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2004).



Autobiography(1974), andAssata: The Autobiography of Assata Shak@87). Written
under the shadow of the prison regime, in some cases while the writers themselves
languish in captivity, these works refuse speechlessness in order to rectadcesis
Knowledge of the prison regime that leaves others silent becomes timg dorge
behind the autobiographical texts studied in the chapters that follow.

As suggested by Cetewayo’s epigralphthe Butcher Shop of Subjectivigkes
its title from the nickname for Harlem Hospital. Uook For Me in the Whirlwincthe
“butcher shop” turns out to be a communal recollection shared by several of the book’s
sixteen contributors. These contributors, arrested and jailed as members otkhe Bla
Panther Party’s New York offices, offer fragmented, “personal,” “individnaftatives
that overlap and reconfigure one another. The result is a single, “collective
autobiography” that paradoxically represents all twenty-one members of wh¥ dik
21. This curious process of effacement and inscription serves as a fittinglexam
each of the works discusskdthe Butcher Shop of Subjectivitfhe mechanizations
through which the writers of these works experience criminalization and impesdnm
push them to conceptualize identity as a process subject to government intervehtion a
control. The state’s campaigns to discredit the authors recast notions of seffiood a
individuality—notions long associated with American values of freedom and self-
determination—as the building blocks of an oppressive ideology. In the language that
traces the lives of these authors, identity transforms itself continuousbthetess, it
maintains a descriptive quality, a means with which to measure the worfditylde
describes a relationship to power. It fixes a subject, determining hercéigtam—or

access to—power’s elusive handles.



In each of the works discussed, the authors must negotiate new and creative
means with which to understand this relationship between identity and power, for which
models offered by the autobiographical tradition prove inadequate. Narrativeadtka
the individual development of self-awareness and self-determination risp@ngdhe
authors in forms of knowledge that silence and incapacitate. In distinct ways, these
authors—the “Soledad Brother” George Jackson, the sixteen Black Panthers who
contribute td_ook For Me in the Whirlwindincluding several born in the “butcher shop”
of Harlem Hospital), Angela Davis, and Assata Shakur—all depart fromaoglass
ostensibly liberating trajectories associated with the African Araerautobiographical
tradition. From the slave narratives of Frederick Douglass and Linda Breik:
contemporary autobiographies of Malcolm X and Maya Angelou, this tradition has
frequently traced the resurrectionindlividual self-worth through hard-won language
and literacy. The authors examined herein seek alternative literary atatjidalo
frameworks. As a result, their texts not only depart from established ausythaozad
traditions, they also exhibit innovative formal structures that resist convdniiatiens
of subjectivity and individuality.

Through their imaginative treatments of subjectivity, these texts cortglica
familiar forms of black identity associated with Black Power and the Blaoker Party.
The government’s repressive tactics force the narrators of these warkisd jails and
prisons that mark the threshold between America’s democratic ideals and theasttberw
reserved for its criminalized citizens. Critics of the Black LiberaMovement have
argued that this movement failed in part because its patriarchal structuregoroduc

homophobic, hyper-masculine, anti-feminist versions of black subjectivity. Acgaain



such critics, the enforcement of rigid gender distinctions subsequently influaeces
elaboration of black studies within a variety of cultural contexts—includingutistis

of higher education—ultimately replicating forms of oppression that the nmentdtaelf

had hoped to combat. In their co-authored introductididok Queer Studie&.

Patrick Johnson and Mae G. Henderson argue that connections between “the Civil Rights
and Black Power movements... provided the historical backdrop and social street scene
fueling the interventions staged on the manicured lawns of the ivory tower.” g&s the
“interventions” helped to create the field of black studies, Johnson and Henderson
suggest that they also led to new forms of discrimination: “the political andidagtor
strategies of the larger race and rights movement were deployedI®ctotd and

cultural activists demanding institutional support for the formation of black studie
Unfortunately, it was precisely this discursive maneuvering—Ilargely fotetutay black

male leadership—that provided the anchor for an exclusionary agenda thavedifecti
cordoned off all identity categories that were not primarily based on (ace”

Such assessments may indeed apply to elaborations of the Black Liberation
Movement within thelreadypatriarchal, often homophobic, pervasively anti-working
class sphere of the college or university. However, by suggesting that thesiexary
agenda” within black studies emerged as a result of the Black Liberation Movement
itself, Johnson and Henderson extend a legacy of misreading and simplificatisn. Thi
legacy has repeatedly failed to measure the impact of the government'sweavh c
operatives, whose efforts to disrupt and delimit the movement’s discursive anchpoliti
possibilities had a devastating influence. Indeed, according to the heseatcbuting

to the chapters that follow, | would argue that the government’s infiltratioramd



influence over the Black Liberation Movement was so thorough and pervasive that it is
ultimately impossible to discern fully and unequivocally where the movement ends and
the government’s disruptive operations begin. The mass media’s biased podfdlel

Black Panthers (many of which appeared in articles by journalists congoirking in
collaboration with the FBI, or unconsciously manipulated through the efforts of the FBI’
cover counterintelligence maneuvers), have subsequently been adopted by conservative
and liberal critics alike.

In describing the historical contexts, political events, and counterintelligence
campaigns surrounding the publication of the four autobiographies mentioned above, this
dissertation attempts to challenge the critical legacy of misreaddhg\weersimplification
that surrounds the Black Liberation Movement. These texts suggest that the occlusion of
politically-nuanced stances from critical assessments of the Blaekdtion Movement
owes as much to the covert political police operating at the behest of the govesnment’
law enforcement bureaucracy as to the narrow-mindedness of movement ladders a
participants. Like the “butcher shop” put-downs that silence more discussions of the
inequities of Harlem Hospital amongst Cetewayo and his peers, allegatibes of t
political shortcomings of the Black Liberation Movement have effectigsigredited the
movement itself. Meanwhile, the criminalizing practices originally igesl for use
against black political organizations, against which the autobiographies addretdse
following chapters protest, have continued throughout urban America.

In the four works this dissertation examines, incarceration plays aoldéahrthe
experiences of the narrators, imposing strict limitations upon what mayyanaohanter

into discourse. Ifrorced Passages: Imprisoned Radical Intellectuals and the American



Prison Regimg2006), Dylan Rodriguez notes the ways in which the prison alters the

perspectives of political activists:
What distinguishes imprisoned radical intellectuals from other radical and
revolutionary “organic intellectuals”... is that they do not construct their
political identifications through participation in discrete social movements
or political organizations. Rather their individual formation as imprisoned
political subjects occurs in a context of systematized repression that, in
turn, forces them to map out new ‘cognitive territories’ within which ways
of knowing, feeling, and living the experience of unmediated state
violence create new spaces and political trajectories of dissent, isdical
and antisystematic possibility. (105)

In departing from dominant tropes and traditions within the African American

autobiographical tradition, the works discussed in this dissertation propose a vital

addition to the “political trajectories of... antisystematic possibilibgttRodriguez

discovers in the work of “imprisoned radical intellectuals.” Through detediyiraati-

individualist forms of self-representation; through narratives thatdestape-shifting

self-transformations without resolution; through liquid self-representdt@seem to

occupy the space available; or through collective articulations that pradeidentered

yet precise, localized, and historically-contextualized accounts, thésmaconstruct

“apparitional subjectivities,” autobiographical personas that refuseesdifation in

search of some literary counterweight substantial enough to alter thealwiggtand

misguided American obsession with individuality.



In refusing narrative arcs that privilege individual transformations, the
apparitional subjectivities created by these authors serve to sheltetiviteea of
dissidents and revolutionaries from the government’s repressive agentsidiodljur
apparatuses, simultaneously archiving the spirit of resistance that dad their own
efforts, and under which they write. The apparitional subjectivities eealim the
Butcher Shop of Subjectivitiyus avoid the fixed, legalistic, prosecutable notions of
identity favored by state-dictated narratives. In so doing, they estabkdtearative
chronicle of late twentieth-century U.S. politics and culture in which the expansiba of
legal system and prison regime represents a historical rift thabia atsntinuation.
Transforming contemporary society by extending, elaborating, and cotimgica
disparities along racial and class boundaries, reshaping the economiesafpates
and rural territories, remaking stereotypes of African American idengityvigorating
the fears that motivate familiar reenactments of white supremacistagoland
reinforcing ignorance as the violent means with which power tightens the reigrissove
subjects, the prison regime reconfigures contemporary American lifedaugdo the
dehumanizing logic supposedly abandoned through landmark events such as the

emancipation of slaves or the passage of the Civil Rights Act.

COINTELPRO, “Deep Politics,” and the Prison Regime

Completed before the expansion of criminalizing apparatuses in the wake of 9/11,
Christian Parenti’'s bookockdown Americ1999) attempts to understand the explosive
growth of the American prison regime in the closing decades of th€&6tury.

“Beginning in the late sixties, US capitalism hit a dual social and econoisig; end it



was in response to this crisis that the criminal justice buildup of today began. After a
surge of expansion in the late sixties the growth of criminal justice plateatiesllate
seventies, only to resume in earnest during the early and mid eighties agarewar
on drugs. Since then we’ve been on a steady path toward ever more state repression and
surveillance,” Parenti writes, thus anticipating the changes that haveé&ven more
pronounced in the wake of 9/11 (xii). While reconfiguring autobiographical traditions
and documenting nuanced political positions within the Black Liberation Movement, the
texts at the center of this project contribute vital testimonies in an eff@s$isi the
proliferation of the American prison regime.

These texts emerge as products of the first phase of prison expansion described by
Parenti, in which law enforcement apparatuses serve as the most availekistioke
force in the government’s effort to crack down on resistance movements: fifieatr
justice crackdown began in the late sixties as counterinsurgency by other rneans; t
police were ill-prepared for the task of a multifaceted rebellion, and thus fedtkral
focused on policing and other ‘front end’ forms of criminal justice,” Parentgsv(167).
FBI director J. Edgar Hoover had for several decades employed law erdotcem
personnel as a tool with which to limit the content and circulation of political disgourse
especially the political discourse emerging from within the black commumt$919,
Hoover became head of the fledging Bureau of Investigation’s Gengzhilgence
Division. While serving at this post, more than forty years before his eftodsstroy
the New Left, Hoover helped to engineer the notorious Palmer raids againstapoliti
dissidents. He began requiring agents to submit weekly reports on the aatititie

political organizers. According to historian Theodore Kornweibel, Jr., these demands



resulted in an enormous file that included almost 55,000 names by October of the same
year, many culled from the pages of radical periodfcdkaids began that November,
leading to thousands of arrests nationwide. As this surveillance expanded during the
1920s and the Red Scare, Kornweibel argues that black radicals consumed an
extraordinary amount of the bureau’s investigatory energies; Hoover géeme
automatically categorize black political activists, writers, andl@tiials as communists,
revolutionaries, or both. Publications oriented toward African American audietices
Chicago DefendemMarcus Garvey'§egro World and theMessengerto name a few—
were targets of intense scrutiny. Efforts to shut down some publications included
coordinated efforts of multiple government agencies; in the case Defeaedey Postal
Service administrators threatened to suspend its distribution.

By the time Hoover confronted the resistance movements of the sixties and earl
seventies as head of the FBI, the agency’s counterintelligence capalhéddiasivanced
significantly. A forthright declaration of the nation-wide campaignregahe Panthers
and related political organizations appears in a letter from Hoover dated August 25, 1967,
Hoover advises field officers to “expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or ogeerwi
neutralize the activities of black nationalist[s].” At the time of this epoadence, the
Panthers were less than a year old. Founded by Bobby Seale and Huey P. Newton in
Oakland in October of 1966, the Panthers thus served as the testing ground for the FBI's
increasingly sophisticated disinformation and counterintelligence teclsnidRespite
witnessing an unprecedented rise to national prominence within their firsebws of
existence, by the end of 1969 the Panthers had begun to collapse under governmental

pressure. After numerous high-profile arrests of Black Panther Padigr&efrom

2 Kornweibel, Jr.“Seeing Red”: Federal Campaigns Against Black Mitity, 1919-1925
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Oakland to New York throughout 1969, tRew York Timeseporter Eric Caldwell notes
that party leaders consider the arrests part of a governmental plot ty destRanthers.
“Most of the Party’s leadership,” Caldwell observes, “is now in [police] cystod
although he shows no interest in pursuing Panther accusations of a governmental plot
(Caldwell, 39)°

Caldwell’s article reached print at the same time that Bobby Sealeragpea
court, bound and gagged, while on trial with the Chicago Eight (Lukass, 38). Earlier that
same year, the New York Police Department had issued arrest warrdntsrity-one
members of the Black Panther Party’s New York City branch. By November of 1969,
eighteen of the twenty-one Black Panthers sought by the NYPD were in cU§tBtly (
Seizes Two in Columbus,” 38). The three remaining “New York 21” who avoided
capture went into exile and joined Eldridge Cleaver, who had already left theyctmuntr
avoid his own arrest, in Algeria. Recently freed from the yoke of French didania
after a long and violent struggle for independence, the appeal that Algeriatibie f
Panthers was certainly not shared by U.S. government officials. Nonethiedess
government’s counterintelligence officials must have recognized potentiditsan the
Panthers’ widely-reported exile to a nation that many Americans, even tse/sat
familiar with its history, likely regarded as exotic. In addition, governro#fitials must
have considered the fact that Algeria would be familiar to politically-inflaemembers

of the Jewish American community. For this particular demographic, reports of the

% After two previous trials ended in hung juries, Wevas convicted of assault against a police effia
the gun battle leading to Eldridge Cleaver’s parelecation and Algerian exile (see Caldwell, Eric.
“Panther is Given 15 Year Sentencé&éw York Time80 Oct. 1969.)
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Panthers living in an Arab nation from which some 140,000 Jews had fled following
Algerian independence in 1962 likely carried significant implications.

For the Panthers, Algeria represented an important history of resistance to
imperialism, one unmatched by many African nations still under the grip of European
colonialism, American influence, or both. In “The Black Panther Party andtifale
Solidarity,” Matthew Quest points to the Panthers’ conceptualization ofalestiian
struggle against Israel as evidence of the complicated domestic andtiot@al political
intrigue that the Panthers attempted to navigate. In 1970, “the BPP called a press
conference in response to [false] media allegations... that there was arRhigation
in Jordan led by Stokely Carmichael (later known as Kwame Ture) promoting the
Black Power movement’s solidarity with Palestine “against the Jewish pd@ple”
Quest uses this press conference as the impetus for a broad discussion oh#rs’Pant
relationship to certain international movements, including their disavowal wbpse
varieties of Pan-Africanism. Quest notes that Huey P. Newton “could not support Pan-
Africanism because too many advocates of this philosophy were African govesnme
which in fact aligned themselves with U.S. imperialism” (3). Similarlywide
recognized a crucial contradiction in the incomplete embrace of the Palestnise by
Arab and Muslim states; the ruling elites of Arab nations had never fully sugppoete
Palestinian cause because doing so would endanger their own business interests, which
were bound up in the same forces driving the imperialist ambitions of American and
European capitalism. Furthermore, to fully embrace the Palestinianroaigeinspire

visions of freedom among their own [disenfranchised] subjects” (6).
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As the Panthers looked to Palestine, Algeria, Cuba, and elsewhere for
revolutionary models that appeared to have successfully disengaged fronevafieti
American capitalism and imperialism, the government’s lawyezsnatied to use the
Panthers’ international search for revolutionary models against them. In ¢hef ths
New York 21, Peter Zimroth argues that prosecutors committed a significantibynde
insisting that the jury sit through a viewing of Gillo Pontecorvo’s criticattglaimed
1966 filmThe Battle of Algiers Prosecutors hoped that the testimony of police officer
and BPP infiltrator Ralph White (who, as Chapter 2 notes, contributed significant
displays of violence to the Panther branch in which he worked) would convince jurors
that the film, repeatedly screened by members of the New York Panthepanvata
military education designed to familiarize party members with thesaotiurban
warfare. Zimroth describes the courtroom mechanizations according to whinidtes
“allowed the prosecutor to show the movie over the strong protests of the defense
counsel. And so the Judge and jury, the assistant district attorneys, the defensle couns
White, the defendants, and spectators sat together in the courtroom and Watched
Battle of Algiers (The seating in the courtroom had to be rearranged for some of the
defendants, who complained that they had paid $100,000 for a seat but still couldn’t
seel)” (Zimroth, 160). This courtroom viewing makes explicit the governmentiestte
in using the image of Algeria as a means with which to portray the Panthers as a
dangerous terrorist organization. Ultimately, the film seems to have éetfaatn the
prosecution’s case by spawning confusion amongst jurors over whether the Paadhers

actually attempted the acts of “terrorism” depicted in the film—or if they simply
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appreciated and absorbed Pontecorvo’s remarkable film, for its own sake, as had
spectators throughout the world ever since its completion and distribution.

U.S. foreign policy initiatives thus intersected with a variety of domestic,
authorized (as well as unauthorized), covert campaigns to dismantle tkdBlaxation
Movement. The FBI's repeated attempts to use fears and allegations of anisiSemi
a means with which to drive a wedge between the Panthers and their potential Jewish
American supporters proved remarkably successful. In the wake of ongoingid@sest
well as international concern over the territorial seizures initiatddragl in 1967, such
efforts provided a means with which the Zionist cause might gain traction irettha.m
As chronicled by Ward Churchill and James Vander Wallgents of Repression: The
FBI's Secret Wars Against the Black Panther Party and the American Indian Movement
(1988) andrhe COINTELPRO Papef4990), efforts to disrupt alliances between
African American and Jewish American activists actually predateBdhthers’ rise to
prominence. At the 1967 National Convention for a New Politics, Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee organizers (and soon-to-be Black Panther Party |datees)
Forman and H. Rap Brown urged the convention to issue a condemnation of Israel, thus
making the SNCC the first black political organization to assume a public position
against Israeli aggression. By conflating the anti-Israeli stakea tay the Black
Liberation Movement with anti-Semitism, the FBI's domestic campaighseiméed
national political discussions in ways favorable to America’s foreign pgheys.

Soon after the Black Panthers opened their New York City branches in 1968,
efforts by African American and Puerto Rican communities to obtain locabtoner

neighborhood schools led to the Ocean Hill-Brownsuville teacher’s strike. Bel2é8
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and 1969, this strike pitted powerful Jewish American members of the teacher’s union
against community leaders who, with the support of the Black Panthers, demanded that
city schools revamp curricula and hire more faculty and administratorsosficarder

to better represent the communities served. However local, this disputeiged@uzars

to have reinforced America’s international policy objectives with cegathe Middle

East by tying allegations of anti-Semitism to a group whose members tadeéec
outspoken critics of Israeli policy.

As discussed in Chapter 2, this conflict also altered the voting tendencies within
the city for years to come, dismantling previously powerful voting blocks leetwe
marginalized communities in the outer boroughs. The Ocean Hill-Brownsviliatdis
thus provided additional opportunities for provocateurs and infiltrators to spread mistrust
amongst the interested parties. In 1969, FBI efforts accelerated to disengtgot
alliances; in an effort to employ the right-wing “thugs” associated y@wish Defense
League member Rabbi Meir Kahane against the Black Panthers, the bureatedbric
letters addressed to Rabbi Kehane. These correspondences invented awtaosssion
was a Panther, who had listened in on some of their meetings, and who reported
overhearing plots to extort money from Jewish store owners. In one COINTELPRO
document, a sample letter includes an introductory paragraph explaining therisarrat
motivation for writing. The letter claims that his lasting appreciatiothf® Jewish
people is the result of his experiences as a veteran wounded in World War |l &dd heal
by a “Jewish Army Dr. RothsteitQOINTELPRQ 135; 137).

These bizarre if creative efforts to enlist the Jewish Americandiar as

strongmen against the Black Panther Party were complemented by moratprageps
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to eliminate the Panthers’ ability to raise money. Thus, a report from therbidwield
office to J. Edgar Hoover explains that, “On 2/27/70, correspondence was directed to
individuals known to have attended a BPP fund-raising function at the home of the well
known musician, LEONARD BERNSTEIN. The correspondence outlined the BPP’s
anti-Semitic posture and pro-Arab positio€QINTELPRQ 162). This fundraiser
provides the setting for Tom Wolfe’s famous satire, “Radical Chic: Thay Bfart
Lenny’s.” While ridiculing party members and their white supporters in tiveceesf
his so-called New Journalism, Wolfe’s article ultimately furthehedRBI's agenda by
disturbing potential alliances between wealthy, well-connected whiteharmlack
Liberation Movement.

In addition to encumbering emergent Jewish and African American relationships
the FBI's counterintelligence campaigns effectively reduced the m®igeepotential of
the party line. Winston A. Grady-Willis notes that Huey P. Newton recognized the
importance of establishing solidarity between the Panthers and all frabzgd groups,
including homosexuals”; unfortunately, this perspective too became fodder for FBI
counterintelligence efforts that were designed to prey upon homophobia—not only within
the party, but in its prospective supporters, regardless of race (374). The use of such
tactics thus appears to have tempered the progressive potentials of the Patiftner; pl
similarly, allegations initiated in the San Francisco office aftepamand from Hoover,
who believed the office had not sufficiently lived up to his goals of eradicating black

resistance movements, included accusations that venereal disease anthgtdra-

* This strategy is well documented by Churchill athder Wall, who call attention to a series of
COINTELPRO letters authored by FBI agents and ntadeok like correspondences from Panther
members. The letters discredit Panther leadefalent” the organizations with which the Pantheresrev
attempting to partner of risks in doing so by ineg allegations regarding the Black Panther Panty its
membersThe COINTELPRO PAPER$36-139).
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affairs were consuming the health and energies of the national headquarters
(COINTELPRQ 146). The employment of stereotypical forms of black sexuality and
masculinity by government counterintelligence agents thus becomesltitiicu
disentangle from critical assessments that point the finger at patgréeavho thus stand
accused of failing to live up to the progressive possibilities of the politicaément

they helped initiate.

As fundraising became increasingly difficult amidst waves of negativeamedi
reports and publicity, the Black Panther Party’s innovative social agendaseeits f
breakfast programs, educational curricula, community health clinics, arsiayiss
organizing efforts—languished. Meanwhile, the FBI backed its complicated but
coordinated counterintelligence efforts against the Panthers with extvems df
violence. On December 4, 1969, lllinois Black Panther Party leader Fred Hangston w
killed in his bed by Chicago police in an FBI-coordinated raid on his apartment. Four
days later, on December 8, 1969, a similar raid took place in Los Angeles, resuihiag
arrest of LA Panther leader Geronimo Pratt for “assaulting the polid&.'agents
appear to have targeted Pratt after his refusal to turn informant provoked gt &item
“badjacket” him—to insinuate, through the covert distribution of disinformation, that
Pratt himself was an informer, in the hopes that such reports might disrupt mganiz
activities or even make him a target for assassination by fellow pantypens. As it had
done in Chicago, the FBI encouraged the Los Angeles Police Department to raidlthe loca
Panther office COINTELPRQ 157). Remarkably, Pratt “had decided to sleep on the
floor alongside his bed on the night of the raid,” thus surviving when “the opening burst

of gunfire which was apparently supposed to kill him missed entirely” (Chuectdl|
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Vander Wall, 142). As suspicion of informants and agent provocateurs spread anxiety
and distrust throughout the Party, court costs drained the Panther coffers and cdntribute
additional waves of negative publicity. “Black Panther leaders have argue¢kehat

arrests are part of a systematic plot by the Government to destroytthe pac

Caldwell reports his 1969 article for thenes though he shows no interest in

investigating this claim.

Innovative Autobiography and the Language Regime

The autobiographies that inform this study emerge as a result of the govésnment
attacks against black revolutionary groups. Responding to the government’s itiionw
crackdown, these works constitute experimental efforts to maintain palggistance in
the face of criminalization and imprisonment. In reconfiguring autobibgralpforms in
order to challenge the oppressive actions of the American government, the author
position themselves amidst longstanding, largely unsettled cultural and philo$ophica
debates, not the least of which concerns the autobiography itself. If autobiogespdy
unique and defining role in the formation and crisis of American identity, it also
maintains a relationship to more archaic forms of knowledg&hénLimits of
Autobiography(2001), Leigh Gilmore notes “how autobiography functions as judicature,
how self-representation exists within a juridical frame through the mesrharmaf
judging and assessment which inform its production of knowledge” (43). Neither a
classic “literary” form, nor a document of purely historical discoutseautobiography
has no “natural” home amidst the genealogies of knowledge that partition vafeties

cultural production into fields of disciplinary study. Nonetheless, the genre of
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autobiography connects the idiosyncratic works found in this study—from the non-
narrative, fragmentary prison letters of George Jackson to the experintatiedtive
autobiography” of the New York 21—to canonical texts in the history of Western
European thought, such as thenfessionsf St. Augustine or Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
Thus, when New York 21 defendant amnhirlwind contributor Cetewayo goes into exile
in Algeria, he returns to the homeland of Augustine, and thus the native grounds of the
varieties of subject formation associated with autobiography. As a basthfdim that
necessarily interrogates processes and disciplinary measurestiroich knowledge is
produced and acquired, the autobiography emerges out of the blind spot where collective,
social, historical time gives way to fantasies of the independent, self-pedses
individual. Autobiography constitutes a political instrument to which questions of
perspective and viewpoint inevitably cleave.

Considering the scale and impact of the prison regime’s expansion, it is curious
that resistance to (or even discussion of) its elaborating forms remgely labsent
from much contemporary American literature, not to mention the varieties otalbji
informed theoretical analyses that surround the field. The same years tkh#hena
expansion of the prison regime also trace the emergence of a liberal g temisi
racist, anti-capitalist, largely white avant-garde whose texts, in domitk the viral
spread of “critical theory” within the academy, address questions ofudaysj and
“discourse,” while generally disavowing direct, politically-driven sseges or
statements. For the most part, the writers and critics who participateen thes
developments fail to address the disturbing growth of prisons and incarceration. The

intersection of white avant-garde poetry and critical theory contributes siléhee that
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surrounds the prison regime. The chapters that follow trace the emergence of
theoretically-informed, anti-individualist species of avant-garde Amepoaitry
alongside the work of Black Liberationists, describing, analyzing, andatttegrio
understand the failure of theory and avant-garde literature to cha{lemgeen to notice)
the prison regime. In so doing, these chapters also note the ways in which the
autobiographical works they address offer the means with which to shift the dessour
and frames through which contemporary American literature is read andexhaly

In explaining his use of the term “prison regime,” Dylan Rodriguez writ¢gitaa
prison is “consistently a work in progress, in fact the geographic and discaits of a
seemingly endless political-military labor that variously establisieasticulates, and
reforms, the material content and putative social meaning of stateq@atiuman
capture... its dominion must be constantly (re)defined, defended, and justified” (42-43).
The labor required to maintain this “work in progress” exceeds the site of the prison
itself, extending across a field of ideological formations and sociadlyralized”
practices of containment and confinement: educational systems and theiirdisgi
apparatuses, mass-marketed films and television series; a seeminggsendhy of
historical, economic, political, social, and cultural factors contribute to therangoi
“rearticulation” of the prison regime. In revisiting texts composed in the tugtor
moment at which the contemporary prison regime undergoes crucial ruptures and
reconfigurations as part of its ongoing transformation, | have sought to unddrsta
this process annexes existent cultural tools, appropriates discourse, ams silenc
resistance. Through careful readings of texts that bear withess to—+temgtab

resist—the expansion of the prison regime, | have sought to understand the patterns of
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reproduction and methods of self-preservation by which the prison regime maistains
powerful role in American society.

Rodriguez’s analysis of the prison regime suggests that its reproducthvedsiet
extend far beyond the walls of the prison itself. As part of my own effort to understand
this reproductive process, the open-ended structure of the poetry that follows in the
tradition of Charles Olson, Robert Creeley, and other white members of thveafiesiof
the American postwar avant-garde—poetry often considered the forerunner of what i
now referred to as “language writing"—provides a critical sounding board. dHew
associated with this tradition offer productive perspectives on the intetretdds that
cultural institutions and the disciplining of academic studies within systéhgher
education play (however unwittingly) in the elaboration of the prison regime. Thus, in
1950, as poetry begins to consume his labors, Charles Olson writes to Robert Creeley of
his desire for a “return... into the work of language... otherwise we better go into, say
politics” (Selected Letterd 10). Olson recognizes Cold War American politics as a
fool's gambit, full of deceit; poetry provides him with the space to pursue radictdty
disciplinary, cross-cultural research projects rooted in the local paiti@soucester,
Massachusetts. As discussed in Chapter 4, Olson’s rejection of the caraerditghim
in the upper-echelons of the Democratic Party is in fact a political decisison @fuses
to participate in the Cold War patriotism and imperialism that overtakes tlye phet
cannot have anticipated that his interest in the “work of language” would be mistaken f
politicsin and of itselin the work of many writers who position themselves as inheritors

of the avant-garde tradition with which Olson is associated.
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Rodriguez’s insistence upon the prison regime as a transforming, mobile
collection of ideologies, geographies, and discourses helps to frame thd exaksine
as responses to the elaborating structure of the prison regime. In turn, thesevienova
Black Liberationist autobiographies indict the U.S. tradition of individualisrhes t
elemental genetic code that predicts and perpetuates the prison regisesjédtion of
American individualism raises the possibility that similar attemptsitiqwe or
undermine subjectivity found in more abstract (and less overtly politicadisis by
contemporary writers might represent the previously unrecognizeatyiteousins to the
innovative autobiographies of the Black Liberation Movement. In this light, the
fragmented, asyntactical, non-linear texts produced by the group of wesersated
with what has become known as “language writing” stand out as the poteetalyliand
intellectual comrades to the Black Liberationist autobiographers chednicthe
chapters that follow. Indeed, some language poets have attempted to legtemize t
assimilation into the academic sphere and the poetry establishment bytingithet the
curious textual deformations and unconventional formal arrangements found in their
work embody or fulfill the demands of revolutionary politics.

The suspicion with which the writers examined in my study view American
individualism emerges alongside varieties of critical theory, culamdlethnic studies
movements, and schools of avant-garde writing that similarly attempt to dismantl
fundamental components and legacies of Enlightenment thought, from the racist
foundations of Humanist philosophies to the patriarchal origins of civil rights. In
particular, the expansionist years of the modern American prison regimeleonth

the arrival and ascension of what | would like to call the language regiimia wit
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American academic departments and literary circles. My use ofrthéleaguage
regime” reflects the dissemination of formally, structurally, and linmaily-focused
theoretical endeavors that inform a vast array of literary, cultural, au@d@c works in
the last quarter of the 2@entury. The publication of Jacques Derridafs
Grammatology(1967; first American edition 1976), the legendary (some would say
infamous) dissemination of deconstructionist approaches in the U.S. through the work of
Paul de Man, Frederic Jameson’s critiques of Russian formalism and stracturdalhe
Prison-House of Languagé&972), the adoption of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s philosophical
language games by literary scholars, the fascination with Martdebiger’'s postwar
investigations of language as technology, the popularity of French strusnuesi
modeled by Levi-Strauss and Roland Barthes, the heteroglossia and dialoiigdhaof
Bakhtin...

Such developments contribute to the paradoxical process through which
supposedly left-wing varieties of critical theory ultimately reprodymeressive social
structures, becoming in and of themselves a means of containment. Criticalstheory’
linguistically-driven assessmentslahguageor discourseultimately foster fields or
zones of contact that further institutionalize, marginalize, contain, or cordon off the
radical political goals that ostensibly motivate such theories, pushing simtsisoward
ever-more specialized debates over the perceived tyrannaofgeor discoursethus
tracing a circular process through which revolutionary energies arectediiato
academic obscurity. This process has achieved a reactionary, consegeatida, a
containing and marginalizing the potential for social change by absorbing&uty the

energies that might provoke social change if directed toward mass politicaiemtge
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These shifts in academic discourse parallel the dissemination of laFgasepk
experimentations and Language poetics within avant-garde Americaryliterar
communities.

For their part, even as they articulate alternative histories through inrgvan-
traditional autobiographical practices, George Jackson, the New York 21, Asdaig Sha
and Angela Davis come to writing as a means of documenting failed polifdaltass
or experiences of persecution. Writing does not fulfill the demands of theicalolit
beliefs, it merely records the process through which the government has sddceed
preventing their political beliefs to inform revolutionary actions, practaed
movements. These authors identify themselves as political actors firsvateis” only
as the result of certain historical and political accidents; this distaoroetlfie
overdetermined tradition of the writer as an identity contributes to the innogatiies
of their texts. The fact that their works share qualities associated walrtlotural or
linguistic inventions of a largely white literary avant-garde, most of wha@sebmars self-
consciously create themselves as “writers,” is the result of extnaoydexperiences (and
responses to those experiences) within the prison regime. In their experimenta
disarticulations of individuality, these accidental writers exploredtaionship between
language, socially-sanctioned narrative, censored forms of discourse, fuiotion,
and ideology; in the process, their autobiographies traffic in varieties otéttitieory”
that emerge alongside (and that contribute to) structurally inventive sdi@vant-
garde American literature. Analyzing the formal features found in thes8fack
Liberationist autobiographies alongside the historical and political maidriadahat

contribute to their development suggests the vital role these documents should play in
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discussions of contemporary American literature and culture—as well asussists
of critical theory itself, the institutionalization of which also occurs géwte the massive
expansion of the American prison.

Critical theory and the related emergence of avant-garde texts astadtate
language writing thus mark two crucial cultural developments contemporanebas to t
publication of the autobiographies of the Black Liberation Movement. In the case of both
theory and language writing, practitioners cite the demise of the Newnlafier to
justify their own forms of cultural production, which for the most part bear no direct
relationship to specific political engagements, movements, or resistangps gbut
which nonetheless lay claim to radical politics through various “outsider” ar “ant
institutional” stances. Considering such claims, the fact that these fooukural
production also occupy institutionally-sanctioned or established positions of irdlaenc
positions from which innovative autobiographical works from Black Liberation
Movement have generally been, and at present, from which they continue to be,
excluded—begs further inquiry. This exclusion prevents the productive crosspollination
that Black Liberationist autobiographies may bring to a variety of cluins@tutions and
academic disciplines; it also dismisses possibly uncomfortable discus$ibiespolitical
challenges such works may pose to the established values that define arh gaithi
spaces of cultural production.

The banishment of innovative Black Liberationist autobiographies from
influential disciplinary and cultural domains suggests the degree to which state
administered strategies of captivity and containment, as modeled by the neiggme,

have grafted themselves onto the structure of American cultural instgution
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retrospect, the obsession with language and discourse that emerges within theetiscipl
study of theory constitutes a critical and disturbing development, one that has etiannel
the energy generated by ostensibly political concerns into apolitical esdhat become
consumed in minute institutional battles with little relevance to anyrexttexxtra-
institutional political movements. Amidst avant-garde poetics, an obsesanst al
inhibiting, incapacitating study of language itself as a fundamentalyaéing, de-
individuating, totalizing limit in which society’s evils take up residence, becothing
grammar police of the mind, appears to provide linguistic catharsis for nacestipff

artists who would rather not recognize that their own politics of resistewveecollapsed
along with the New Left.

Nonetheless, the following chapters repeatedly note the political and formal
affinities between Black Liberationists and various contemporaneous, whgeswr
associated with the literary avant-garde. In particular, poets and authaosi@sswith
what many critics now refer to as “language writing” provide an impoptaint of
comparison. The work of language poets gains notoriety as a result of peregtuad t
ingenuity and inventiveness. The mostly white community of authors and critics
responsible for the installation and preservation of such formally “radicaksywaorks
that become cornerstones for contemporary American literary history gagitly
implied that political values inhere in works of formal innovation.

The assumption that formal innovation or experimentation effectively captures (
might even constitute) a variety of political action deserves revision irotitext that
produces the innovative, experimental Black Liberationist autobiograplaesred in

the chapters that follow. The failures, fears, or oversights that have @evease
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works from gaining critical consideration equal to that directed towardt siteries of
white artists call for corrective interventions. An influential networktefdiry critics

and the avant-garde authors these critics champion provides for the selectivéaorona
of mostly white “innovative” writers. For the most part, the politics embodied in the
work of these writers has been accepted as sufficiently leftist Igscperhaps because
critics have also failed to recognize and confront the proliferation of trenmegime; in
addition, there remains an assumption that the formal or structural dynamics ef avant
garde texts are sufficiently “radical” and “anti-institutional” ttiair contents need not
speak to specific political movements or goals. It is telling that, as Wesshathe

writers caught up in such networks have enjoyed the privilege of guiding (and in some
cases authoring) the critical accounts according to which their own “ratbcadal
innovations have been judged sufficiently political.

There are concerted risks in seeking literary connections between wonkstey
avant-garde writers and the four works by Black Liberationists on which tertdison
focuses. To do so seems to imply the need to “legitimate” marginalized yeatigriing
them with works already sanctioned by or assimilated into influential cudtnda
academic institutions. In carefully describing the particulauonstances—for example,
the role of prison rules that determine the length and regularity of Geokg®dac
letters—that contribute to the formal innovations found in the autobiographies under
discussion, | have sought to distinguish the concrete, practical connection between
oppressive state apparatuses and the structure of these texts. As muchaasadexdted
with the American avant-garde recognize forces of power and oppression in the

regulation of knowledge and the restriction of discourse, the expression or embodiment
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of such relationships through formal innovation is crafted, fabricated, forced. The
chapters that follow attempt to challenge the operating logic by which suatafadr
forms of innovation have been granted greater cultural value over sinmieglytive
texts that emerge as a result of their authors’ direct experiencedemgtatto evade,
dismantle, or challenge racist state violence.

By relegating the innovative autobiographical works that emerge from #lo& Bl
Liberation Movement to the socio-political background over which an elite, whitg-ava
garde reigns transcendent, contemporary American literary histaka®capitulating
classic forms of racism and further marginalizing discourse that addrgmsexpansion
of the American prison regime. The coronation of the largely white wiatesociated
with language writing as inheritors of an American avant-garde tradition theler
auspices of formal radicalism masks the role played by specific $aciais in shaping
this community. Common educational backgrounds, including access to selective
cultural and educational institutions, familiarity with the middle- or uppessclalues
dominant within the confines of such institutions, personal friendships developed through
professional as well as informal social networks surrounding such institutiomseigest
in varieties of continental philosophy and theory popularized by humanities departments
at elite American colleges and universities, a familiarity with avandeyEuropean and
European-American visual arts—these factors play significant roleslaatirig to the
establishment of the language regime as a powerful conservative force ilcamer
literature and culture.

Thus, while outlining various “objective,” “structural,” “language-based”

principles that supposedly distinguish avant-garde, “anti-institutional” workgrsvand
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critics have reserved such designations for an elite collection of artisks,ignoring
contemporary, formally-related works such as the autobiographies studied in this
dissertation and written by members of the Black Liberation Movement. lroharus
yet distinct ways, the texts | examine break from conformist AmericdA&ican
American literary genres and traditions of self-representation. Haweney do so while
documenting the circumstances of political imprisonment through which théagstra
formal innovations and interventions take shalmethe Butcher Shop of Subjectivibus
pursues the study of the “innovative autobiographical maneuvers” of the Blacktiober
Movement alongside contemporaneous (white) avant-garde works so that thescritique
these autobiographies make manifest might begin to transform the institutioaatidg
that have previously provided for their exclusion. This gesture refocuses theidiscuss
of contemporary literature according to the controversial politics of aesistthat both
white avant-garde writers and members of the Black Liberation Movenzamt lchs
motivated their activities and informed their texts.

The study of critical theory in the humanities has exacerbated the problem of
segregation within literary history, while helping to produce an elitiststéhat
privileges various “political” conundrums or “aporias” of language abovetiadir
political, social, and philosophical questions. This stance typifies languagegversti
well as various brands of critical theory and philosophy that thus constitute edikthle
language regime. Beginning in the 1970s, theory’s expanding influence throughout
humanities departments produced an explosion of structuralist, post-struictanalis
deconstructionist analyses. The discursive and conceptual currencies irdras yeat

of this process have contributed to a curiously symbiotic relationship between “anti-
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establishment,” “anti-institutional” contemporary American writers astitutionally-
affiliated critics who comment upon their texts. Thus, in Libbie Rifkin’s b&akeer
Moves: Olson, Creeley, Zukofsky, Berrigan, and the American Avant-G0de), the
author examines the uncomfortable tension produced by the installation of “authentic,”
“anti-institutional” (white) avant-garde texts and authors as fixturdsmestablished
academic and cultural institutions. Rifkin quotes Ron Silliman, who observes that
innovative American poets, many of whom have defined their careers, likeaSilloy
adopting the avant-garde, “anti-institutional” identity associated witjulage writing,
have in fact “grown out of the same historical conditions that raised the question of
theory itself within the academy” (Rifkin, 16).

The familiarity with theory and academic speech amongst this setftsg group
of poets and writers imposes significant limitations on discourse. Thus, intlygeof
The Marginalization of Poetr{1996), by fellow Language poet and University of
Pennsylvania Professor of English Bob Perelman, Silliman suggestseltrhands of
academic labor contribute to erroneous readings. By attempting to explailamgwedge
writing is “about” through a “metanarrative,” Silliman argues that Pexelfails his
subject: “What might this book have become if it had been written for poets instead of for
professional advancement? Almost certainly it would have turned the presensitbx
out. It would embrace—rather than attempt to contain and explain away—the question of
meaninglessness.” Even as he identifies the emergence of languageoutitrighe
same historical moment and cultural milieu that produces critical thedigm&gil
attempts to sever the work of language poetry from the academic discoursdpthé&d he

produce and perpetuate interest in its “meaninglessness”; by attetapéixglain the
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“meaninglessness” or “opacity” of language writing, Sillimanrokthat Perelman
destroys the works he attempts to analyze. It seems that for Sillineacess
preferable to speech with which he disagrees.

Silliman also takes issue with Perelman’s selection of authors. He does not
explain why such oversights matter if, as he suggests, Perelman’s atddgiasy” the
works they address. Furthermore, in his criticisms of such oversights, Sillimarafppe
assume an audience of elite “initiates” familiar enough with the rahterunderstand
why, for example, “it is fitting that Perelman discusses the work of Cladtidge only
in the context of his and Larry Fagin’s critique of Maya Angelou.” Nowhere li®es
guestion the endless discussions of inclusion and exclusion that appear to define
“language writing” better than any precise formal or structural fesifotend in the
writing itself: to be a language writer is to argue over who belongs in the club. The
ironies in Silliman’s critique are perhaps too numerous to name briefly; nazsthielis
curious that in his criticism of the academic features of Perelman’s wbirag
employs the pejorative associations that surround the word “metanarrativay’ a te
known to signal critical sins to even the greenest of theory-initiates.

This criticism becomes considerably more problematic in light of Sillimanis
attempts to describe the emergence of the work as part of a particulacaistod
political moment. Writing irChangeof his affiliation with language writing, Silliman
describes a seemingly natural progression:

Begun in the sixties, the writing of the American poets gathered here for
Changematured into an organized, ongoing literary discourse in the

following decade, a period of significant transition for the United States.
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From the perspective of capital, the war in Indochina was lost, a critical
blow to national military prestige. More importantly, 1974 marked the
end of capital’s longest “boom,” the expansionist years following the
Second World War (on top of which the essential optimism of every
variety of “New American” poetry had been constructed).
Simultaneously, the largest generation in U.S. history, the “baby boom” of
the early 40’s and early 50’s, passed from college to the daily practices o
material life. Tied to that generation and crippled from the beginning by
its rejection of historical knowledge, the American New Left rapidly
dissolved... For writers, persons constituted as “individual subjects” by
their social context, and as subjects of a specific type, previous
assumptions were shown to be false. Career expectations, within literature
and elsewhere, for example, had bseaially imposedavith no real
comprehension of the impact of technological innovation and the resulting
recomposition of American class structure. Both the writer and (any
potential) audience found themselves displaced, their existence in
jeopardy. In such a context, it is no accident that poets such as this
Changegrouping should turn their attention to the origin of this
displacement, the constituting mechanism of “private life,” languadg itse
(In the American Treel84)

Silliman’s emphasis on history suggests a point of convergence and divergavitehat

his chosen community of poets and the Black Liberation Movement locate change and

construct oppositional viewpoints regarding its meaning. The notion that members of the
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American New Left had been “crippled... by [their] rejection of historical Kedge”

would certainly draw objections from the Black Liberationists whose autobiogsaphi

form the basis for this dissertation. From George Jackson and Angela Davis to the New
York 21 and Assata Shakur, these writers place a primary, uncompromising imsporta
upon history as the dominant force in the shaping of lives and narratives. The fact that
the history of America has been so widely misrepresented only reinforces|&uotive
insistence upon its importance; the systematic misrepresentation of kistoaynds

analysis as much as the misrepresentation of history demands a coteastive

Critical Theory, Public Secrets, and the Reprodunctf the Prison Regime

Silliman’s threshold year of 1974 (the year tAagela Davis: An Autobiography
was published) certainly marks a shift in the nation’s economic fortunes, but the
influence of the boom that he describes, as well as the declining economy that follow
thereafter, remains a topic of some controversy. In his Baskns: Inside the New
America, From Vernooykill Creek to Abu Ghrgi2005), David Matlin uses 1974 to
mark a different history: “From 1974 to 2002 the number of inmates in state and federal
prisons increased six-fold.” (xxix) Measurements vary, but the early to mid-1&/0s a
regularly cited as the transition years for the American prison eeghin Bruce Franklin
writes, “From 1976, the year when free higher education was established, uatititbé
the century, on average a new prison was constructed in America every weekisdine pr
population went from under 200,000 in 1971 to 2 million in 200®4ad every form of

“New American” poetry until 1974 assumed an optimistic stance, as Sillimaestagg

® Franklin's comments appear in “The American Prisothe Culture Wars,” an address delivered at the
Modern Language Association’s 2000 conference isteyton, D.C., and archived on Franklin's
website: http:andromeda.rutgers.edu/%7Ehbf/pridautt (April 6, 2009).
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In describing his magnum opus begun in the mid-fifties and considered a foundational
text within the “New American” poetry to which Silliman refeféile Maximus Poems
Charles Olson writes, “the States as a measure of men’s missesstisrymyes?”
(Selected Letterd 96). Certainly Olson’s project does not subscribe to the optimism that
Silliman universally assigns.

The structural or formal qualities that innovative Black Liberationist
autobiographies share with avant-garde works produced within the mostly white
communities of elite American writers and intellectuals cast such peetis in a
strange and sometimes unflattering light. The autobiographies examineatafters
that follow render hollow most critical assessments of white avant-gardg pustread
a politics of resistance into the formal experiments such works supposedly invent.
Indeed, in light of the contexts in which George Jackson, or the collective camisibut
Look for Me in the Whirlwindor the exiled Assata Shakur compose their texts, the
formal “innovations” sometimes cited as evidence of a political agenda on the part
various avant-garde writers appear facile at best; at worst, such clainas papef a
larger set of reactionary, counter-revolutionary moves within supposedly liberal
intellectual spheres that effectively conceal the fact of the prisomeegi

In 1975, H. Bruce Franklin publish@dhe Victim as Criminal and ArtistThis
wide-ranging analysis incorporates slave narratives, the eariypptide tales sanctioned
by religious leaders, the role of the whaling industry’s forced labor in the work of
Herman Melville,The Autobiography of Malcolm, dnd the poems of prisoners who
survived the 1971 Attica Prison uprising to argue that captivity provides the definitive

experience upon which American literature is based. Three years before thatpmurbli
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of The Victim as Criminal and ArtisEranklin was fired from his tenured professorship at
Stanford University. The story of his career offers a glimpse into the mizgtian of
radical politics in the age of the prison and language regimes.

Franklin began his career as a Melville scholar; a graduate from Antierst,
earned his Ph.D. in English at Stanford and was immediately hired by his own
department. In 1966, at the age of just 31, Franklin was regarded as a prodigy of sorts,
having already published two books on Nineteenth-century American literatues. Af
spending a year teaching in France, Franklin’s politics began to change. Bgiythe ea
seventies, he was meeting with a variety of revolutionary organizatidrentiphasized
the tactics of self-defense modeled by the Panthers, and he was thoroughly émdjage
anti-war movement. From his position at Stanford, Franklin also withessed a number of
crucial developments during these years that likely contributed to his intetkstrole
that captivity has played in American literature. In August of 1971, police under the
direction of psychology professor Philip Zimbardo began rounding up students for what
would become known as the Stanford Prison Experiment, one of the most famous
psychology experiments in the history of the field. Although Zimbardo wasddoc
halt the experiment when the “guards”—who, as they themselves had been informed,
were randomly selected for their roles from the same student population as the
“prisoners”—became increasingly abusive, the experiment nonetheless danednsiat
violence and abuse were virtually inevitable outcomes within the prison environment.

That same month, George Jackson was murdered by a prison guard at San
Quentin, less than 100 miles to the north of the Stanford campus. During this time,

Franklin helped lead a series of protests that culminated in a successfubgifetent
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former U.S. Ambassador to South Vietham Henry Cabot Lodge from speaking on
campus. After an extended investigation, a board of faculty members recommended hi
dismissal. Alan Dershowitz, then a 33 year-old Harvard professor visitintp&tavhile
working on a book, became an informal observer and submitted a report to the committee
on behalf of the American Civil Liberties Union. “I've been made to feel likerhern

lawyer who went down to Mississippi and started speaking out on behalf of the blacks,”
Dershowitz said of his attempts at discussing Franklin’s case with meoflibes

Stanford community.

In The Victim as Criminal and ArtisEranklin argues that narratives of captivity
provide glimpses into truths and realities ignored or obscured by other fezftures
American culture, including most of its literary histories and criticis$nmfortunately,
Franklin’s book does not employ the abstract critical vocabulary pioneeretidgis
such as Frederic Jameson, who, despite his insistence to “always historidzed’ he
usher in the era of theory with his publicationfée Prison-House of Language1972.

As discussed in Chapter 1, Jameson’s more well-known text acknowledges the value of
the prison only so much as “prison-house” appears to provide a metaphor for the
eminently more important subject of language itself. Though H. Bruce Frankli

apparent comfort with the notion of “prison literature” as a genre has subsequently
become a matter of dispute amongst those who share many of his political bedief

book nonetheless remains a landmark stuithe Victim as Criminal and Artistands

out not only for the original and disconcerting connections it draws between the prison

and American culture, but also because its contributions have gone largely igmangd d

6 Lamott, Kenneth. “In the Matter of H. Bruce FrankKi New York Time&3 Jan. 1972, SM 14.
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the very decades when the prison regime has witnessed its massive, unprécedente
expansion.

Franklin’s work mines the uncomfortable differences and similarities of
institutions designed to segregate, quarantine, and discipline: the university and the
prison stare at one another as one stares at one’s own distorted reflection inythe funn
mirror of an amusement park. Which set of eyes provides a clearer view of ége@le
Of power? In a lecture delivered twenty-five years after the puladicafiThe Victim as
Criminal and Artistentitled “The American Prison in the Culture Waf$:fanklin
expands upon his earlier work, establishing a historical connection between higher
education and the expansion of the American prison regime. In April of 1969, students at
City College of The City University of New York began protesting the @iho
admissions policy, leading to the university’s open admissions policy. “At tmg’poi
Franklin writes, “a fierce counteroffensive against the progressive canguesmants
was launched and coordinated by the White House™:

In June Nixon delivered a speech in which he equated “drugs, crime,
campus revolts, racial discord, [and] draft resistance,” expressed horror at
the “patterns of deception” in American life stemming from contempt for
moral, legal, and intellectual standards, and denounced the campus
movement as central to this national crisis.... Later that year, Roger
Freeman—a key educational adviser to Nixon then working for the
reelection of California Governor Ronald Reagan—defined quite precisely

the target of the conservative counterattack: “We are in danger of

" This paper was delivered during the 2000 Modemguage Association Convention in Washington,
D.C., and is archived on Franklin's websitép://andromeda.rutgers.edu/%7Ehbf/priscult.html
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producing an educated proletariat. That's dynamite! We have to be
selective on who we allow to go through higher education.”
In California, Freeman succeeded in eliminating free tuition by 1970. “In 1975,”
Franklin writes, “President Ford announced that he would withhold federal aid fram Ne
York City, then in a financial crisis, until it eliminated open admissions anduiteantat
CUNY.” The dramatic increase in prison building thus began at the same tinfeethat t
prospect of free education was vanishing:
From 1976, the year when free higher education was eradicated, until the
end of the century, on average a new prison was constructed in America
every week. The prison population went from under 200,000 in 1971 to
two million in 2000 as America became the prison capital of the world....
Within prisons, Franklin argues that anti-prison movements, aided by a growirgginter
in political imprisonment as well as prison literature on the outside, made théi@alaica
programs and publishing opportunities formerly considered part of prison’s
“rehabilitative” foundations targets for elimination:
By the late 1970s, prison literature was becoming a powerful force in the
culture wars. Then came the repression that was to build during the 1980s
and 1990s. Educational opportunities, including creative writing courses,
in prison were defunded. Congress eliminated Pell Grants for prisoners.
By 1984, nearly every literary journal devoted to publishing poetry and
stories by prisoners was wiped out.... While prison literature was being
outlawed by the state, it was being deligitimized by fashionableatritic

theories that, like New Criticism, revered coterie literature bringmaith
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complexity, indeterminacy, and ambiguity, while disdaining socially
purposeful works accessible to a mass audience.
Without naming language writing as a culprit by name, Franklin nonetheless pravides a
uncomfortably appropriate description of the kind of “coterie literature” thadumes
the literary world alongside critical theory in the same years that if@nprisis unfolds.
“Just as now we assume that one cannot intelligently teach nineteenth-centngah
literature without recognizing slavery as a context,” Franklin concludas, ¢annot
responsibly teach contemporary American literature without recognizingniegian
prison system as context.”

The fact that America’s massive acceleration in its rates of irmediae follows
virtually the same historical timeline as does the expanding interesticaldtieory
poses serious questions regarding the political implications of theory’s rise cadtative
silence that surrounds this crisis be explained? In “The Public Secremétion and
Social Knowledge,” Sharon Daniel grapples with the widespread acceptahegofsbn
regime’s growing influence, despite its disgraceful institutionalifed. “The injustices
of the justice system,” Daniel writes, “the existence of the prison industrnplex—its
pervasive network of monopolies and its human rights abuses—are extremely well
documented yet wholly submerged and repressed.” Combining texts produced by
prisoners, popular media reports, and high theory in an attempt to understand this
phenomenon, Daniel nonetheless ultimately professes “amazement” atratiexeal
doubleness, the aporia of the public secret.”

Here we return to the question with which this introduction began, the question of

knowledge that disables, renders speechless, inhibits, or incapacitates. iribamietes
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her essay with a line from the anthropologist Michael Taussig: “If sedascinating,
still more so is the public secret into which all secrets secrete...” Byméehanisms
are the endless documentations of prison failures, violence, and horrors filtered from
public discourse? “There are secrets that are kept from the public and thendhere ar
‘public secrets,” Daniel writes, “secrets that the public chooses to kéefrem itself...
the injustices of the war on drugs, the criminal justice system, and the Pdssirial
Complex are ‘public secrets.” The effort required to maintain innocence iatbheof
guilt produces more guilt and demands ever-more substantial resources afegnora
violence becomes the mechanism through which this necessary ignorance is supplied.
As Chapter 4 discusses in greater detail, here David Graélvagments of an
Anarchist Anthropology2004) proves useful. Graeber notes that ignorance, generally
expressed and reinforced through violence, defines the assertion of power more often
than does the accumulation of knowledge. This reversal of the familiar altizaic
Michel Foucault constructs between knowledge and power aptly characterizes the
functioning of day-to-day life within the prison, in which dumb violence overrules the
knowledge and wisdom that sympathy, forgiveness, and understanding would require.
Ignorant violence—or violent ignorance—thus describes the fundamental structure of the
prison regime itself. Thus, after refusing to submit to a full body searcreldedor
extradition to California for trial, Angela Davis recalls being bedtg two male guards
employed as a reserve goon squad by New York City’'s Women'’s Detentiber C&he
fact that Davis has already been searched multiple times during thevébkoperiod)

that she has been held in custody cannot, according to the dominant ignorance of the
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penal system, allow officers to depart from the procedural guidelinedatgto which
all prisoners must have their orifices probed before entering or exitingcihty fa
Among the bitter ironies of these prison protocols is the fact that such rigid
adherence to the letter of the law seems a neurotic attempt to ignoreegiments of
American life in which lawbreaking is a regular and expected occutreksenuch as
American politicians enjoy reminding their constituencies that “Amesieanation of
laws,” there is also a strong national tradition of lawbreaking. Drawing uptrs rafy
the nation’s revolutionary origins, its so-called frontier spirit, and itetyisif protest
and civic unrest, this tradition traverses the political spectrum, from terers
transgressions of “small government” conservatives and right-wingaedigjroups to
the brash actions of liberal activists. Reports of the failure of governmesialsftio
abide by the tax codes (in some cases the very tax codes that they themselves ha
authored) are now so commonplace that they rarely elicit any significamt publ
backlast War profiteers do not bother to hide their filthy businesses; instead, they
trumpet quarterly profits. Outlaws, cowboys, tycoons, gangsters, gangjstaricans
love the legendary identities fostered by lawbreaking as much as they loveste lreli
theirs as a “nation of laws.” This lawbreaking legacy has its officiales\aized,
bureaucratic equivalent: the effort to “neutralize” political activisteugh
counterintelligence programs conducted by various “law enforcement” agatuwiked
in the chapters that follow constitute illegal actions designed and carribg the very

officials charged with upholding the law.

8 Here 1 am thinking of New York Congressman ChaBefangel, whose failure to pay income on a
rental property, revealed in the fall of 2008, ddunted a violation of the tax code he had helpeitevas
chairman of the House Ways and Means CommitteeQ{agi@ Kocieniewski, “Rangel Owes Back Taxes,
Lawyer Says.”"New York TimesSeptember 10, 2008).
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The disregard for the law illustrated by these cultural and bureaucrdit®ina
suggests the limited efficacy that might be expected of legal or constitugborans to
the American system of justice. In this light, the American acadefagtination with
the work of Italian scholar Giorgio Agamben emblematizes the continuing anchoadpl
fascination with the power of language amongst American scholars aneciiglis—in
this case, the word of law is overvalued at the expense of political historieslamdlc
legacies. Agamben situates his work as a response to Bush administration potiees i
wake of 9/11, from its treatment of detainees taken prisoner in Afghanistan gt Ira
its unauthorized monitoring of phone calls as part of its “domestic surveillanogfam.
His efforts to position his analyses thusly have in turn fed the popularity with which his
works have been received by American scholars. Translations of his works-alspici
his State of Exceptio(R005)—have become essential texts with which American
scholars analyze U.S. government policiesStite of ExceptiglAgamben employs
careful analyses of the language appearing across a range of legdipts in the
history of Western European and American lawmaking that describe thedfstate
exception. The term describes a provision that allows for the suspension of the rule of
law in times of crisis. Such a suspension ostensibly was intended to provide the means
with which a sovereign, through martial law or other means, might ultimatstyreehe
rule of law. Today, many scholars appear fascinated with the idea thtdtehefs
exception describes permanent features of day-to-day governance in supposed|
democratic states, including the U.S. Agambé&tate of Exceptiothus builds upon

Walter Benjamin’s analyses of German jurist and professor of law Qamifgit is
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Benjamin, in his “Critique of Violence,” who hypothesizes that, “the state opé&rce..
has become the rule” (quoted in Agamben, 6).

In transposing the theoretical frameworks found in such works onto the U.S., the
constitutional changes introduced amidst Teutonic traditions—in other words, amidst a
culture with a respect for rules and rulemaking that frequently elicitsraitgeforeign
visitors—is grafted onto a culture whose national traditions include a siyrdiatinctive
appreciation for irreverence, “maverick” but “principled” law-breakingouairight
“cowboy” lawlessness. Yet again, American academics appear smititea luropean
text, the practical, political applications of which become muddled or perhaph vanis
entirely in light of various societal and cultural differences. Thus, JoysJargaes that
Michel Foucault'Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Pris¢the American
translation of which appeared in 1978), perhaps the most widely-read academic tex
addressing the development of the prison, “contributes to the erasure of racisiviolenc
in its failure to account for the role that race plays in the construction of the modern
penitentiary (24). Because racist violence has defined the elaboration of thealime
prison regime, Foucault’'s book effectively inhibits critical discussions ofé¢lgisme.
Similarly, Agamben’s readings of the history of Western constituti@awatchnnot
effectively accommodate the peculiar cultural, political, and historicelanks through
which America’s racist legacy repeatedly carves out spaces in whichintegforms of
“justice,” from lynching to the Minutemen’s border patrols to the widespread geanti
which police murder ostensibly “innocent-until-proven-guilty” suspects whaddieed

police instructions and attempt to flee rather than surrender themselvesto arre
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Agamben’s work speaks not to this cultural legacy, but to the American
preference for language and discourse over political actions effectingechtn recent
years his work has become a viral presence amongst American writetayscand
intellectuals. Thus, in her otherwise perceptive analysis of the prisoneragianform of
“public secret,” Sharon Daniel ultimately invokes Agamben’s analyses ofatieecs
exception, despite the fact that his work arguably has very little relevatioe $sphere of
U.S. governmental violence. The history of this violence repeatedly demonsieates
utter contempt with which governmental officials, especially those entrusgethe
enforcement of its laws, regard the law itself, as well as language. “lwlanttto get
involved in looking [at the photographs], because what do you do with that information,
once you know what they show?” an unnamed U.S. Army lieutenant general tells
Antonio M. Taguba, the Army investigator charged with looking into the alleged abuses
at Iragq’s Abu Ghraib prisoh. The unnamed lieutenant who refuses knowledge of Abu
Ghraib already possesses some understanding of the powerful varieties of igtloaanc
Taguba encounters as he presses his case through higher and higher;chtaswezis
level, even after he has forwarded his report and the photographs he has collected, he
finds himself in meetings with officials who profess no understanding of the abuse
Taguba has so carefully documented.

The pictures from Abu Ghraib, David Matlin writes, “are the common practices of
a world we have created and choose not to see, or believe cannot exist” (136). Such
rehearsed forms of ignorance have become part of the standard operating procedure
within organizations such as the CIA and the FBI, where agents operateesin secr

Questions of constitutionality or unconstitutionality are rendered irrelevagn wo one

o Quoted in Seymour Hirsh’s article, “The GeneralepBrt.” New YorkeR5 June 2007.
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can actually say what anyone else is really doing. Douglas Valengnesathat the CIA
has developed a model of linguistic distortion, subsequently adopted by other government
agencies, in which elaborate forms of ignorance allow agents the freedom tthaat wi
regard for the law. IiThe Phoenix Prograr(ii990), Valentine’s account of the torture,
disinformation, and execution employed by clandestine U.S. operatives andaee®t
in and around Vietnam, the author underscores the doctrine of “plausible deniability” as
the CIA’s operating principle. In his analysis of former CIA deputy directondd
Bissell's congressional testimony, Valentine notes that Bissefiedefplausible denial”
as “the use of circumlocution and euphemism in discussions where preciseahsfiniti
would expose covert actions and bring them to an end” (47). The word of law by which
the “state of exception” comes into existence has no relevance for agdatibave
institutionalized distortion and concealment as the means with which to protect the
operatives they employ from future prosecution.

Although Agamben cites various instances in which the U.S. government
authorizes or redefines the “state of exception,” disregard for the lanhetrs=t
constitutes a pervasive cultural phenomenon. Regardless of the state of exdeption, t
general acceptance of lawless behavior amidst law enforcement pergipeskdar
more pervasive, and may be far more dangerous, precisely because it occurs €t the m
part beyond any recognizable textual archives or documentary forms. Srkethasgons
have served (and in all likelihood continue to serve) as a means with which to transfor
manipulate, or otherwise control the populace; they have reinforced boundaressof cl
and race, regulated the distinction between “American” and “alien,” andddstex

elaboration of the prison regime; and they have emerged through the work of chendesti
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operatives whose illegal actions, when accidentally disclosed by whistlesislawother
information leaks, clearly violated the rights of American citizens. “liberties” thus
taken by “law enforcement” personnel constitute widespread violations of hugh#s ri
through legal as well as extra-legal actions on a national and internatialeal sc

The tacit understanding that law enforcement agents must ultimatelytsicleo
the law in order to catch and prosecute criminals is common in the United Statesd, |
some may assume that the very best agents imiagtdo so, not only because the scale
of criminality actually provides the moral imperative or “emergencyittiem to do so,
but also because the rules and regulations represent overly constrictueasd$ that
would otherwise prevent any successful efforts at policing and prosecutia. Thi
tradition is rooted in the cowboy mentality mythologized by the “Wild West'atiae
that has erased much of the genocidal terror that defines the settlement of tleame
frontier. A vast array of American cultural products might serve asmesede~or
example, in the moviBirty Harry (1971) and its offspringagnum Forcel1973;The
Enforcer, 1976;Sudden Impa¢tl983; andrhe Dead Pogl1988), the violent,
unconventional actions of a renegade superhero policeman played by Clint Eastwood
appear to answer fears of a criminal element threatening to undo the legduteof w
supremacy and male superiority. Eastwood’s rise to fame chronicles thalcartar
historical relationship between the Wild West and the lawbreaking police offiaaty
in his career, Eastwood found success in the television wésagrhide(1959), helping
him to land his subsequent, iconic roles in westerns sushastful of Dollars(1964)
andThe Good, the Bad, and the Ugiy966). As precedents to hsrty Harry persona,

these performances articulate the need to reinforce and re-affirm wigsupaemacy, a
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need that also appears to define the career of J. Edgar Hoover, to name one figeire whos
actions constitute a crucial part of the historical context this disseretamines. Clint
Eastwood’s mastery of the mythologized Wild West captures the endlesafiascwith

and respect for the lawless violence wielded by the white male as the ngeasseer to

a similarly lawless land. The frontier has been transformed, but the rolas rem
unchanged; cowboy cops administer urban versions of lawless violence.

In light of this cultural legacy, lawbreaking to enforce the “rule of lawtidely
understood as a kind of “necessary evil.” Moreover, the “rule of law” in many cases
refers not to what is written in the law so much as the unwritten codes thaverdser
boundaries of race, class, and gender, and that circumscribe the acceptable range of
political discourse. The concerted effort on the part of law enforcementrsftice
control or dismantle political organizations that threaten to complicate tfeawna
discursive range in which American political debates unfold results in the TERIRRO
operations discussed in this project. In the effort to delimit the boundaries ofadteept
political discourse, the FBI, acting covertly and in concert with numerous sthtecal
police officers, has repeatedly violated the law itself, all the while frgnantrapping, or
encouraging members of political groups to break the law in order to “juatifgts and
facilitate imprisonment.

In his analyses of the “deep political intrigue” through which covert ageancks
secret alliances have shaped American foreign policy from Vietnam podbsent, Peter
Dale Scott notes the persistent “psychological resistance that inhinksé@ognition of
the dysfunctional and sometimes even criminal underpinnings of our political

establishment” (9). In planning the conceptual framework through which | have sought
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to introduce the autobiographical works at the center of this dissertation, and while
researching the counterintelligence programs that influence these Woaks,
frequently revisited Scott’s critique of the “archival bias” that has skeaszhrch into
the war in Vietnam. Archival bias assumes that historical truths “should be studied
chiefly from recorded bureaucratic discussions, statements, and ratiboasZzaAs a
result of archival bias, Scott writes, “we risk losing sight of the possiltlétya
significant part of the process [through which governments enact polieeglsewhere,
in deeper forces that articulate themselves obliquely in other arenasabrafid(13).
Similarly, despite the release of selected, redacted FBI COIRRELfiles, the
persecution of the Black Panther Party and other revolutionary black organizations
described in the chapters that follow involve far more complex “interventiowk” a
attempts at “neutralization” than what is documented in the files made publicthus fa
As discussed in Chapter 2, the arrest of the New York 21 was not the product of
an FBI operation. It was spearheaded by the NYPD’s own undercover bureau at a time
when this bureau was under attack following a series of corruptions charges and
investigations. The FBI and the NYPD appear to have seen their uncoordinated but
simultaneous efforts at counterintelligence as a kind of rivalry; regarofd¢be
defendants’ acquittal, the trial of the New York 21 would ultimately destr@yanthers,
disabling the party more thoroughly and successfully than any FBI COINHEBLtRat
had preceded it. As described in Chapter 3, the events surrounding this case are
enormously complex, but appear tied, at the very least, to specific localyyal#ieell

as New York state politics; they may also endure crossfire as agtthdtrivalry
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between various factions of the New York Republican Party, not to mention the largely
democratic union ranks that had for so long wielded power in the city.

After the trial of the New York 21, many former members ostensibly went
underground and formed the Black Liberation Army (BLA). Soon after the acapfittal
the New York 21, the BLA supposedly delivered letters to various media organgati
claiming its members had orchestrated a series of assassinations and anfaidtesl
targeted police officers. However, these claims remain dubious given thelinterna
struggles of the department to come to terms with its own culture of corruption; the
sensational news conferences announcing the NYPD’s “discovery” of the Blektdelf
attention from its own problems by fostering fears of black urban “guerifjatdis at
war against the police. Though there was already a history (in the attempted
assassination of Frank Serpico) of police attempting to exact revenge upgenrsoffi
unwilling to play by the established rules of corruption, the Black LiberatraryA
supposed role as self-declared police assassins provided a less controydesiatien,
one that offered to unite the department against a new scapegoat: the Black
Revolutionary.

In his bookMimesis and Alterityorigin histories of the Cuna people prompt
Michael Taussig's musings on the nature of the public secret. Taussig natesdhe
means through which the public secret thrives on reenactments of change tha imanag
fact to change nothing, so that “one thing becomes another thing while in some profound
sense remaining the (mimetic) same” (116). Collective ignorance anckimoeoshelter
collective guilt; “secret,” Taussig writes, “equals slippage.” Tleeassary effort

required to maintain innocence in the face of guilt produces more guilt and demands
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ever-more substantial resources of ignorance; violence becomes the mechesugim t
which this necessary ignorance is supplied. The public secret is the grooegh
which the “(mimetic) same” is reproduced; in helping to construct complexuspiri
political, and societal views by providing ontological narratives that conmediving
and the dead, origin histories preserve fundamental tenets of Cuna culture. Sditoo mig
we seek to understand the “origin histories” through which the public secret oisthwe p
regime has managed to reproduce itself. This reproductive tendency demands
investigations into the cultural, historical, and political legacies thawddr its
elaborations and that prohibit challenges to its supremacy. The critiags @gsAngela
Davis frame the catastrophic horror of slavery as the peculiar origanyhfsom which
issue steadfast forms of public secrecy, as well as endless effatisiage” and
“reform,” efforts that ultimately reproduce Taussig’s “(mimesame” in the form of the
prison regime while claiming to effect more meaningful transformations.

While awaiting trial, Davis, Bettina Aptheker, and others contributéTtbey
Come in the Morning: Voices of Resistat®71), a collection of writings by and about
American political prisoner¥. In her essay, “Political Prisoners, Prisons & Black
Liberation,” Davis notes the unstable distinction between “political” priscaretghose
criminalized by the state’s law enforcement apparatuses as a resulisaf.r “For the
Black individual,” Davis writes, “contact with law-enforcement-judiciaialenetwork
directly or through relatives and friends, is inevitable because he is Blagkiey Come
in the Morning 40). Thirty-odd years later, Davis’s continuing efforts to dismantle the

prison regime continue; iAre Prisons Obsoletg2003), she asserts that the history of the

19 The book’s front matter underscores the colleatiffert leading to its publication: “This book was
edited and prepared for publication by Angela YviBaBettina Aptheker and other members of the
National United Committee to Free Angela Davis AfidPolitical Prisoners.”
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contemporary American prison system is directly linked to the legacywafrglthrough

the racist, reactionary lawmaking that flourished in the South following theWan.
Recalling various historians who note the reintroduction of forced labor after the
abolition of slavery through the establishment of prison work farms throughout the South
(many such “work farms” located on sites formerly occupied by plantjtiDasis

makes explicit the origin history of the prison regime: “As black people wezgrated

into southern penal systems—and as the penal system became a system of penal
servitude—the punishments associated with slavery became further incedpotatthe
penal system”Are Prisons Obsolete31). The framing of the prison regime and its
attendant forms of public secrecy by way of these “origin histories” that tnitp
enslavement introduces the disconcerting possibility that this ongoing legeapytivity,

this chronology of spent flesh, violence and brutality, rape and degradation, cruelty and
tyranny, is not only an economic phenomenon, not only a legacy of racism, not only a
product or perverted elaboration of Enlightenment philosophy, but a profound wound in
the American psyche, a wound so deeply-scored and painful as to become familiar,
almost reassuring, an agonizing reminder of the unresolved, catastrophiesfeale

past. The prison regime thus becomes the site at which knowledge of this palsers furt

effaced through the violent ignorance that power exerts in the present.

Chapter Overviews, Fro®oledado Angela

In order to understand the fundamental potential that anti-individualist stances
may provide in the effort to cut through the ideological tissues that bind the stsuafture

the prison regime together, it is important to recognize how crucial “individuahas
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been in the formation of distinct “American” identities and ideologies. When idamsr
discuss questions of liberty in the context of racist legacies, the rhetogoafl the
“individual” rarely lifts. So bound up are notions of national identity with fantasies of
“personal freedom,” “individual responsibility,” “self-expression,” and tke,lthat even
the most perceptive critics regularly forget that these principles alss dasic
ideological and rhetorical units in the authorization of discriminatory jutigieectices.
The rhetoric of individuality becomes yet another means through which the prison
regime’s punitive mechanisms exact punishments; regardless of the soeigtsties or
individual circumstances surrounding a given case, if a crime has beenttar(amd if
the accused cannot muster the tremendous financial resources necessarg tansec
effective defense team), the ideological roots of the prison regime insist upustitre
that he or she must “take responsibility” and serve out the “appropriate” sentence
Thus, in her essay “Challenging Sexism in Black Life,” bell hooks writastitje
and integrity of the race must be defined by the extent to which black males afesfema
have the freedom to be self-determining” (hooks, 75). The works | have chosen to
examine in the project that follows pursue very different understandings of black
liberation, refusing the rhetoric of selfhood in the search for some other (truly
revolutionary) conceptual structure. Although hers is intended as a criticiten of t
masculine forms of “self-determination” championed by writers suclaals@lroy,
hooks imagines liberation as an individual pursuit. As discussed in Chapter 1, Gilroy’s
reading of Frederick DouglassTine Black Atlanticelies upon Douglass’s individual
departure from supposedly universal ideals; Gilroy argues that this dezgnaks the

moment at which autobiographical truths challenge Enlightenment values. Fdag3pug
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the opinion of the wider community no longer serves as the measure through which one
should view oneself. Gilroy thus quotes Douglass: “I prefer to be true tofmeysel at

the hazard of incurring the ridicule of others, rather than be false and incur my own
abhorrence’ (69).

Targeted by government counterintelligence campaigns, the wraescuss
associate such “self-determining” logic with America’s ideolsgieindividualism and
“personal responsibility,” formulas that serve the purposes of the prison regmtiensN
of self-determination silence debates over institutionalized inequathiesjolent
juridical apparatuses that target the poor and communities of color thrive on the myth of
the individual. American mythologizes this individual as hero or villain without
addressing the socio-political, socio-historical forces that make eitiseion possible.

The works discussed in the chapters that follow disarticulate myths of individualism
while engaging with forms of black nationalism; in so doing, they establish sljpper
fluid, mobile constructions of identity that contradict the static images of black
masculinity and patriarchal authority often associated with Black Power.

George Jackson’s prison letters, the autobiographies of Angela Davis atd Ass
Shakur, and the collective autobiography of the Black Panther 21 thus disfigure familiar
autobiographical tropes, forging revolutionary subject formations that (asts bear
witness to) criminalizing state practices. Each chapter examines okéweoder to
understand its relationship to traditions within the genre, its formal innovations or
idiosyncrasies, the relationship of these formal qualities to the context aoy bifsits
production, and the lessons that these areas of inquiry might provide, collectively or in

particular, for an understanding of contemporary American writing andgmitic
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emerging in the shadow of the prison regime. Three of the texts | exafoledad
Brother, Look for Me in the WhirlwindandAssata—are marked by structural features
that bear striking resemblances to qualities often imagined as groundbreaking
“inventions” or daring “innovations” of white, culturally and institutionally askited,
avant-garde writers. Significant portions of each chapter follow in some tthetail
implications behind such resemblances. As noted throughout, the fact that overtly
revolutionary, political works by Black Liberationists, works produced throughiqabli
struggle and government persecution, thus appear to “trespass” on the sacred ground of
formal innovation disrupts the ease with which such distinctions have been awarded.
The first chapter pursues a reading of George Jackson’s prison letkectecoin
Soledad Brother This book may be considered the forerunner of those that follow,
containing letters dating back to the mid-sixties. Aside from chronologyeatng of
Jackson’s text appears first because it introduces several themes ketriactheesof
the dissertation as a whole. As expressed in his letters, Jackson’s critique of the
American state depends upon his own erasure; the state he describes muss Heét is
describes it, murder him. Before the publication of his letters, Jackson’s casecha
popular cause, ultimately attracting Angela Davis’s energies and ikeloping her
after George’s younger brother, Jonathan, was shot to death following his taketbeer o
Marin Courthouse, part of an apparent attempt to win his brother’s freedom. These
developments outside the prison signal Jackson’s own violent disavowal of the
formations of subjectivity that have defined autobiography as well as iolectity
within the U.S. By inscribing this departure as part of his resistance to the pgme,

Jackson establishes the basis for the influential but short-lived anti-prison nmb\adme
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the early seventies, inspiring the Attica Rebellion and fostering ayafieevolutionary
organizations that claim to carry his mantle. In resigning his fate to tlyegniaons,
and fantasies that his identity assumes for others, the prison letters gé Gackson
thus lay the groundwork for the anti-individualist autobiographies that follow.

The second chapter examines the collective autobiographical grogctEor Me
in the Whirlwind The sixteen contributors to this text conceptualize a radical subjectivity
in response to the criminal identities the government assigns them. Byimpgieses
of their own stories in collage-like fashion within a single body of work, theickla
model for what | call apparitional subjectivity: an amoebic, anonymous, ttelec
subject, an image of a nearly complete revolutionary soldier constructedhigom t
revolutionary fragments of their own writings. In the process, the individuads w
contribute to this text become virtually indistinguishable from one another, passing
and through one another’s narratives until their narratives belong to all of them and to
none of thent! Look For Me in the Whirlwindhus positions the revolutionary soldier as
personal and anonymous, present but yet unknown, a living potential that their collective
text makes possible.

The third chapter examinéssata: An Autobiographyvritten by another New
York City Black Panther, Assata Shakur. Shakur’s ruptured narrative inscsibes it
protagonist’s disappearance; the author has literally escaped, and rgdowtesdh Cuba
while remaining one of the FBI's “Most-Wanted.” Shakur’s autobiograplogsraer

political awakening as a process of learning and adaptation, in which shajperstmé

" Here | intentionally borrow language used by tbévist organizatiorAll Of Us Or None*“a national
organizing initiative of prisoners, former prisos@nd felons, to combat the many forms of discratim
that we face as the result of felony convictionkttg://www.allofusornone.org/>.
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the donning of various disguises paradoxically provide the means with which to effect
“authentic” revolutionary actions. Her autobiography both assumes the vedutige

of Black radicalism, and refuses it; in the process, she narrates the ecgefien
criminalization while also contributing to the iconic image of the Black teiiary.
Punctured by poetrAssatarefuses to reveal or disclose, pursuing instead the
construction of a mythology for the politics of resistance in which the narrasoepe
offers the promise of a revolutionary return.

Each of the works mentioned above contains formal elements that share in the
linguistic experiments of the American avant-garde. The fourth book examined in thi
study,Angela Davis: An Autobiographgoes not share such displays of formal
ingenuity; it has been included for distinctly different, yet not entirely utecti@asons.
Although this work appears to assume a fairly conventional structure, Davis’s
autobiography pursues an anti-institutional mode of inquiry that also distinghishes
book from the “anti-institutional” avant-garde texts previously discussed tioreta
language writing. Davis’s text insinuates a disconcerting relationstwgée the
divisions of knowledge enforced by institutions of higher education and the maintenance
of the public secret required to enable the elaboration of the prison regimaniBggi
with her own body as the instrument of investigation, Dawud&s- yetanti-disciplinary
effort trespasses the borders of various academic fields in an effort tigaoethe
forms, contents, and perspectives traditionally associated with historyndmnadual”
autobiographical subject, and the subject of philosophy. In its oscillation between the
prison and the academy, Davis’s career trajectory pushes and prods at the curious

relationship between two otherwise mutually exclusive, state-admedsteachines, vast
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processors of humanity, according to which career possibilities are gistablinrough

which class boundaries are reinforced.
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1 Paper Target
The Self-Destructive Subject of George Jacks&ukedad Brother

In 1972, a young professor at the San Diego campus of the University of
California published’he Prison-House of Language: A Critical Account of Structuralism
and Russian FormalismThe professor, Fredric Jameson, preceded his analysis with a
guotation from Friedrich Nietzsche: “ ‘We have to cease to think if weedtudo it in
the prison-house of language’ ” (I). On August 21, 1971, in the prison-house known as
San Quentin, some 500 miles to the north of the campus where Jameson was teaching and
just months before the release of his book, a prison guard murdered George Jackson.
Jameson’s book heralded the explosion of language-centered analyses such as
structuralism and Russian formalism in the academy at-large; Jackamaderraerved as
the violent conclusion to a long, occasionally public struggle against the Califorson
system, prefiguring the decline of an anti-prison movement whose rise teabhedivily
upon the unconscionable circumstances of Jackson’s imprisonment to energize its
activists.

The pages that follow attempt to diminish the distance between these avbets i
American literary and intellectual landscape. | want to think about whatirtsrtbat the
publication of Fredric Jameson’s book and the murder of George Jackson seem to share
nothing, save a strange and incompatible relationship to “prison-house.” Whereas
Jameson conjures Nietzsche’s prison-house as a metaphorical emblemuagésg
ability to confine thought, Jackson’s death seals the legacy of the “prisoe*fasus real
thing, an actual death chamber in which thought ceases. The letters that define George

Jackson’s literary legacy constitute a linguistic crossroads, aneiatiers at which the
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prison-house of language meets the language of the prison-house. His doulsigriatpr
texts provide a crucial opportunity to extend and complicate discussions surrounding
what Jameson describes as “the organization and status of Language” (Jameson, vi
The puzzling political, philosophical, and linguistic dilemmas manifested in Jaskson’
letters serve as catalysts for this dissertation. An engagement withrtbgpondences
included inSoledad Brothepresents an opportunity to circumvent the arrested logic that
has allowed American intellectuals to ignore Jackson’s corpse—and the pgsoa hes
work challenges—while taking up residence in the metaphorical penitentiargalame
references.

The linguistic experiments found in Jackson’s letters emerge in and through
guestions of Black identity and the contradictions of self-representation.ombsaints
of imprisonment force Jackson to understand subjectivity in terms that diverge from
rigid, essentialist, hyper-masculine images of Black identity commosbceged with
the Black Panther Party, the Party that claimed him as their own befaledtis The
resistance to reified forms of subjectivity found in Jackson’s letters shédtterrain of
the debate over the power and structure of language from the theoretical, académi
within which Jameson works—a realm that effectively polices itself—to thees@nd
territories that the government polices in the effort to control its subjécizarticular,
Soledad Brothés improvisatory qualities and strategies of representation respond to the
overwhelming power of the prison regime. The experimental qualities ofrthedge it
employs reverse the terms of imprisonment, capturing the distorted, inhumangepracti
of America’s penal colonies, codes, and institutions. In the language of the-posse

and the prison-house of language, the disintegration of George Jackson as the
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autobiographical subject &oledad Brothebegs a careful study of the relationship
between innovative American writing and the American prison regime. dlatsonship
has yet to be understood; what follows endeavors to begin an investigation into its
nuances and complexities.

As products of the prison system'’s constraiStdedad Brothebelongs to a
storied history of constraint-based literature, from the traditional sonnepéoimental
writings such as those produced by the French avant-garde writing group known as the
Oulipo? At the same time, what letters his captors allow to pass through prison walls
conform, in ways Jackson and his prison censors likely recognize, to conventions of
prison writing: reflections on endless noise, the lack of privacy, the existangsi
resulting from day-to-day sameness, the perpetual fear of violence, aagpearost
importantly, the sense that one’s individuality is eroding. These subjecishecal
attributes assigned to prison writing by H. Bruce Franklin in his groundbreaihgrt
American prison literaturd he Victim as Criminal and Arti¢978). Franklin suggests
that the history of prison literature in the United States defines Amedeatsadictory
legacy as a supposedly free democracy built on genocide and slave labor.

For H. Bruce Franklin, as for George Jackson, the prison is the new plantation;

and yet, in linking Frederick Douglass’s freedom narrative to prison writinggsaslthe

12 The “Ourvoir de Littérature Potentielle,” or WoHap for Potential Literature, founded in 1960 by
Raymond Queneau, Francois Le Lionnais, and othes,(and is) a group devoted to the production of
new works through carefully-devised literary coastts. See Harry Matthews and Alastair Brotchiks. e
Oulipo Compendium(London: Atlas Press, 1998), and Warren F. Mdite trans. and edQulipo: A
Primer of Potential Literature (New York: Dalkey Archive Press, 1998). Thesagtraints (along with
the observation, implicit in oulipian projects, tladl writing operates under some constraints, many
them arbitrarily enforced by convention, tradition,Janguage itself) are willfully assumed by theters.
Interestingly, the assumption of constraints teeldreative projects by avant-garde writers of@hdipo,
and the fetishization of constraint-based writilygalvant-garde writers in general, begins in roughéy
same years that mark Jackson’s imprisonment. Megdb say, Jackson’s constraints—his one-pagg limi
as well as the constraints on content imposed ispipicensors—are, from the perspective of the dnite
States authorities interested in repressing palitictivism, malignantly practical, but they ard wilfully
assumed by the writer himself.
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Autobiography of Malcolm XFranklin emphasizes the revelation captivity brings, its
power to elicit from its prisoners new visions of revolution and liberty based on
individual reflections, on truths visible only to oneself. Thus, Franklin notes, thesearlie
American prison writings feature Christian revelations, confessions and samver
narratives, instances of reform based on self-reflective truths: “I angetidoecause |
know | am changed.” Similarly, Paul Gilroy’'s reading of Frederick DemginThe

Black Atlanticrelies upon the individual departure from supposedly universal ideals to
signal a crucial marker in which autobiographical truths gain special status a
Enlightenment values begin to crumble. One’s view of oneself outweighs the opinion of
the wider community. Gilroy quotes Douglass: “I prefer to be true to rhgseh at the
hazard of incurring the ridicule of others, rather than be false and incur my own
abhorrence’ (69).

George Jackson'’s letters betray a different understanding of the individual. For
Jackson, the notion of individuality emerges not from revelation or self-reflection but
from a confrontation with the state. The state employs its logic of retgjuistice in an
effort to fix his identity, to capture and control his image. The fibers of his oing be
produce a kind of socio-political abjection: the state’s power and influences fibrat
make him who he is, are the very same forces he must purge from himsedd, lticke
state must rely upon the notion of the individual, and more specifically, upon the notion
of the individual’s guilt and criminality, in order to legitimate its stragegf personal
and spatial territorialization. The world outside the prison walls enforceg ohdne
same rules and logic of the prison itself, so that even his potential relezrsenoff

consolation.
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Jackson’s inability to envision release and reincorporation into societyescei
extensive treatment in Brian Conniff's essay, “The Prison Writer adogee” (2005).
For Conniff, Jackson’s conception of United States culture as inherently flawed
contributes to the complexity of his writing. Nonetheless, Conniff prefers to view
Soledad Brotheas another example of the conventional prison narrative, albeit with
some reservations. Central to Conniff's argument is the thirteen-pagbitgraphy”
requested by Jackson’s editor, as well as the letters that follow it and #ednlac
addresses to his lawyer Fay Spender, whose efforts have resulted in the book’s
publication. These writings bear traces of the standard prison narrative. Crplaiihe
that Jackson acknowledges the petty crimes of his early youth, for exampleat&and t
Jackson mentions with some brevity the books he encounters while in prison; both
features are common to prison narrative. It seems crucial to note, howeverdéat the
examples emerge through writings requested by an editor and a lawyer; the mains por
of Soledad Brotheare non-narrative letters on family matters and daily life in prison.

Furthermore, as Conniff himself acknowledges, “Part of the problem [with
convict autobiography] is that the genre’s tendency to create in its subject afsense
uniqueness militates against any analysis of common oppression” (156). Indeed, |
suggest that Jackson’s acute knowledge of this very problem is what makes #is tex
powerful disavowal of both convict autobiography and prison narrative. Instead, what
Jackson constructs through years of carefully-written letters—includirignibwe than
four years” of letters that, in Conniff's estimation, “are largely uneuértfis a critique
of American individuality (156). In my view, the reflections on the quotidian that fil

these letters lend Jackson'’s text the complexity Conniff recognaesatdgorize it as
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another prison narrative, on a par with Eldridge Cleav&olsl on Iceor The
Autobiography of Malcolm Yhowever, fails to incorporate the vast number of letters
Jackson writes in which no narrative feature can be readily distinguishedditio® as
part of his effort to extend and sharpen H. Bruce Franklin’s vision of Americaatuiter
as a product founded upon captivity and enslavement, Dylan Rodriguez has argued
against the study of prison literature as a genre at all. Rodrigues dahgt the
framework of “prison literature” provides an illusion of coherence that obscureslwfdie
work (as well as bodies of prisoners) ruled by incoher&hdedeed, George Jackson’s
letters, conditioned by institutionalized violence and censorship, distorted barbit
length limitations, and complicated by his personal desire to set political reat@mto
motion, require from readers a willingness to submit to the suspension of narrative, in
place of which the fragment rules. In fact, Jackson’s text can be included iy liter
history of innovation and experimentation that thrives on repetition, exhaustion, and
banality; his literary companions might include Gertrude Stein, Franz Kaf@ai@tonin
Artaud, as well as Eldridge Cleaver, Malcolm X, and Assata Shakur.

Jackson’s critique of individuality emerges through his realization that the
prison’s paradoxical use of identity (the prisoner is guilty of his crimestandfore
must be rehabilitated, but rehabilitation can only come through de-individuated
punishment) mirrors a larger cultural contradiction in which individual idergityes as
the state’s means of categorizing and controlling the populace. Writing oiitdhood
in the missive to his editor which inauguraBsdedad BrotherJackson makes clear the

consistency between the life he recalls outside prison and his life on the inside. “We

13 Dylan Rodrigueziorced Passages: Imprisoned Radical Intellectuag the U.S. Prison Regime
(Minneapolis: U. of Minnesota, 2006), 75-113.
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were sometimeallowedto venture out into the world, which at the time meant no further

than fenced-off roof area [sic] adjoining our little three-room apartimaiitover a

tavern” (5), Jackson writes of the Chicago apartment in which he spent his early

childhood. Even if it arrives as an error, the anonymity of this virtual prison, “no further

than fenced-off roof area”—the fact that it arrives sans definite or inteéirticle—

exemplifies his perception that every space he has occupied, even before his

criminalization, is the same in that it has been impoverished and hemmed-round by

barriers meant to preserve the racial and economic disparities that defmea#®m

society. Of his elementary school days at a Catholic school (where he ifeselneiag

beaten for touching a white boy’s hair, a novel sight to him at the time, at thelidial

school), Jackson writes,
St. Malachy’s was really two schools. There was another school across
the street that was more private than ours. ‘We’ played and fought on the
corner sidewalks bordering the school. ‘They’ had a large grass-and-tree-
studded garden with an eight-foot wrought-iron fence bordering it (to keep
us out, since it never seemed to keep any of them in when they chose to
leave). [...] The white students’ yard was equipped with picnic tables for
spring lunches, swings, slides, and other more sophisticated gadgets
intended to please older children. For years we had only the very crowded
sidewalks and alley behind school. Years later a small gym was built but
it just stood there, locked. (6)

This recollection underscores Jackson’s sense of individual history as a subsetmf pow

space, and materialism. Fences, locks, unused or misappropriated placeslor chatte
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careful distinctions between who or what may pass through which boundary, these
concerns re-emerge throughout Jackson’s writings.

Central to this investigation is the erosion of faith in a fully-formed, seticted
subject, an individual given to personal reflection and responsibility whose actions,
beliefs, and decisions might be understood and studied apart from the array of
institutional, environmental, historical, political, or social factors thabsuad her.

Soledad Brotheis an epitaph for the person the state identifies as George Jackson. As
fragments of an obituary for the individual identified (and simultaneously criizea

by the state, Jackson’s correspondences aspire to become the keystonanb thie t
America’s individualist tradition. The censorship under which he composes his prison
letters reflects forms of self-censorship already deeply ingrainée iact of writing,
regardless of genre. At the same time, writing offers Jackson a ggrfotuide practice

of rhetorical forms, styles of self-identification and disguise, and vesiefi deception

and manipulation. The fluid dynamics of subject formation and self-representation that
Jackson discovers in his letters represent aspects of identity thasthe negime’s

punitive apparatus otherwise disallows. As the foundational concept for the self-
possessing forms of subjectivity commonly found in America’s autobiographical
tradition and ideologies of national identity, Jackson recognizes that such forms of
individualism must be destroyed. The prison regime depends upon an unyielding concept
of criminality; its varieties of punishment fabricate equations that tetdenduals to the
crimes of which they have been convicted. This process relies upon a blindness to
history, context, and circumstance. The prison-house that murders Jackson makes

manifest a very real boundary, a place where thought truly ceases, whetisdlse
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concept of identity also marks the death sentence that this selfsame corlecept ma
possible, authorizes, sanctions; the prison is the secret space for the enafctheent
violence that ultimately enforces and preserves the myth of American indisrdua he
unfortunate irony irSoledad Brotheis that the death of the subject at the hands of the
state confirms the central tenets of his revolutionary vision; by securiogvhis
annihilation within the walls of the American prison, Jackson pushes his critique of

subjectivity to its ultimate (and perhaps its necessary) conclusion.

The Cryptogrammatic Structure of Prison-House Laggu

If George Jackson’s letters trace his progression toward death, the sxtbté te
complexities that accompany this progression may be easily overloSkéstad
Brothers best-known sections include the short autobiography contributed by Jackson
shortly before the book’s publication at the behest of his publisher, and the long
correspondences near the end of the volume, letters addressed to his lawyers and to
Angela Davis, a leading figure in the effort to organize his legal defermsrae 370 of
the volume’s 330 pages contain short letters of less than one page. Most of these letters
addressed to family members, discuss seemingly banal matters. Receatipablby
writers living behind bars—social critics whom Dylan Rodriguez convincinglyearg
should be referred to with the more precise term, “imprisoned radical ittel€e—
have helped to elucidagoledad Brothés subtleties.

Among such works, Victor Hassind'§fe Without Parolg1999) provides an
essential paradigm for understanding Jackson’s letters. Hassine documaents t

inscrutable but ever-present roles mistrust and disinformation play in shaping and
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distorting prison-house language. The book’s title is taken from the sentenageHassi
continues to serve as a prisoner in the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections.
Coincidentally, however, the word “parole” might resonate distinctly for reaufe
Jameson’g he Prison-House of Languagar those otherwise familiar with Ferdinand de
Saussure’s founding structuralist notes compiled irCinerse on General Linguistics
(1915). Saussure famously distinguishes betvesgue the total system of rules
governing the function of language (and the principle focus aZbissg, andparole,

the discrete instances in which individual speakers put language to use. For his part,
Hassine is interested in the language of the prison-house. Its radidadiamoed power
dynamics dictate language games with curious, convoluted strategies thatatmipé
distinction Saussure draws betwédangueandparole A strategy of resistance known as
“playing the opposites” is Hassine’s primary example. Hassine exphahprison

officials are more likely to deny the things that prisoners most desirestjrpfegson

officials often go even further, and attempt to impose additional punishment on ggisone
by ensuring that prisoners live under the least desirable conditions. Prisonergwho a
“playing the opposites” craft statements that wager on this cruel tendByayaking
requests or sharing hopes that stand in direct opposition to the things they actoglly wa
prisoners hope to hoodwink prison officials into inadvertently granting their wishes.
Hassine illustrates the concept with an anecdote: while waiting to ritagingon
authorities, he encounters another prisoner named Clarence. Clarence dgspisteds|

to end his stint in solitary confinement, otherwise known as “the Hole,” and so plans to
“play the opposites” when he meets with prison officials: “I'm going tottedse

people... if they let me out of the Hole, I'm going to get my ass kicked... I'm going t
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beg them not to let me out of the Hole™ (34). The strategy succeeds; soon afi@nhis
hearing, Hassine reads in his cell when Clarence suddenly appears, havgagng his
release from the Hole.

At the same time that the title of Hassine’s bdafe Without Parolenames its
author’s prison sentence, it also underscores the severe divide between petsiof s
(Saussure’parole) prisoners practice amidst institutional mistreatment and neglect, and
the total system of rules governing the prison itself, the prison’s operdaogak. As
much as Clarence’s successful escape from the Hole indicates the p&deptigloners
to craft speech that effects change, the strategy of “playing the ogpdiséehe
employs only reinforces the gross institutional deafness that prison authoatgsin in
an effort to preserve structural rigidity reflected in the prison’s stdrmtal procedures,
its daily routines, visiting rules, and so on. The guidelines for prison life dibtte t
almost all prisoners experience life with@atrole an opaque but relentless institutional
languerenders individual speech acts virtually meaningless. As a result, the [gssibil
for speech to maintain any representational authenticity in relationshipdesinmg
body or identity of the individual speaker vanishes.

An American citizen who immigrated to the U.S. from Egypt at the age of
nineteen, Hassine credits his discovery of Uncle Remus stories, “talegtegbassed
down by generations of black slaves in America,” for his understanding of “glthen
opposites” as a strategy of resistance. Although these tales are rootsatlitian of
African-American storytelling, Hassine hypothesizes that the maigist serve as
evidence for more universal practices; common rhetorical patterns migtscoeeatied in

liberation and resistance movements otherwise separated by history arapggogr
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Recalling the tactics employed by Br’ er Rabbit to win his freedom ladtéing been
caught in Br’ er Fox’s tarbaby trap—pleading that he not to be thrown in the atoér, p
and escaping when Br’ er Fox attempts to exact this most cruel punishmesginreHa
concludes that playing the opposites represents “not only an adjustment to peivon lif
a survival tactic of the disadvantaged everywhere [that] encouragesateani
acceptable means to an end” (35).

Hassine’s speculation that this strategy bridges historical, cultural, and
geographical divides is important in understanding the context in which Jacksans lett
are written. The cross-cultural hypothesis articulated by Hassiradisréames C. Scott’s
investigations irDomination and the Arts of Resistar{@©90). In a wide-ranging
analysis indebted to both Russian formalism and structuralism (Mikhail Bakhtin and
Claude Levi-Strauss, respectively, appear in the index), Scott decodes whist he ca
“hidden transcripts,” discursive lineages that emerge amidst raditallified,
inequitable societies or social settings. Hidden transcripts develop in private
conversations between members of a particular class or social group. Theoextent t
which hidden transcripts and public transcripts differ may indicate the sevktiity
stratification that divides particular social groups; extreme divergenaedetidden
and public transcripts evidences severe forms of domination. Oppressors, like the
oppressed, establish their own hidden transcripts, guided by discursive rules and codes
that remain shielded from public transcripts. For the oppressed, the opportunity to
communicate apart from the wary eyes and ears of the oppressors—as whpeoeClar

explains how he plans to play the opposites to Hassine, his fellow prisoner, before
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meeting with the officials he hopes to deceive—leads to subversive modes of speech and
expression.

“Domination, then,” Scott writes cteatesthe hidden transcript. If the
domination is particularly severe, it is likely to produce a hidden transcript of
corresponding richness” (27). In addition to notoriously violent regimes of domination
such as enslavement, Scott notes that contemporary “total institutions,” and prisons
particular, illustrate the complexities that stratification contribtwethe hidden
transcript. The unrestrained violence prisoners practice against one anotmsonctmm
many prisons, reinforces hierarchies amongst prisoners themselves, pgodarceties
of hidden transcripts within hidden transcripts. Indeed, threats of violence between
fellow prisoners may prove more threatening than the force wielded by prisoaleff
These dynamics may entangle or invert the expected dynamics of powdivitheat
certain castes or groups. If a prisoner speaks to prison authorities in the poé$aesice
fellow inmates, direct insubordination to the authorities may indicate a simulisne
subordination to fellow prisoners. In such an event, the hidden transcript that governs the
private discourse of the prisoners overrides threatened reprimands with whkarh pri
authorities attempt to suppress such discourse (Scott, 25-28). The evolution of hidden
transcripts thus allows for the deployment of language in which very differemtimges
inhere; what signals insubordination to one group may to another group signal
subordination, or be understood as a request for collaboration by still another group,
while to some other group the same statement might express desperation.

In concert with Hassine’s insights into life withquérole Scott’s diagrams of the

various forces that influence the development of hidden transcripts, including prison-
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bound discourses, provide essential tools with which to investigate George Jackson’s
letters. Until the last years of his imprisonment, when media reports pulditia case
provided Jackson with unprecedented access to lawyers and other advocates outside the
prison (and when the better-known autobiographical introduction to his letters, as well as
the letters to Angela Davis, were written), almost all his corresponsierare read by
prison officials who confiscated any letters that included contents of whighlith@ot
approve; confiscated letters might be added to Jackson'’s file (perhaps tocvedetr
during his parole hearings), circulated amongst prison guards who might bemefihé&
information his letters contained, or simply destroyed. In addition, prison rulagedict
the length and regularity of his correspondences: one letter per day, one 8 ¥2 by 11 inch
sheet of paper per letter. Passing into the hands of his correspondents only after
institutional review as part of the prison’s “public” transcripts, these otkerwivate
communiqués necessitated extreme forms of restraint. Thus, the letterggksst s
hidden transcripts yet to be decoded. Whatever Jackson reveals to one reader he may
hope to conceal, disguise, or contradict if and when his text is read by another.
Consideration of such factors is crucial in order to understand the complexities of the
letters; interestingly, many of these letters involve requests fondémgies of
communication:
| have the typewriter in my possession here, so all is well. They
didn’t, however, produce the instructional book or paper. They let me
have two extra ribbons. | can get an instruction book. Paper isn’t too

much of a problem. All things considered, it turned out very well.
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You can take a chance if you want to on the shorthand book. Put it
in an envelope like you say, but also write a letter stating right in the front,
in the first lines, that it is a shorthand book. Mail the letter and the book
together. If they don’t think it's some kind of cryptogram we have going,
it may be allowed or overlooked, but you can’t leave it up to them to
figure out what it is. That would be asking for too much. (77)

Dated October 3, 1965, this correspondence introduces a device—the typewriter—that
frequently appears in the letters. Amidst the continual dislocations and foigedions
Jackson experiences, the typewriter’s fate remains a constant pressnuesoA
authorities move him through different institutions and their various wings, tiers, and
cells, punish supposed disciplinary infractions with extended stints in solitary
confinement, and charge him with violent crimes, they repeatedly seize hisspmsses
at each remove, Jackson must recover or reconstruct the materials and téetinolog
writing requires.

In the absence of a coherent narrative, the typewriter’s various stalissephir
map the forced migrations and confiscations that consume his life inside prison. In the
same letter, like a tripwire Jackson’s language stretches acrosade€seath, the next
paragraph shifts subjects suddenly and surprisingly:

Just read in th®lonitor that “.6 parts of insecticide to one billion
parts of water will kill most all marine animals in salt water or ffe§tv)

This paragraph, cryptogram in and of itself, ends; in the next, he continues:
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Be sure to look into the course on speed reading. It costs sixty
cents. | know it is a great help. | [sic] would be nice for me to have
someone to talk to.

Take care, and keep your eyes open,

George (77)
Here lobbying for technologies of inscription bumps up against the possibility af code
speech contained in the reference to insecticides and marine animals. This nan sequit
seems to test the prison censors, inviting suspicion. “| tried to write sevezalthese
last couple of weeks,” another letter begins, “but my letters all cankenbtiica note
attached explaining what | can and cannot say” (101). If technologies opiimstsuch
as the typewriter and shorthand—not to mention methodologies of decryption such as
speed reading—can pass as admissible under the eyes of the censors, sudden
interruptions regarding marine animals and insecticide stand as affrontgtactieal
logic the letter proposes as its purpose. Just as the letter’s firsioliegsound writing
technologies, establishing Jackson’s interest in writing as process and argisbigl
interjection concerning the deadliness of insecticides to marine lifegest the letter
as experimental discourse. Indeed, considering the varieties of meathipgrpose
Victor Hassine and James C. Scott ascribe to prison language, the symbghit wei
Jackson’s perpetually malfunctioning typewriter carries cannot fully encentipasange
of potential interpretations this same device might provoke in readersdiawitin
hidden transcripts that likely inform his letters. The typewriter may nstth@examples
of prison ingenuity in the pages that follow will show—serve as a writing devalk at

just as the “instructional book” may have purposes far removed from its supposed
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importance in supplying the information necessary to maintain the typésvpteper
operating form.

The chapter that follows cannot, alas, provide the cipher necessary for ateomple
decoding of such hidden transcripts. Nor is the aim of the chapter to ascribe a profound
mystery to the letters themselves. For many readers, Jacksonsnedealready
possess an aura of uncertainty and misapprehension so startling and insurmourdable as t
render commentary unnecessary. What deserves commentary is the procgss thr
which Jackson’s prison experiences lead him to conclude that American traditieifs of s
representation must be reconfigured before revolutionary change can ocqart &
this process, the impositions to self-expression play a vital role. The drscdisyuises
that the hidden transcripts of prison-house language require shape Jacksqu&savit
national mythologies. Debates over these mythologies punctuate his family
correspondences. “You sound like a high-school civics textbook with that thing about
free speech and free press,” Jackson writes to Robert, his father. Pangphifasnous
A.J. Liebling quotation, Jackson continues, “ ‘Freedom of the presstisdee who own
one’ Even they are kept in line by economic pressure from above. Very little of the
repression is done overtly, my friend. You cannot see a tree’s roots all theuime
because one cannot see them does not meant that they do not exist. The tree couldn’t
stand without them” (175). The act of composition necessitates subterfuge, traces a
smuggler’s route, relishes the uncertain terms metaphor introduces as a mearisch
to encode hints and allegations. For Jackson’s letters to pass unnoticed by the eyes of the
prison officials who police his prose, he must find sentences capable of trespiassing

increasingly unclear border between self-expression and deception.
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The diminishing clarity with which readers $bledad Brothemight distinguish
misrepresentation from self-representation constitutes a crucsémalogical problem
that ultimately transcends the text. A photographed image of Jackson shackled and
chained appears on the book’s original dust jacket; on the back, a brief biography and
case summary is superimposed on top of one of Jackson’s handwritten letters. Such
efforts likely reflect the publisher’s interest in capitalizing on the spdead fascination
with (and fetishization of) the radical Black American male. Moreover, tledutiyr
dated presentation of materials and the generous employment of white spaes betwe
letters further reinforce the sense that the text is presenting Jacksom@spondences as
pieces of an incomplete, though potentially (if only circumstances wereediffemuch
larger and more significant, so-called literary project.

The outcome of these presentational features is arguably quite the opposite of the
intended effects. The publisher's embellishments appear to compensate sy
totally irrelevant to the intended purposes and prerogatives driving Jacksea;s ter
demanding, deeply critical correspondences. The employment of photographic images
on the front and back of the dust jacket support a fantasy of stabilized subjectivity
diametrically opposed to the unstable autobiographical subject found in Jackson’s prose.
In one of the earliest letters, dated June, 1964, Jackson declares his freedom from
emotional concerns: “I have completely repressed all emotion; have learseel myself
in perspective, in true relation with other men in the world.... | have completebtea
the susceptibility to think in rhetorical terms... | feel no pain of mind or body, and the
harder it gets the better | like it” (38). Less than a year latdtsdaavrites, “I promised

myself that | wouldn’t write you again from here. | only take pen in hand whendeeli
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moves me to do so” (44). A month later, he writes again to his mother, “| am not too
manly or sophisticated to say that | love you and all the rest with a devotion and
dedication that will continue to grow until | pass from existence” (49). Thelmg,
contradictory stances exemplify the instabilities that remain consist@ughout
Jackson’s letters.

The epistolary experiments that elaborate subject formation as mut&udkdad
Brother provide unique and advantageous perspectives on a variety of contemporaneous
literary works. Later in this chapter, | will examine one such examplesriRGhbeeley’s
A Day Bool{1972). Read through the lens Jackson provides, Creeley’s text makes
manifest the deep ideological roots that produce incarceration as a forge throcigh w
contemporary political and literary subjects are fabricated. The difiesdretween these
writers remain significant. Jackson’s experiences as a minority sedbjecstrict state
surveillance influence the splintered sense of subjectivity captured irithrs.|eCreeley,
a white New Englander whose family traces its roots to the Puritan foundbes of
English colonies, does not share these experiences. Such differences sugthest tha
points at which their texts converge signal crucial forces in the formatiomefigan
identity, zones or territories of national culture in which forms of censorship and
restriction, though far removed from the prison regime, nonetheless auth®abeses.

A short autobiographical prose work composed over the course of thirty days between
1968 and 196% Day Bookadheres to a measured constraint eerily similar to the
restrictions facing George Jackson during his years in San Quentin: one single
typewritten piece of paper for every one of the thirty days. Squarely sitnatee

domestic, familial sphere that also haunts Jackson'’s letters, Creetaidpwsues
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similar inquiries into the nature of identity and selfhood as products of history and
ideology.

Placing George Jackson’s epistolary experiments alongside works of
contemporary American literature thus offers an opportunity to extend lagierdf the
repressive system under which he lives and writes. His letters chalfenigeundaries
of genre, incorporating epistemological quandaries as elements of cultutadap@nd
historical critiques. Forced to accommodate an audience that includes prisasaiBc
well as his letters’ intended recipients, Jackson must constantly policemiariting.

In concert with the disturbing history that surrounds his life and case, Jackstanss let
raise vital questions regarding the conceptualization and categorizationtemporary
American literature. Too often, scholars reinforce longstanding cultanarbhies that
divide so-called literary (and especially poetic) works from works perd@sdhe
byproducts of particular historical moments or political movements. However
unwittingly or unintentionally, the analyses that replicate such distinctisks r
overlooking remarkable and unlikely synchronicities that overleap existentaries
separating the popular from the avant-garde, the political from the litarat\go forth.
Such synchronicities deserve thorough consideration as contributing factdrel phiat
produce national legacies and, as in the case of the American prison regime, national
travesties.

Like George Jackson, Creeley imagines the disintegration of the subject as a
central and necessary precursor to political change; for Creeley, howewver, thi
disintegration is virtually indivisible from the “prison-house of language” ihatd,

organizes, and contains thinking itself. The relationships that interest Creeley—
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relationships between speech acts, forms of self-expression and repi@sesual the
dynamics of power—assume more focused and tangibly political forms in George
Jackson’s letters. The language of the prison-house through which Jackson writes
enforces radical limitations on his thinking, but the domestic concerns thateidley’'s
day-by-day entries are no less specific, bounded, and particular; in addition,ajpé&g m
no less political. Perhaps the restricted, finite scope of concerns that oachpyréer

is in part accentuated by the spatial limitations under which they work;rbgpsethese
spatial limitations accentuate that particular cultural and historica¢ganevitably exert.
The concept of personal experience as the byproduct of events, decisions, and behaviors
over which the individual has no say or control constitutes a central alienatinglprinc
that shapes each writers’ reflections.

Through a suturing of the divergent experiences and contexts that lead each of
these writers to attempt to understand their lives as byproducts of evenitsgbgéong
past, far removed, or otherwise beyond their reach, the dense ideological copdsdthat
American identity to its legacy of imprisonment become more tangible. Tloaalséind
international scope of America’s prison building enterprises suggests tluenebed
collaboration of diverse social, political, and cultural characteristicsemirces and
ideologies necessary to accomplish mass incarceration are vast and haee requi
simultaneous articulations at seemingly disparate locales amidst cthemvelated
groups and individuals. Reading Creeley through Jackson’s letters represdtésph a
to answer this project’s central question: how do the unusual autobiographical
subjectivities that emerge from the Black Liberation Movement changeayeve

understand not only this movement, but also, more broadly speaking, the forces at work
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in contemporary American life—the function of the state and its prisons, the fonnodti
American identities, the contradictions of self-representation, theetisation of the
autobiographical subject, the obsession with the prison-house of language. As | have
explained in the introduction, my project operates under the assumption that readers of
this nation’s literature must find some way to incorporate the massive expangien of t
American police and prison regime, perhaps the most crucial historical devatagme
the past forty years, into analyses of American literature and cultureitifesses to this
development, the Black Liberationists whose works this dissertation examines have
provided crucial literary, historical, and political documents. It is the fomeind
elaboration of the prison regime that Jackson'’s letters (as well as the argphioagl

works addressed in the chapters to follow) anticipate, witness, and attempstto res
Engaging these documents offers strategies for tracing the elaborgpiasoof

ideologies in sites and sources far removed from prisons, that nonetheless fnactic
articulation of punitive structures and logics of constraint in order to support the
sedimentation of incarceration as a central tenet within American liferyhisind

culture.

“Jackson Worked the Butcher Shop to Death”: Sweegme Other Secrets

Soledad Brothereflects George Jackson’s understanding of the decimated
subjects prison life produces. Rather than deflect or deny this realityxthmitsues the
immolation of the autobiographical subject as the first principle not only of the prison,
but also of any revolutionary politics. Witnessing the prelude to decades of mass

incarceration through which the prison regime has arrived at its present, |6gacge
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Jackson'’s letters posit his own death as the outcome necessitated by thelstdtedd

him captive. The conviction with which Jackson anticipates his murder deflectgattent
from the covert maneuvers by prison and government authorities that help to bring his
predictions to fruition. Any attempt to understand the life and death of George Jackson
must consider the uncertain but indisputable influence exerted by anonymous, covert
state operatives. Their fingerprints surround his case and the cases that bmc

family, friends, and advocates, as well as the political organizations Wwith they

work.

As noted in the introduction, the unacknowledged role that covert operatives play
in historical developments leads Peter Dale Scott to hypothesize the infafdoanses
whose inner-workings he describes with the term “deep politics.” Whereas nmstdbr
historical study rely upon the archive, Scott argues that the influence ofstiaedsctors
whose activities are secret by design requires a different approachlyiByg tgon the
materials government archives and agencies make available, Soet #rgt, “we risk
losing sight of the possibility that a significant part of the process Besvikre, in
deeper forces that articulate themselves obliquely in other arenas or Iiat 2eeap
Politics, 13). His notion of “deep politics” attempts to describe the dynamic role that
undocumented, undercover, clandestine operatives play in the distribution of power and
the accumulation of history. Like the hidden transcripts described by JameasScot
crucial to the arts and culture of resistance, “deep politics” emphassoessive and
behavioral dynamics designed to evade detection and to escape documentation in the
historical archives. Peter Dale Scott suggests that the culture of sectbey f

confounds the efforts of individual actors or the authorities ostensibly directing the
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clandestine operations themselves. As secrecy becomes routine, agents eatdrgfilt
are more likely to pursue rogue programs that potentially contradict or umeetimei
goals set by the covert institutions ostensibly authorizing or governimgkledestine
activities.

Although most of Peter Dale Scott’s investigations involve major American
foreign policy programs such as the war in Vietnam or the CIA’s support for angtSovi
forces in Afghanistan, Scott traces the players involved in developing, directing, or
participating in these policies to a variety of developments related to theairdecurity
of the United States. Scott suggests that the culture of secrecy that igbabitsmental
departments designed to conduct clandestine operations erodes the principles of just
action that the government uses to account for its own policies. In addition, the vast
number of covert actors, operating under diverse agencies that frequerpisteonth
one another for funding, influence, and power, virtually guarantees that thegcti
secrecy will be exploited and abused. This dynamic—much of which, as Scott notes, is
lost to history and excised from the archives—distorts, confuses, or even coaritexact
purposes and goals set by the government and its various departments. In George
Jackson’s case, evidence suggests that a variety of organizations—includiBg, tihe F
California Department of Corrections, and the undercover divisions of various @ialifor
police departments—conducted clandestine surveillance campaigns. Theaewteich
these campaigns included outright provocations by infiltrators or undercoverooperat
remains unclear. Secrets abound; it appears that counterintelligence aftbrt
conspiracies targeting Jackson may have also ensnared an untold number of fellow

prisoners, family members, friends, and activists; even the lawyers involved in his
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defense became surveillance targets for agents of the state. In addition to the hidde
meanings or encoded messages that likely inhabit Jackson’s letters, theapotenti
influence covert state operatives may wield over Jackson’s experientbes &nhances
the haunted qualities of his prose.

The “hidden transcripts” produced by such representatives of the state’s own
repressive apparatuses represent an essential absence that nonetbetesdackson’s
letters, as well as the history of his life, broadly speaking. That tbeset operatives
became interested in the seemingly unremarkable life of a single prisd@aifornia’s
massive penitentiary system remains a crucial, under-examined fek$oida role in
exposing these machinations is the direct result of the publication of his prisos ilett
1970; Jackson “had become an internatieaalse célebre. largely as a result of the
eloquence of his bool§oledad Brotheér because of his fame, the odd circumstances of
his death provoked significant outcry and concern, leading to investigations that have
uncovered information that might have otherwise never come to light (Churchill and
Vander Wall,Agents 94).

Thus did George Jackson become a living symbol of the prison regime’s gross
injustices during the last months of his life. Shuffled through California’sitethine
prison for over ten years following his conviction for a gas station robbery wheashe
just eighteen, what Churchill and Vander Wall describe as “eloquence” in Jackson’
prose stands in stark juxtaposition to the severity of his prison sentence. As a sel
educated political philosopher who attempted to complicate the politics of race in
America by incorporating transnational perspectives, Jackson’s wraitigicted white

liberals as well as members of the Black Liberation Movement. Beém@ning a
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literary sensation, Jackson’s effectiveness in organizing resistaceg) detlow
prisoners attracted the attention of the prison authorities. As his reputatich Ispyead
prison walls, his family and associates, as well as the lawyers andtagtividved in his
defense, attracted the attention of domestic spies. Facts and details\getheardi
interventions made by government agents into Jackson'’s affairs remain.cloudy
Information related to his earliest prison years is especially spasetheless, what
facts exist are crucial to understanding the significance of his prisbngsri

According to his friend James Carr, Jackson rose to power as the leader of a
prison gang known as the “Wolf Pack.” Carr’'s own prison merBaid; The
Autobiography of James Caft975, 2002), is filled with frank depictions of violence
that fulfill the voyeuristic traditions of conventional prison literature.dfge Jackson
worked the butcher shop to death,” Carr writes of his friend’s early foraysmto t
prison’s black market. “When we came by he’d have every different kind of neat a
cheese wrapped up and labeled just like a delicatessen, stashed and ready for us to
deliver. The cons cooked the meat in their cells. They'd take a gallon can, put holes
around the bottom, and weld legs for it to stand on. Then they’d put a smaller can packed
with milk cartons under it so it burned like a candle. The flame goes up and the smoke
goes out the holes” (70). Carr’s recollections soon transcend improvised kitchens to
address racial warfare, rape, and homosexuality in detailed accounts tleat #wece
conventions of prison writing. In addition to providing a portrait of George Jackson not
otherwise found in the official prison files or in Jackson’s own prison letters, such
features mark Carr’s text as exceptional. The salacious details is @atimhg

effectively underscore the stoicism of Jackson’s letters. Carr desardyssem in which
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prisoners have been so deprived of agency and self-expression that violerscensffef
the few avenues for establishing some semblance of personal worth. Most of the
violence Carr describes revolves around race, sex, or both. Sent to a work camp for
juveniles, or “juvies,” Carr recalls initiating the gang rape of a white duy kad been
assigned to his all-black crew:
The rangers who assigned the crews must have had no sense at all because
one noon we got back from work and there’s this new, young, cute white
kid waiting at our table. We couldn’t believe our eyes...

...In a switchback between the rocks where the trail widened out, |
pulled the kid behind a rock for a little talk. “Listen,” | whispered, “the
guys are really gonna rip you off, that's no shit. But if you come across
for me, I'll tell em you're all right so they won't fuck with ya. Okay?”

He stammered out something | didn’'t pay much attention to, since
by then | had his pants down and already had my cock halfway up his ass.
| pushed him up the rock and kept fucking him while he babbled how I
was hurting him and he’d never been fucked before and he wished I'd
hurry up and come. Soon as | finished Johnny Washington jumped in to
take my place... Our plan was to have each guy in the crew go behind the
boulder and tell the kid he wouldn't tell anyone else he’d fucked him...
Everyone in the crew punked this poor guy, and then Washington punked
him again and took off all his clothes. (56-57)

This anecdote presages the escalation of racial tensions that piadisgh its

narrative structure. It also offers a vivid example of the candidness With @arr
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repeatedly describes man-on-man sexual assault while cataloguwagigtees of
violence that emblematize his experiences inside California’s prisonss @gpictions
of forced homosexual encounters nominate sexual abuse as the ultimate currency in the
domination and exploitation of individual prisoners by their peers, enforcing gang
hierarchies and contributing numerous loaded terms to the “hidden transcripts” that
prisoner discourse creates. Although Carr recalls sustaining a brutaglsahe hands
of older prisoners as part of his “initiation” into a center for “juvies,” nowhers Hee
admit to having been the victim of sexual assault. Similarly, while he recasatsage
beating administered by George Jackson to an older, larger prisoner who atibepopts
George in his place, as well as Jackson’s beating at the hands of a similarly
overwhelming opponent, nowhere does he acknowledge the likelihood that both he and
Jackson, sent as teenagers to detention centers housing adults, were prg@trjorar
rapists.

If Carr was never a victim of rape himself, his dissociative relationshigeto t
suffering caused by sexual assault nonetheless calls attention to wpati, anost
peculiar silence in his narrative. Although Carr never names George Jacksapas a r
victim or as a rapist when describing his own exploits, Carr makes clear taecéol
required of Jackson in order for him to gain the deference and respect of other prisoner
The George Jackson portrayed by Carr is a ruthlessly intelligent gangdead&antly
angling and scheming to gain power over others. The questions raised by Carr’'s
depictions of sexual assault become all the more pregnant in light of the &@dago
George Jackson'’s letters present. The point is not to diagnose Jackson’s siiffering

voice the manifold silences at the heart of public and private discourses. A fomage i
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who knew George Jackson while he was in Soledad Prison tells Gregory Armstrong of

Jackson’s relationship with another prisoner. “Sweetpea, as his name migist,swgge

a homosexual,” Armstrong writes:
Sometimes George would visit him in his cell. At one time, George had
given him his typewriter. He also used to give Sweetpea food and money.
The man who was telling me the story had once stood guard outside
Sweetpea’s cell to make sure that George and Sweetpea weren't
discovered together making love.... George paid Sweetpea and... seemed
to be concerned about him as a human being. | got the feeling that this
man would have had more respect for George if he had been raping young
boys.... The fact that George gave Sweetpea his typewriter says so much.
In a way, | think that is as revolutionary as anything George ever did.
(236)

Some time after the 1962 race riot at Soledad, George Jackson and James Carr
were transferred to San Quentin, where Jackson served most of his time until 1969. In
the intervening years—years that included the passage of the Civil RigktsdArant,
the Watts Riots, the assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Malcolm X, and the
continuing expansion of the war in Vietham—Carr earned a brief release. Chatged w
a parole violation in the late 1960s, Carr returned to San Quentin to find that George
Jackson had begun educating himself on liberation movements in the midst of the
prison’s mounting racial tensions: “When | got there, we had a full-blown racerw
our hands, and things were heading toward a showdown... Since his time in the Hole at

Soledad, George had been deepening his political philosophy... According to George, the
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new black man was being formed in the struggles for national liberation goinglo i
Portuguese colonies of Angola, Guinea and Mozambique” (Carr, 123). In the course of
his education, however, George Jackson’s political analysis appears to haveexbee
now familiar and more narrow forms of rhetoric associated with the AmeBilzeck
Power movement, reflecting an identification with the struggles of colonized people
throughout the world, as well as an awareness of the racist concepts oy idgested
by and reiterated in nascent forms of Black Nationalism. This more nuancesisaigaly
consistent with the international outlook favored by Malcolm X near the end ofiehis li
as well as writers whose works will be discussed in subsequent chapters, including
Angela Davis and some members of the Black Panthers and Black Liberatign Arm
Such analyses have repeatedly attracted sharp and often violent responsks from t
domestic surveillance apparatuses of the U.S. government. Through agenciestsach a
FBI, in concert with local police departments, such responses appear to have
domesticated the deep political processes and techniques described by leesenida
These practices involve intricate webs of deception that spread distrust tagadidrager
or discredit legitimate political activists; such repressive actiomgl&neously assert
government power and hide the conduits through which these powers are exercised.
Specific features of George Jackson’s prison record seem to reflecalutigg
concerns over his potential as a political organizer, activist, and dissident. Assuon a
is identified as a revolutionary by prison officials, disciplinary infractioegin
appearing with increasing regularity in his file, thus justifying titereston of his prison

sentence. Violations of prison rules thus reflect not only in his own evolving political
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awareness, but also an increasing concern within the prison administrationckgenda

expanding power as a political prisoner:
In March 1962, after a black was stabbed in a racial fight, Jackson and
several other brothers tried to “punish the assailant.” They were stopped
by guards, who shot at them, then gassed and chained them and transferred
them to San Quentin. In December 1962, he was released from maximum
and sent back to the San Quentin general population, where he quickly
saw that black inmates were being “misused, abused, assaulted, and
murdered.” He and five other inmates formed a general staff for the
defense of black inmates. A year later, he was again sent to maximum
security... Between 1962 and 1970, Jackson was cited forty-seven times
for disciplinary infractions. He was denied parole ten times, even though
his crime partner in the gas station robbery had been released ten years
before. Prison officials say his first disciplinaries were for minor
matters... [and] they claim that the infractions became more serious....In
April 1965, he was accused of stabbing a white prisoner. In September
1966, a white inmate claimed that Jackson had tried to stab him. In
January 1967, he was involved in a prison work strike which turned into a
“riot.” Some white strikebreakers, taking matters into their own hands,
tried to lynch one of the striking blacks. Jackson and his friends jumped
in and broke it up. He was charged with assault. A month later, Jackson
said he attacked a Mexican inmate “for race talk on the tier.” In June

1967, a San Quentin guard nearly broke Jackson’s kneecap when Jackson
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tried to protect a white prisoner from a beating. The white con had
testified on behalf of some blacks in a court case, and he was being
worked over by other white prisoners. In January 1969, [Jackson] was
transferred back to Soledad. Within a month he had started another
Marxist study group and had taken over leadership of the martial arts
class. In October of the year, he was sent to isolation for possession of a
“simulated weapon.” (Yee, 126-7)

James Carr claims that Jackson was thoroughly educated in the improwsatisry

inspired by the deprivations of prison life. These crafts extend beyond the Imguist

adaptations employed when prisoners “play the opposites,” as described by Victor

Hassine. They involve adapting or transforming various materials or goods iiarde

profit on the prison’s black market. While Jackson is detained in one of Soledad’s most

carefully-controlled wings, he lays plans for creating a distillery, andstigplies him

with the necessary goods:
George got to work: made a furnace out of the [five-gallon] can, then cut
the air nozzle out of the inner tube, and stuck one end of the hose in the
inner tube and one end in the toilet. “Now you see,” George said, “we can
get all kinds of wine in this thing.” So he and his cellmate got it cooking
and coming out with all this wine, and the fumes went right down the
toilet. They never got caught. With the sediment from the wine they
boiled up white-lightnin” moonshine and sold it by the Jergens Lotion

bottle. (134)
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As Jackson and Carr read Marx and Lenin, Mao and Fanon, Malcolm X and Che
Guavara, and as they follow various revolutionary movements throughout formerly
colonized territories of the developing world, they begin to recognize that the
technologies of resistance they design to confound prison authorities bear & distinc
resemblance to the resourceful tactics employed by revolutionarylgdigtilers.

“After reading Fanon, the Watts rebellion took on a different significancay’ rites.
Rather than “dudes fucking off,” Carr sees the events in Watts as “a beayiiegson

of a community that could rise up only on the ashes of the old world” (166). “I began to
have deep fantasies about organizing a band of guerillas,” Carr writesy‘Visions,

the comrades and | would redirect the violence of the lumpen proletariat—dudes who
came from the same background as me—»by providing them with a positive exangple: act
of sabotage directed against the white ruling class” (167).

The adaptation of various materials for the production of contraband thus
dovetails with principled attempts at political organizing. “George had stavied g
political education classes to the Pack,” Carr explains. “Each dude had to eztadra c
amount of material by Garvey and other nationalists and different things from Pa
African magazines George had collected” (123). As heroically as @are$rthese
efforts at political organizing, his depiction of George Jackson’s rise as aggaleg |
includes aspects of Jackson’s life that otherwise remain largely censmrethforable
biographical imaginings supplied by liberal supporters. Indeed, the eventsithat Ca
describes do not appear in the prison file cited above. Considering Jackson’s frequent
employment of Marxist rhetoric, his black market business success setimdady

ironic. According to Carr, Jackson developed a makeshift banking system in San
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Quentin, a cigarette-and-cash exchange through which portions of almogaaikpito-
prisoner transactions flowed. When shipments of heroin arrived, prisoners rushed to cash
in their cigarettes for the cash they needed to buy dope; when the dope was gone, they
used what cash they had left over to get back their cigarettes. Others blocaser
cigarettes to fuel their gambling habits, running up huge debts that had to be qadggh thr
acts of prostitution, acts of violence, or both. Carr recalls that a prisoner nakéadac
fell hopelessly into debt and refused to pay:
Jack Fox was taking his shower in the facilities above the kitchen, and we
were downstairs. George pulled a tiny knife about five inches long and
started talking about how he was gonna go upstairs and carve up Jack Fox.
I’'m telling him | wouldn’t ever stick something like that in anybody, much
less do it in the shower with twenty people standing around. | didn't like
this carving bit; | wanted to kill him quick.... But George was a
romantic—he had read too many pirate stories, and the Arabian Nights,
and Shakespeare. He had a romantic idea of killing someone right....
George ran down and grabbed the dude from behind, reached around and
cut his throat—but he didn’t cut deep enough. Jack started to run. George
grabbed him by the coat and kept on sticking him. Jack was yelling his
head off and everybody in the kitchen was looking up, everybody in the
shower was looking down. By the time George finally downed him, Jack
had tumbled down the stairs and out the door, covered with blood. There
must have been thirty people looking at Jack and no one seeing a thing....

| thought for sure he was dead. They even put a sheet over his head. But
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they got him into the hospital and they saved Jack Fox from the chill.

(137-8)
Whatever truths or fictions lie buried amidst the stories that prisone@Gregbry
Armstrong following Jackson’s murder, or that Carr relates as part of his own
autobiography, such tales suggest a drastic divide between the identity of Gackgon
as represented in his letters and championed by members of the New Left, and the
George Jackson forced to build his reputation amidst the systemic violence and
exploitation of California’s prisons. “Marxism,” Jackson confesses to Gregory
Armstrong, “was my hustle” (237). Whatever transformations his prison existence
have necessitated, multiple sources confirm that, by the time he wastr@th$fack to
Soledad in January, 1969, Jackson’s philosophy had evolved from a stance of “defensive
nationalism” to an anti-racist revolutionary position directed against the pris@tuse

itself (Carr, 182; Yee, 127).

Hidden Under an AfroSoledad Brothem the Historical Archive

Like the suggestive anecdotes James Carr tells regarding the prison hiaédet s
with George Jackson, the confirmed facts that surround the case leave many wethnswer
guestions. Mysteries abound, obscuring the details of Jackson’s sudden rise as an iconic
figure on the New Left, casting the relationships and circumstances thatlusfine
imprisonment into shadow, and contributing to theories of his assassination. Among the
many violent episodes sprouted by the United States government’'s campaigss aga
political activists, Jackson’s death remains a memorable, seemingly everted

event, one that links a surprisingly expansive network of counterintelligence mdots a
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subplots. InThe COINTELPRO PapersVard Churchill and Jim Vander Wall note that
FBI director J. Edgar Hoover “recommended [a] campaign of deliberatedalest as
being the sort of ‘neutralizing’ method he had in mind for black activi$tétthough
Jackson’s personal history did not qualify him for this particular indignity, theeveitls
which his activities, friendships, and communications could be monitored made him a
prime target for the government’s domestic spies charged with hdfiioover’s
directives.

Aside from outright violence, the epistolary form tBaledad Brothecaptures
also served as one of the FBI's most treasured weapons in its campaign agelnst bl
radicals. A barrage of false correspondence continually confused and confounged par
leaders and disrupted the Black Panther Party’s attempts to forge solidtriother
activist groups. In southern California, FBI subterfuge contributed to rewelkillings
involving Black Panthers and Maulana Karenga’s US organization. In a 1969
memorandum commending the area office for its successful use of falspondesce
and related “interventions,” the Bureau reports that “Shootings, beatings, aid a hi
degree of unrest continues to prevail in the ghetto area of southeast San DiagagtAlt
no specific counterintelligence action can be credited... it is felt that sastibsamount
of unrest is directly attributable to this progratn.Numerous related FBI documents
trace the role that correspondence plays in the work of instigators andatofgf in
Southern California, bogus letters and postcards were designed to provoke shoot-outs

between the US organization and the Panthers, thus negating these groups’ shared

“The COINTELPRO Papers12.

15 bid., 133.
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Marxist leanings and revolutionary aspirations. Several months earlierdagohiwhere
Black Panther Fred Hampton had been working to establish community partnerships
between the Party and diverse organizations (including Students for a Democratic
Society, as well as various street gangs and other black radical otigasizahe FBI
composed letters intended to provoke Jeff Fort, leader of the Black Rangers, into
murdering Hampton. Ostensibly this murder would come as a defensive measure; the
FBI's bogus letters warned that Hampton had put a hit out on Fort. When this tactic
failed, the FBI paid an informant, William O’Neal, for a floor plan of Hampton’s
apartment. The floor plan was passed on to the local police, who scheduled a raid for the
early morning hours of December 4, 1969. Autopsies later suggested that someone
(perhaps O’Neal, then serving as Hampton’s bodyguard) slipped Hampton a heavy dose
of secobarbital the preceding evening. A fourteen-person police team descended on the
Panther headquarters at around 4 a.m. Hampton was shot three times, twice in the head
from point-blank range. Another Panther, Mark Clark, was killed; three others were
wounded°

In a letter dated the day after Fred Hampton’s assassination—December 5,
1969—George Jackson writes to his mother of his little brother Jonathan, “I hope he can
avoid the many traps they have set up for him” (200). Three days later, FBiv|gsra
having obtained a floor plan of the Black Panthers’ Southern California office through a
paid infiltrator, helped brief 140 officers from the LAPD, 40 of them SWAT-trained
officers, along with 100 regular officers, who then launched an assault on tfg.facil

Six Panthers were wounded. Elmer “Geronimo” Pratt, the target of the raid)eeping

18 1bid., 136-142.
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on the floor instead of his bed, thereby escaping death during the initial poliae gunf
The thirteen Panthers inside the facility were able to mount a four-hourmesiséad in

the meantime alerted community members and the press, thereby avoidirig tidHa

Chicago group.

Given their shared epistolary forms, the divulgence of FBI correspondences in
COINTELPRO documents serves as a fitting counterpart to Georgedacksters, in
which Jackson repeatedly asserts the violent function of juridical apparatuses.
Circumspect statements subtly sanction forms of violence made expliaitkeon in the
beatings he receives at the hands of prison guards. In a letter dated May 27, 1969, J
Edgar Hoover rebukes the San Francisco office of the FBI, citing its |sakefforts to
infiltrate, discredit, and dismantle black activist organizations—in shofgilitse to
mount assaults as effectively as the agents operating in Chicago and Soattliemi&
“For your information,” Hoover states, “the San Diego Office has wagesdfactive CIP
[counter-intelligence program] against the BPP [Black Panther Ranigh has
measurably resulted in declining activities and considerable disruption” (144i)e W
Jackson frames his imprisonment as an emblem of the state’s injustice, téhe sta
remains anonymous, amorphous, an always absent but ultimate authority, transcendent
overseer of the prison’s indomitable authority. The letters contained in CQRRE&
documents, dated and stamped with the alienating fingerprints of government
bureaucracies, lend a disturbing specificity and authenticity to Jackson’sestsapel
claims. Three weeks after Hoover’s criticism of the San Francisce sffieeffective
subterfuge, George Jackson writes to his mother, “Final results: Denied,asngoye

back to board next June 1970” (188). It seems likely that the letters missing from his
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correspondence, letters he assumes to have been confiscated by prison bHisils

fact found their way into the hands of FBI agents. In Jackson'’s lettersatbeésst

marked by its silence and absence; in Hoover’s letters and related FBramela that
provide a preliminary sketch of the agency’s counterintelligence progthensame state
that imprisons George Jackson plans, plots, and chronicles obliquely, maintaining a guise
of plausible deniability while asserting its potential to be everywhere, howeve
camouflaged or invisible. These documents offer blueprints for shadowy interventions
capitalizing on exemptions from the law granted to the state’s secret;agssrting
beyond laws of propriety and strictures of identity that criminalize the indiadbal/
target, the carefully-edited and redacted COINTELPRO papers nonethelesstdsi@ons
the government’s ability to foment coded, secret forms of violence.

Records regarding the system of California prisons that cage George Jackson
offer more direct examples of the state’s dehumanizing practices. Cam&s
willingness to dismiss questions of morality or ethics in his dealings with jptiseners
becomes more legible in light of the actions sanctioned by prison officials.eugow
violent or unsavory, the behavior of Carr and Jackson as leaders of the Wolf Pack
constitutes a rather pragmatic response to the choices they face as grigan€arr
describes his experiences in juvenile detention centers and California prisbhsunt
final release in 1970, he takes care to document the provocation and enforcement of
racial violence by Department of Corrections officials. Prison authoagpsar to
recognize in such strategies useful means with which to manipulate and costwoési
By setting groups against one another, guards prevent interracial allieomoes

organizing against prison authorities themselves.
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Carr’'s accounts are corroborated in Min S. Yee’s b®blk, Melancholy History
of Soledad Prisoii1973). In a thorough analysis of the disintegration of this particular
prison in the years before and after Jackson’s murder, Yee suggests that Soledad’s
problems emblematize system-wide failures. Inmate transfers ctastiprimary means
with which prison officials maintain order and induce violence in the larger system
officials shuffle inmates between institutions according to personal whinagefulty-
organized of strategies, offering or revoking guarantees of transfataogaisoners in
order to provoke violence between prison gangs. These strategies mimic thbtsgdm
by prison guards, who bribe prisoners to commit assaults (or even murders) by
guaranteeing or revoking basic rights, or by promising transfers between pisar t
different wings of the same prison. Yee investigates the 1962 race riot atdSoleda
corroborating James Carr’s claim that prison officials instigated thenceley their
repeated uses of racial tensions to set groups or gangs against one another. These
provocations would play a central role in the events leading to Jackson’s death.
Following the 1962 riot at Soledad, Jackson and Carr spent large stretches of tiene in t
Hole, always an inhuman environment, but positively draconian in Soledad Prison. In
1966, a California court ruled that the Soledad “strip cells” that housed Carr, Jackson,
and countless others constituted cruel and unusual punishment (Yee, 26).

Yee reports that black prisoners bore the brunt of the racist attacks ergjimgere
guards. Nonetheless, prison officials sought to ensure that both whites and blacks lived
with the constant fear of violence at the hands of their enemies, a form of matuhbte
they believed would allow the guards to maintain a greater semblancetiafi.cdBy the

summer of 1969, mutual fears and racial animosities between blacks and whites [in
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Soledad Prison] had increased to such intensity that five O-wing black prisoeete tri
take their complaints and fears to court” (Yee, 34). The prisoners who filedvhatla
included W.L. Nolen, a close friend of George Jackson and James Carr. Nolen was “a
prison boxing champion who was quickly becoming politicized,” and who was named as
a plaintiff in the lawsuits. According to court documents, Nolen repeatedly $ateips
and assassination attempts. Other prisoners—even his white, Nazieaffdismies—
confirm that guards repeatedly trapped Nolen on the tier and forced him to defend
himself against white prisoners whom guards bribed to assassinate him.

These court actions seem to have set into motion the events that led to Jackson’s
own death. After a series of racially-motivated murders, Soledad offitaaksdcthe
yard; memos announcing its imminent reopening as an integrated exercise gpace le
white and black prisoners to prepare for the race riots they were sure would beour w
the yard was re-opened, especially as the last two murders of black iypateges had
gone unavenged (Yee, 42-3). On Janualy 1970, fifteen prisoners, classified as eight
“Whites” and seven “Blacks” by a prison guard’s entries in the yard ledigefuding
W.L. Nolen and his chief antagonist amongst the Aryan Brotherhood, Billie DsHarri
were let out onto the yard. An eighth black prisoner was being strip-searched when a
fight broke out between Nolen and a white inmate. Opie G. Miller was the guard in the
observation tower. Miller, a retired Army officer with “a reputation amongpéss and
staff of being sullen and severe,” had performed well in a test of his shobilitigsjust
two days earlier. He fired four shots from the nearby guard tower. Miltprison

officials claim that a warning shot was fired, a claim unsubstantiatecelpyrigoners’
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The first bullet to contact flesh struck W.L. Nolen squarely in the chest. Tox® Iphack
prisoners, Alvin Miller and Cleveland Edwards, were killed; Billie D. Hamas
wounded, partially castrated, perhaps by a bullet that ricocheted off the eoriglatk
prisoners began a hunger strike in protest. Just two days later, the distnetyattf
Monterey County ruled the Kkilling justifiable homicide, and a grand jury returned the
same finding.

The following day, January 161969, John V. Mills, a white guard, was found
murdered. Days later, unbeknownst to the outside world, secret hearings at Soledad
Prison charged George Jackson, Fleeta Drumgo, and John Clutchette with the guard’s
murder. John Clutchette managed to slip a note to his mother expressing his desperation.
Gradually, word of the case began to spread, eventually spurring investigatiotie
conditions at Soledad and other California prisons and galvanizing prison activists,
including Angela Davis, then a graduate student at the same Universitifofrta San
Diego campus that employed Frederic Jameson. As Chapter 4 will discusstén gre
detail, Angela Davis was already becoming an international figure thanksdibgeace
of the United States government’s secret police. When the University @dr@ialj Los
Angeles had offered her a position in the philosophy department, the Board of Regents,
almost certainly alerted by government spies to Davis’s politicalaifihis, sent her a
letter asking her to state her position on Communism. In the midst of the U.S.
government’s war against Communism in Vietnam, Davis’s public declaration of her

membership in the Communist Party drew the attention of the international ngedia, a

" The following articles provide examples of earigaunts given by prison officials and thoroughly
discredited by Min S. YeeShe Melancholy History of Soledad Prisd€ourthouse Shooting Linked
With Radical Movement and Killing of Black Inmate@arl Caldwell New York TimesAugust 24,
1970), and “The Price of Repressioithg Nation Vol. 2, No. 5, August 31, 1971, 130).
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well as the support of a broad coalition of students, academics, activists, agd forei
leaders. Along with the publication of Jackson’s prison letters, Davis’s efiotiehalf
of the Soledad Brothers helped publicize the case, even as it added to her growing
international celebrity.

If the news of prison violence fueled by Soledad’s squalid and abusive conditions
caught the public by surprise, the events that followed would impact the Neim Left
ways for which no one could have fully prepared. Indeed, as noted in the chapters that
follow, 1970 and 1971 would prove to be crucial years in the government’s campaign
against the New Left. The case against the Soledad Brothers threatbeedme an
emblem for the government’s employment of political police; it threatenedtise
prisons as sites of homegrown guerilla warfare; and it pointed to an unpleasant and
potentially explosive reality: pervasive discriminatory practicescted through the so-
called criminal justice system, an enduring public secret that hasiedfgcemented
radically inequitable social and economic policies while effectively quaragt
potentially revolutionary portions of the populace.

White elites and activists from diverse resistance movements began to erganiz
coalitions to combat political imprisonment; they turned to the Soledad Brothers, and i
particular George Jackson, for narratives that might provide individual horroes grav
enough to inspire the necessary public outrage. Such fast-forming coalitions efithe N
Left seem to have offered convenient and devastatingly vulnerable tamgets €overt
operations of the government’s political police. Though the events that followadthrem
confusing, complex, and unresolved, there can be little doubt that George Jackson and the

case of the Soledad Brothers provided an essential link in the chain of campaigrts agains
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such targets. While Jackson and his co-defendants languished in prison, now facing
charges for crimes far more serious than the seventy-one-dollar robbetyidaor w
Jackson was convicted when he was eighteen, seventeen year-old Jonathan Jackson,
George’s younger brother, considered radical interventions into the caseSold¢dad
Brothers. A teacher described Jonathan as “obsessed” with the case (CAlDwe&ls
the Soledad Brothers continued to draw attention, George Jackson was transf€ae
Quentin. Soon thereafter, Jonathan acted on a plan that he likely believed might grant his
brother freedom. Government informant and Black Panther Party infiltratos Loui
Tackwood, brother-in-law of George Jackson’s close friend James Carr, would later
suggest that the FBI and various police departments were prepared for Joraattiamss
thanks to Tackwood’s surveillance efforts. Others suspect that Jonathan was led b
infiltrators or agents provocateurs into believing that members of th& BeEther Party
were prepared to assist him in the acts he initiated. There is some evidgrlmmathan
hoped to use hostages to win safe passage to a San Francisco radio stationrdrdma the
planned to demand that the Soledad Brothers be freed. An escort to the airport would
allow Jonathan and the Soledad Brothers to fly to some sympathetic country in order to
seek political asylum (Liberatore, 80; Churchill and Vander VEAIIINTELPRQ364;
Yee, 164).

On August 7, 1970, Jonathan entered a courtroom minutes away from San
Quentin, in nearby San Rafael, dressed in a raincoat and carrying “algghabdg and
a paper bundle” (Yee, 158). A hearing was being held in the case of San Quentin inmate
James D. McClain, accused of stabbing a white guard. McClain was serisgas

attorney; Ruchell Magee, another San Quentin prisoner, was on the witness stand.
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Jonathan stood up, brandished a pistol and a carbine, and announced, “Gentlemen, we're
taking over now.*® Jonathan produced a sawed-off shotgun in addition to the pistol and
carbine and armed McClain and Magee. Magee went into the hallway where tteel orde
a guard release William Arthur Christmas, another prisoner waitingtity tefonathan
Jackson and James D. McClain began taking hostages. McClain duct-taped the sawed-
off shotgun around Superior Court Judge Harold J. Haley’'s neck. Assistant District
Attorney Gary Thomas and three female jurors were rounded up as hostagesan additi
to Judge Haley. Jim Kean, a journalist with §an Rafael Independent Jourpalerted
by his police scanner to an emergency at the courthouse, arrived in time to snap
photographs that would forever memorialize the event. Kean photographed the scene
with the hostage-takers’ consent; they likely hoped that the resulting mediactpe
might further illuminate the rampant injustices engulfing the prison systesmhei
moved into the elevator that would take them down to the lobby, McClain shouted, “We
want the Soledad Brothers freed by twelve today.”

Outside the courthouse anothedependent Journakporter, Roger Bockrath,
took more photographs of the prisoners and their hostages as they entered a van. They
drove a short distance before encountering a hastily-constructed roadblockraposis
sheriff’'s deputies, local police, and a group of San Quentin guards. The prektree
San Quentin guards was ostensibly coincidental; they would later claim to lgpenad
upon the hostage situation while returning from target shooting (Yee, 164-5). Whether or

not they had received a tip regarding Jonathan Jackson’s plans, their presenceaensure

18 |n Soledad BrotherGeorge Jackson quotes Jonathan as saying, i, ijentlemen, I'm taking over
now” (330). In Paul Liberatore’s bodkhe Road to Hell: The True Story of George JackStephen
Bingham, and the San Quentin Massa@ew York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1996), Jonatlsays,
“Okay, gentlemen, freeze. We're taking over.” Mgrsion combines these two slightly different
guotations.
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violent conclusion to the episode. The San Quentin guards were trained to fire upon any
escapees, with or without hostages. The prevailing perception amongst thettveenty-
witnesses was that the guards ignored a sheriff’'s order to allow the wahtteerea,

and that John Matthews, a guard who had taken a position in front of the roadblock, well
off the road itself and to the driver’s side, fired first. From his anglehéat could

have gained a clear view of the van driver, Jonathan Jackson; forensics scientists
determined that Jackson was the first person shot. The bullets that murdered Jonathan
struck him with such force that his body flipped up and over the driver’s seat, into the
back of the van. Subsequently Judge Haley was killed, apparently by McClain, who held
the shotgun taped to his neck; Assistant D.A. Thomas grabbed a gun from Jonathan, fired
additional shots into Jonathan’s body, and shot McClain, Christmas, and Magee. These
three may have also been hit by shots fired from outside the van. Magee was the only
prisoner to survive; Assistant D.A. Thomas crumpled under a bullet fired by law
enforcement officers, paralyzing him from the waste down. A female juroala@s
wounded.

As the Jackson family mourned the death of their youngest son, the violent
outcome of Jonathan Jackson'’s failed plot to free the Soledad Brothers furtherechtal
George Jackson'’s rise to fame. After years of hard time behind bars, eveettast t
months of his life passed with unfortunate speed. George Jackson and the Soledad
Brothers became an international story; Jackson’s cause was taken up byathie outl
French writer, former prisoner, Black Panther supporter, and avant-gardeacon Je
Genet. Genet produced the introduction to the volume of prison letters being prepared

for publication by Random House, in addition to various articles and opinion pieces about
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Jackson’s prison-bound liféSoledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jackson
appeared with significant fanfare in the fall of 1970. Articles announcing the book’s
publication, a book review, and a letter from George Jackson to Angela Davis appeared
in theNew York TimesDavis had by this time gone into hiding, wanted for her supposed
participation in Jonathan Jackson’s courthouse killings, and a fugitive on the FBI’s ten
most-wanted list. Angela Davis was apprehended in October. As her triagtgedcand
the trial date for the Soledad Brothers (August of 1971) approached, Jackson remained i
the news.

Days before his trial was to begin, on August,2971, Jackson was shot to
death in the yard at San Quentin. Not surprisingly, accounts vary. Minutes before his
shooting, three white guards were murdered, along with two white inmates. A gun lay
near Jackson’s body. According to prosecutors, the weapon had been smuggled inside
the prison and passed to George Jackson by a lawyer named Stephen Bingham, a recent
addition to Jackson’s defense team. Bingham and a legal assistant nanad Vani
Anderson had visited Jackson earlier that day. In an imaginative leap that woplaynot
well before the jury in Stephen Bingham'’s case, authorities speculateddkedrdaid
the gun in his hair during the body search required after meetings with visitoes. Aft
leaving the visiting area, Jackson supposedly brandished the weapon and attempted to
lead a prisoner rebellion. As the revolt faltered, guards claimed that ddiddacross
the yard toward one of the fences that lined its perimeter. Prison officafs tblat
Jackson was shot by a tower guard; autopsies indicated two wounds, one from a bullet

entering at the calf, the other bullet entering at the back and exiting thteugptof the
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skull: “The top of the second bullet indicates that George was bent forward on his hands
and knees when the fatal shot was fired” (Armstrong, 226-7).

For years before his murder in his private conversations, and in the months
leading up to his murder, in his more public letters (including one publishedetihe
York Time}) Jackson had spoken of attempting an escape. The concept of his catching
prison officials off guard seems unlikely. After a cursory investigatiorgraant was
issued for Stephen Bingham. That authorities named Bingham as the only suspect
remains puzzling. Bingham was accompanied during his visit by Vanita Anderson, a
young legal assistant who had also recently begun working on the case. Anderedn carri
a tape recorder, the only equipment either visitor possessed that was lardeteriawe
contained the weapon found near Jackson’s body, into the visiting room where she and
Bingham met with Jackson. Nonetheless, Vanita Anderson was largely excluded from
suspicion during the investigation. Stephen Bingham went into hiding, reappearing to
turn himself in after spending over twenty years as a fugitive abroad.

A former San Francisco Chronicleeporter named Paul Liberatore who covered
the Jackson trial would follow the Bingham trial some twenty-five yeags. ldh
Liberatore’s book about the Bingham trilhe Road to Hell: The True Story of George
Jackson, Stephen Bingham, and the San Quentin Mag488®), the author attempts to
understand Vanita Anderson’s exclusion from the investigations surrounding Jackson’s
murder. Liberatore’s sources state that although the FBI claimed to havesimésl
Vanita Anderson repeatedly, these efforts failed to produce any sighifiéarmation
whatsoever. Remarkably, the primary concern during these interviews seews to ha

been the whereabouts of Stephen Bingham, rather than Anderson’s possible role in
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supplying Jackson with his weapon. No less puzzling to Liberatore is the factithat E
Montgomery, a reporter for ti&an Francisco Examinevith close ties to the FBI,
secured an interview with Vanita Anderson in 1972 that revealed more than the FBI
reports themselves. In her interview with Montgomery, Liberatore syfitéanita didn’t
blame George’s death on prison officials.” Instead, Anderson blames Georgh’'smleat
his fellow revolutionaries; in an uncanny replication of the FBI tactics in which
accusations serve to drive a wedge between members of a given political eiganiza
Liberatore explains that Vanita Anderson “said George had been murdetgttalut
implied that he had been set up by traitorous elements in the Black Panther Party.
Whatever happened... it soured Vanita on radical politics. She said she was ‘fechup’ wit
the Panthers,” Liberatore writes. Liberatore’s investigations inttefson’s subsequent
activities raise additional suspicions. In the midst of the Bingham trisratore claims
that an unnamed source slipped him an address for Vanita Nicholas. Anderson, now
known as Dr. Nicholas, had become a professor in the law department of Los Angeles
City College. “I nearly fell over when | found Dr. Nicholas’s office and savgabster
over her door advertising careers with the California Department of Gong¢t
Liberatore writes. “She was also the faculty sponsor of a group of lawcenfent
students called the Vice Club. ‘Don’t waste your time doing hard time wheraygoio
us on the right side,’ a flyer for the organization said” (243-47).

How did Vanita Anderson avoid scrutiny, despite having visited Jackson at the
moment when authorities claim he was given a gun? What caused her tratisform
from a Black Panther supporter and legal assistant working on George Jacksonés case, t

a recruiter for the Department of Corrections? Or does this supposed tratisiorma
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indicate her longstanding allegiance to (or even her employment for)kengzent

itself? Was Vanita Anderson a spy involved in a plot to assassinate George JaCkson
is it possible that Jackson was, as Vanita Anderson claims, set up by the$anthe
themselves? Who paid the two murderers convicted in the 1972 assassination of
Jackson’s friend James Carr? What part did Carr’s purported role in the murded of Fr
Bennett, a Black Panther “badjacketed” (accused by infiltrators n§l@esnitch) play in
Carr's own eventual murder? Was Carr himself badjacketed? What of Fred,Ro@dle
Soledad psychiatrist whom prison guards and state investigators attemptecetmfram
1972, months after Rundle blew the whistle on Soledad’s cruel and unusual conditions
while investigating the murder of W.L. Nolen, whose death led to the Soledad Brothers
case? (Yee, 185). How might the succesSadédad Brothehave allowed infiltrators or
undercover operatives to foster suspicions and resentments amongst members of the
Committee to Free the Soledad Brothers, the Black Panther Party, and Geksga’'ac
family, constituencies that fought constantly over profits and contributiomsaged by
Jackson’s fame? (Armstrong, 206). Did government infiltration into the defense
committee and the Black Panthers prepare law officers for Jonathan Jackaothisuse
rebellion, or did infiltrators help to plan the rebellion itself, perhaps misleddingthan

into believing that others would be prepared to aid him after he emergechzom t
courthouse? Why did the California Department of Corrections and its prisons become
the focus for such highly complex and potentially costly counterintelligencatapes?

As these questions suggest, the deep political intrigue surrounding these evenitbea
resolved through an examination of the documents stored in any official archive.

Subsequent developments have offered little in the way of resolutions; the release of
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Jackson’s heavily redacted FBI files merely confirm that the agencyamadt

significant interest in his affairs, and that its agents closely moni&diradtivities within
the prison. What remains are shards of evidence that cannot be completelybkegsem
but that nonetheless make manifest clandestine mechanizations designaiptdatea

and deceive the principal figures involved in Jackson’s life as well as the events

surrounding the case against the Soledad Brothers.

Genealogies of Violence and Captivity: Familiesséts, Ideologies

The overt role government agents play in censoring Jackson’s correspondences
calls attention to the less visible role that a vast array of social fanflegnces, and
relationships play in policing and sanitizing discourse. Because Jackster's hebst
often address his parents and family meml&&otedad Brothebegs its readers to
guestion the connection between the family and the ideologies of discipline and
punishment manifested in the prison. The interrelated functions of such ideologies are
described by Louis Althusser in “Ideology and Ideological State Appasatimtes
Towards an Investigation” (1971). Althusser’s essay is in many ways the academ
counterpart to the critique that Jackson compiles as part of his effort to makefdeisse
prison experiences. Althusser’s analysis of “the educational apparatredjgioais
apparatus, the family apparatus, the political apparatus, the trade-unioatapae
family apparatus, the communications apparatus, etc.,” the socio-cubtiumations that
produce ways of seeing and modes of self-understanding integral to the ideological
foundations of the state, provides a useful means of grappling with Jackson’s reilations

to his family. Like the prison-house of language and the language of the prison-house



108

that shape his communiqués, a doubly-imprisoned dynamic informs Jackson’s analysis of
family as an ideological structure. The filtering of his famileationships through the
institution of the prison, the prison’s willingness to expose his otherwise privaibafam
relationships in order to punish him, his family’s blindness to the dehumanizing function
of the prison, his parents’ stubborn, almost instinctual complicity with prison
methodologies and procedures—for Jackson, these factors compound the ideological
power wielded by the seemingly independent apparatuses of family and prison.
Jackson’s personal history diminishes the distance separating thess.ehtis
family is the source of his disciplinary training; his mother confesses toodesleslitor,
Gregory Armstrong, that George’s father Robert ruthlessly critdozeorge: “I
remember one day when his father found him [George] in the house reading. He accused
him of ‘sitting up in your mother’s dresses.” He made him go out in the alley and play
ball with the boys” (114). At other times, Georgia tells Armstrong, Robertgptiise
transcended language: “I would say to him, ‘Why don’t you talk to the kids more? Why
don’t you try to know them? If George has done anything wrong, you just have to talk to
him.” Instead of talking to him, he’d beat him up” (Armstrong, 115). “I have no ego, no
name, no face.... There can be no ties of blood or kinship strong enough to move me,”
Jackson writes to his father in 1967 (122). The letter that contains these lines marks
Jackson’s growing awareness of the ideological webs woven by kinship, therslate, a
personal identity. This awareness has its basis in a particularly paiciiént. After
visiting him in San Quentin in 1965, Jackson’s father Robert wrote to prison officials,

claiming that his son posed a safety risk to himself and others and should not be paroled.
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Gregory Armstrong chronicles this incident in his membire Dragon Has
Come(1974). Armstrong claims that George Jackson joked with his father, Robert, of
his desire to murder a prison guard who had been harassing him. His father's subsequent
letter became a new source of trouble for George: “The bulls [prison guargs] we
passing the letter around, laughing at me.... This is what they're sayingrseiles,
here’s this guy who's talking all this power to the people, people, power to the pableta
And his father is a coward and is on our side... They were laughing about it all over the
joint” (Armstrong, 85). Robert’s mistrust of his son runs deep; in his letter tinpris
officials warning of the dangers his son poses, Robert writes, “He may noeasecin
his present state of mind.... don’t let him fool you with the many faces he is capable
showing” (226). Robert’s allegations of duplicity demonstrate his remarkablergreor
of the deceitfulness that Victor Hassine and James C. Scott describ¢sasarvival
tool for those living under oppression, as well as the imprisoned. As Gregory Armstrong
notes, prison life inevitably places Jackson in an infuriating, infantilizingoakhip of
dependency. Jackson, like all prisoners, must rely upon outsiders to supply him with a
host of basic necessities. His imprisonment as a teenager leaves him no optionlbut to ca
upon his parents even as he grows into a man, establishing what Armstrong describes as
“a kind of perpetual never-ending childhood,” one that becomes “intolerable” (31).

For his part, George accuses his father Robert of being a fool and a coward. “H
pretends or he may earnestly not feel the effects of the circumstarisgsgtao
explain,” Jackson writes; “I can overlook him... because of his almost completeflac
mental training... Robert has never held an opinion of his own” (45). Robert’s allegiance

to the institution of the prison suggests that the beatings he administers duringsseorge
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childhood are but domestic variations of societal violence to which George is siibjecte

as a prisoner. Armstrong reports that at the age of sixteen, George rancaway fr

reform school. Upon being recaptured, “the guards chained him naked to a bed and beat
him steadily for two days and nights” (226). “The lash affects me for saek$dn

writes in February of 1970, contradicting his earlier claims to have trashsgemotions.

“If it failed to affect me at all” he continues, “I would be guilty of using théured logic

of my father’s twisted mind, i.e., that this is the best of all possible worlds, ohiht t

the only country that provides flush toilets for all” (208).

In a footnote to one of the earliest letters include8aledad BrotherJackson
mentions his failed attempt to evade the police as a teenager: “I ended up ibudztos
await the return of my mother’s half-brother... While | was waiting for, mm aunt
discovered... that | was on the run from the law. She turned in my name and | was
recaptured” (41). Jackson’s letters repeatedly mark the ways in whidbgsoof the
prison regime have become deeply embedded in the fabric of the American family
There seems to be no other explanation for the pattern according to which his family
members expose him to law enforcement authorities. The confounding difficulties
imposed upon Jackson by his relationships with family members regularly appear
alongside his musings over prison regulations and policies. “I'll be out of here soon,” he
writes to his mother in June of 1968. A few sentences later, the paragraph ends: “You
know that | have my time in. That's what they want, time and clean conduct” (180). A
new paragraph begins: “It is always a job getting along with our friends aties!
Establishing lasting and mutually rewarding relationships alwais foaldelicacy,

sensitivity... One simply cannot say the first thing that comes to mind with nariegar
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the next person’s ego problem” (180-1). Juxtaposed in this manner, the supposedly
common-sensical expectation of “clean conduct” with which the prison regime e®asur
its prisoners seems an embellishment of the “job” that “getting along witlend# and
relatives” requires. Successfully administering to such tasks requteeasbrship, not
saying “the first thing that comes to mind.”

In his efforts to challenge his family’s uncanny tendencies to replidabmrate,
or acquiesce to the prison regime’s logic, Jackson attempts to dig into the deeper
historical forces and social pressures that shape their thinking, influaegaegtuse to
acknowledge. “For you there is only one standard of beauty,” he writes to his mother,
“the Western standard. | revolt against this absurdity. | understand thatahigau
have ever known, | allow for this, but you must be able to see by now that this model of
perfection you have subscribed to in the past is no longer the fad.... Reality is the key.
In order for you to be intelligent, as you state it, you must like Western neltites,
food, architecture, Western education, religious superstition, pseudophilosophy... We are
totally disenfranchised, the whipping boy, the scapegoat, the floor mat of the nation. |
am not so foolish that | cannot detect the fact that | am hated” (184). His paoerds
political views force Jackson to confront the vast gulf that separates the i@variyt
stances of Marx, Mao, and Fanon, from the well-meaning, generic, middle-class
“American” values that influence his parents, and that also shelter hisibdaptivity
and violence.

As his letters suggest, the elaboration of the prison regime’s formative idenlogi
beyond the literal spaces and territories of incarcerasaggests that texts otherwise

far-removed from the experiences documenteSaledad Brotheshould nonetheless be
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read with an eye for the ways they participate in the prison reginadgsrakion. Thus,
Robert Creeley’s autobiographical jourdaDay Book comprised of thirty single-
typewritten pages, each composed over the course of a single day between 1968 and
1969, might be read as an extension of Jackson’s inquiries. Like Jackson, Creetky’'s w
experiments with subjectivity, sorting through the author’s textual idesnais well as the
identities of his family members. Although Creeley’s experiences ara aoyiway
parallel,Soledad Brothés painful evocation of the family as the site of struggle against
the ideologies of the prison regime recasts the domestic concerns of tlrelyelre|l-
off white family thatA Day Bookdocuments as part and parcel of Jackson’s struggle
against such ideologies. Creeley’s book might be viewed, in its own way, as part of the
re-education project that Jackson begins in his own family correspondences, give mas
pedagogical intervention that must precede any significant revolutionarynmeat.e
Creeley’s entries i Day Bookprovide a loosely-knit chronicle of his life in
New Mexico with his wife Bobbie and their two daughters. These entries raeglyon
the prison regime or the state’s law enforcement organizations; and wetsasll see,
this scarcity makes those instances in which the text directly commentsughon s
juridical apparatuses especially notable. What more commonly emergesnsoncer
violations and expectations of marital and family norms. The roles that fafily |
dictates for Creeley, his wife, and their daughters remain unstablest thieveriting, the
record keeping that Creeley’s project requires, introduces slippages dusi@as. The
roles and identities that family members might be expected to occupyresfotnaed as

the narrator moves between seemingly direct, autobiographical descriptions,
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philosophical ruminations, sexual fantasies, fragments of fiction, and meditations on

language:
There are experiences, suppose them, of oneself, or whatever it is does
manage the containment, at least so experienced, and nothing falls in or
out of it but fluids, effluvia, spit, shit, little flakes of dried skin, and
occasional ‘parts’ lost for a variety of reasons, and also the whole bulk of
words constituting, also, actions, as if one hit the future, saw the stone skip
a myriad number of times, light dazzle, on the water’s surface, and then,
as the boat continues, looks back, as they say, to see the stone disappear.
Words. Such a lovely particular abstraction, torn out of whatever else can
be felt as coincident. ‘I can't find the right words....” Or, in possession of
them, but now insistently possessed of them, choked, stuffed, spills out all
the possibilities of there being... one can suppose them then to enter the
room, probably the bedroom (bathroom?), him screaming hers, her’s,
substance, in him. A curious twist on all occasions. So that—there is a
curious mirror, when one reflects the other, and in that, sees not one, but
other as one. ‘Be neat, speak courteously, make a good impression'—and
hence the false face carried so persistently front of what might be seen,
and must be. What else to look at. But surely there is relief in that
intention, if any has any possibility. Oh, so sorry. Here, take this chair.
Yes, it will probably rain. (292)

The disintegrating subject Creeley depicts, from which “nothing falls in or oubof it

fluids, effluvia, spit, shit... and also the whole bulk of words,” returns to the questions of
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language and constraint with which this chapter began. Creeley’s commitment
language as the exploratory material out of which some semblance ofyitkes shape
connects his work to the elaboration of what might be called the “Language Ragime
American literary and intellectual culture, the obsession with the prison-house of
language that also courts a blindness to expansions of prison-houses themsekes. Her
Creeley’s vision of words as the excrement upon which one either chokes or exudes i
the attempt to survive, speaks to anxieties over the systematic and aliématiran of
language. These concerns are typical of the Language Regime’sdeflu€he over-
arching structure of languethat constrains and controls the expression of thought
according to de-personalized, ahistorical, seemingly tyrannical sesystems,
repeatedly emerges e defining principle and problem facing the Language Regime’s
writers and intellectuals.

On the other hand, the anxieties of the prison regime and its related apparatuses
maintain a noticeable presence in Creeley’s text. The prison regimasnod and
importance inA Day Bookrepresents a textual quality that Jackson’s letters, unlike
Jameson’g he Prison-House of Languagemmediately make legible. Upon returning
home from a visit with another family and some mutual friends, Creeley wiiiesn
back here—again sexual insistence | feel... of Bobbie being fucked by others, am orgy
my own head—till she falls off to sleep, myself too” (317). These wayward fastasie
involving Bobbie and another man (or men) repeat through@say Book alternatively
objectifying Bobbie as the property of the narrator’s sexual fantasiehhenaviaged
revolutionary body through which the strictures of conventional marriage might be

dismantled.
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In this case, fear of police persecution follows the fantasy, manifestaigrits
the unconscious. Creeley dreams: “We are talking about impending bust, there’s be
word of it—waiting, in half-sense, for arrival of police.... We expect them to come i
one or two cars, probably black, to get out and ‘look around’. We anticipate being object
of their curiosity, like they say [sic]” (317). As he and Bobbie await their nipg
drug bust, the imagination becomes the product of collective expectations, as if a
television crime drama supplies its fantasies: “We expect... one or two [pcdicg]
probably black.” The language of police inquiry arrives similarly pre-pged,
demarcated by quotation marks or by phrases that demonstrate the narratbcs fanc
reproducing common languages, statements, assumptions, “like they saydciuserh
the criminal creeps into, crosses over, the intellectual imagination. Csgelayal
emerges from under the shadow of the prison; at any moment, one fears police scrutiny;
meanwhile, within the family, structures of fear and systems of policirsgshezxerting
control over the very devices and processes through which identity becomes operative.

On the surface, comparidgDay Booko Soledad Brotheappears random, or at
best, the attempt to make something of the coincidental fact these contemporaneous
works share a remarkably similar (one sheet of paper) constraint. Thicsalper
similarity may soon be dwarfed by apparent differences: Creeley, the Méwvte
Englander, versus Jackson, the displaced African American; or perceivedlcultur
importance: Creeley, the famous white poet , versus Jackson, the prison-bound Black
radical. And yet, working through the ideological obstructions Jackson faces as he
struggles to convince his parents of the radical structural changes netessargct

America’s inequities, one begins to recognize that the system of valuedibaggmhas
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been imprinted or embedded far below the surface of the language in which seagrite

if such institutions supply its very words and sentences, construct its rhieimoisaand
ultimately disable any oppositional arguments. Indeed, the American priggorereas

been erected alongside the nation itself, its foundation set in the bedrock of@&meri
identity, anchored amidst layers of cultural and historical substrata; in ordedérstand
how its structure is maintained, one must seek out evidence in the most unlikely places
for the supports and scaffolds that have allowed for its construction.

As coincidental and insignificant as the one-page constraint may be, the space of
the page that delimits Jackson and Creeley’s respective texts, tHerigasurement and
territory that permits a record of speech, demands that each writer cohsider t
reiterations of territories and boundaries that carve up their surroundingfs wier
understands that the historical moment calls for change, posits a repositionihgesf va
and identities, promises some possibility of transcendence or transformation. For
Jackson, the utterly dehumanizing space of the prison suggests a narrativeutibrevol
yet unwritten; for Creeley, American myths privileging the march ofnpessjopen onto
old graves, uninhabited houses, human failure. The house—the space of the American
domestic—is Creeley’s cell; as both Creeley and Jackson begin to recognize, wha
expectations of punishment, what senses of ownership or entittlement, what faftasies
possession or domination exist as violent abstractions in the bombing of Vietham or the
beating of prisoners, what the sum of these actions and events reflect is therugbhpke
of ideologies that begin in the seemingly banal spaces of Americals-samgjly

dwellings, that overwhelm or occlude any clear sense of what should be done:
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Going by motels—would there be any use in knowing the specific lives
have been lived in them. Or suburbs. Or any such generalization. As
against the abandoned cellar holes in woods in New Hampshire, up roads
themselves no longer in use. One had sense of lives that had been there.
Or sites of Indian pueblos—a specific locus... Two senses, really—the so-
called ‘individual’ and the species group.... Bigger than both of us....
Back and forth, in some endless interchange, apparently (but of no
actual?) necessity. The consciousnbs¥sit has experience of this or
that. (319)
As the ideology of the individual versus the group envelops the first-person prose works
these authors create, each author struggles to find the means with which to puncture or
purge the conceptual formations that give birth to their compositions. For Creeley, t
body is its own self-alienating organism, a fact of living that does not organize
experience so much as prefigure its irreconcilable contradictions.
While musing on the effects of strokes in onéddday Bools first entries,
Creeley is reminded of “a note in the paper of a few days ago... a doctor’s repbsgtof w
he considers the fact of a biological information of death in the system previitsis t
consciousness—roughly a year previous” (275). These ruminations conjure George
Jackson’s repeated insistences to his editor and others during the last ysdifeoftat
he would soon leave prison, a corpse: “I feel old... in the sense that a paper target is old
after about an hour on the Police Academy practice range. Used” (313). Hitiegre
this curious theory of bodily systems and the foreknowledge of death, Creeley’s prose

merges into a series of speculations that nominate language, despite (ps pedaise
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of) its constraints and limitations, as a technology that inevitably violaediscipline
demanded by social intercourse in one instance, only to become the disciplinarytool wit
which social norms are reinforced in the next. The site of this paradoxical stisi¢jyd
body, as constituted in and through language. The subject of Creeley’s specidations
unstable “one” (one body? one system?) that “we” inhabit: “We seem to live in one,” he
writes, “scattered by the particular occasion, and spend so-calleddifgpéing to
recover coherence. The parts of a body, the chapters of a book” (275). Creeley’s
attention to the ease with which language violates and replicates the dyo&mpawver
that influences notions of selfhood, as well as human interactions in general, provides a
consistent theme for the diverse sensations, thoughts, and experiences colle@ed in
Book “Wondering if one’s response, to the younger man, is possibly just a way to
experience this state, so lovely, fresh, renewing, in its possibility, l&reegites of an
encounter with a stranger. “And not,” he continues, “or then again perhaps, some
unrecognized edge of homosexual content in oneself. But that too, acknowledged” (293).
Rather than pursue a “so-called life” of attempted “coherec®ay BooMingers in the
non-specific “one” in which “we seem to live,” a place of profound uncertainty that
lingers on language as a reflection of social limitations, shortcomingsiés of
violence and forgetting.

The clearly delimited spaces of domestic and family life, spaces whkueal
and historical forces would seem to prove most powerful, thus appear no less uncertain,
slipping into and through language toward a curious playground of potential deeds,
thoughts, identities. Similarly, however constrained Jackson may be by prison

regulations and censors, his letters indicate an appreciation for the urie=r{anguage
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produces. These uncertainties allow Jackson’s texts to occupy spacesovieteof
meaning that the state’s criminalizing apparatuses cannot fullyfiyletgfine, or

regulate. However censored, writing remains a space for play, one in which the
government’s juridical apparatuses that dominate other aspects of Jackssintscex
reach the limits of their power. The textual identity Jackson creates amguesties in
Soledad Brotheran identity he insists arises as the product of historical developments
beyond his reach, nonetheless conveys a vision of American individualism as the
lynchpin of the prison regime and prison ideologies. “ ‘Myself’ am system of an
endlessly proliferating consequence,” Creeley writes. “At least't live to see the end

of it” (321).

Conclusion: The Language Regime / The Prison Regime

By refusing to become the image of rehabilitation the prison system demands,
Jackson activates language, lives out the dead letter others call lavtibg tis body
into dust. His letters relinquish little in terms of personal knowledge, refusguceace,
in the manner of Rousseal®nfessionsto an exhibitionist baring of shameful acts. In
the midst of this family unrest, the letters unfold in fragments, possiblettrags half-
mapped to time’s seepage: “The time slips away from me,” Jackson writesoine©of
1967. “I'm surrounded here by fools, degenerates, and phonies. | suffer a constant
bombardment of nonsense from all sides” (139). The letters compile time in inkireneas
days by sheets of paper, investigate holes in the prison regime by invitiogstens
eschew his family’s “Uncle George” while pursuing the impersonal Cden&George. In

a letter to his mother in January, 1967, Jackson anticipates his own death thusly:
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| am going into my seventh year here. | have learned as much as |
possibly could in this time; | have studied myself closely, | have studied
people, human and inhuman, wanting to know and understand. [...] What
is happening to me here, what has happened, what will happen, can never
surprise or upset me. My nerves have been fractured, my sensibilities
outraged, for the last time. It's all a matter of course to me now. My
outlook is clear and the future holds no more terrors for me. Just existing,
life without joy, without real meaning does not appeal to me at all. | am
very tired of waking up each morning wondering if | will be worked for
nothing again today, or wondering if | will be insulted, humiliated,
injured, or even done to death today. [...] We must destroy the
malefactor and root out all of his ideals, moralities, and institutions. It is
to this end that | have long since dedicated myself, to extinguish forever
the lights of a perverted science in any way that | can, by any and all
means. To accomplish this we can no longer woo false gods or invoke
half measures. Please understand that though | would miss you and all the
others, though I love you dearly, | do not want to live in this world as it is.
(99-100)
Here Hassine’s notion of playing the opposites makes any easy consumptidtsoh3ac
sentiment impossible; are these words addressed to his mother, or do they serve to
provoke a response in the censors who will read them before passing the letter on to her?
Inviting state repression, Jackson refigures subjectivity as the pribcesagh which

power expends its energies surveying the activities of a single, compromiseduali
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Jackson thus makes of his subjectivity a chronicle of the American state’s
determination to punish, silence, and ultimately, to kill. He understands his identity as
yet another methodology of control, one that circumscribes his movements and disallow
change. Ultimately, identity represents a confrontation with state gythBrom his
perspective, the notion of an autobiography in which self-revelation climaxesdoriee
confounds its purported purpose; the very concept of the individual serves as a
mechanism for state repression. In his letters, American historysresalhew and
darker version of the individual, one not present in Frederick Douglass’s nariabive.
Jackson, there is no viable, visible possibility of freedom within the United States. T
notion of individuality is already bankrupt, linked to a history of capitalism and
democracy that has failed to live up to its own ideals. Because the notion of the
individual marks the state’s methodology for identifying criminality—tengrality
which is assigned according to racist, dehumanizing principles—capitulatioa to t
rhetoric of individuality only reinforces state logic.

The Prison-House of Languagswever unwittingly, Jameson’s title connects
the burgeoning academic interest in language as the material of stodievit
contemporaneous expansion of the prison-industrial complex. In the closing lines of his
preface, Jameson speculates about the lessons to be gleaned from a thorough working-
through of structuralism’s ahistorical models: “We have tended to take tempfual
granted,” he writes. “Where everything is historical, the idea of histeelf has seemed
to empty of content. Perhaps that is, indeed, the ultimate propadeutic value of the
linguistic model: to renew our fascination with the seeds of time” (xi). Cansickhe

prominence the prison plays in the years surrounding the publicatidred®rison-
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House of Languagenot to mention the widespread protests and sometimes violent
resistance movements that engulfed the United States and other parts olb ¢hat ghat
time, it is striking that Fredric Jameson employs Nietzsche’s phréiseutreflecting in
any significant way on the historical moment in which he writes. Readeiseatepf the
book’s front matter might only be able to conclude & Prison-House of Language
must have been composed somewhere in the western hemisphere at some point in the
latter half of the twentieth century.

Without hypothesizing a direct relationship between George Jackson'’s relative
obscurity amongst academicians, as compared to the wealth of interest uagjang
based” theoretical frameworks championed by the Language Regime, it iseleset
worth noting that the study of critical theory in the last decades of thei¢tteoentury
mirrors the growth of the prison regime. Jackson'’s letters have left a pdiigeay
unmatched by the work of Humanities scholars dealing in theory. Brian Conniff
convincingly argues that Jackson’s assassination led to the rebellion at Neés Yor
Attica Prison in September of 1971, perhaps the most significant prison rebellion in U.S.
history® In addition, by attracting the attention of Angela Davis and other prison
activists, Jackson’s resistance and writing has helped to establish htheydson
reform and, more recently, the prison abolitionist movements of the pasydarty.

Even without JamesonRrison-House of Languagéhe fact that America’s
massive acceleration in its rates of incarceration follows virtuallgdh®e time historical
timeline as in the expanding interest related modes of critical inquiry pogmssse

guestions regarding the political implications of theory’s rise. In an updatezhword”

19 Conniff, 161-171.
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to hisLiterary Theory(1996; 1983), Terry Eagleton notes the historical relationship
between critical theory’s inceptive years and the mass political mongmokthe late
1960s and early 1970s, the years when Jameson wrote hRrsen-House This was,
Eagleton writes, “a period in which new social forces were consolidatirtgircgtobal
struggles (such as revolutionary nationalism) were intensifying, and anew,
heterogeneous body of students and teachers was flooding into academia” (191).
Unfortunately, the engagements that followed this promising beginning failethg¢p br
about the political changes desired by many of theory’s earliest praastiéwéhat
happened... was not a defeat for this project, which has indeed been gathering
institutional strength ever since, but a defeat for the political forces whghally
underpinned the new evolutions in literary theory” (Eagleton, 192). Safely seqdestere
within the familiar (though perhaps slightly less phallogocentric, and in s@lsees not
quite as lily-white) ivory towers it once aspired to dismantle, consumeelimtes over
theoretical politics (rather than the real-world political implicatidrety might bring to
bear on life outside academia), the historical significance of crihealy’s rise remains
unclear. Theory, Eagleton notes, “has too often acted as a modish substitute fai politic
activity, in an age when such activity has been on the whole hard to come by; and having
started life as an ambitious critique of our current ways of life, it nowtdnsdo end up
as a complacent consecration of them” (206).

In the decades that have passed since the publicatidred?rison-House of
Language some practitioners of theory have thus wondered whether energies spent
debating various theoretical points might be better directed toward the orgemafat

social movements designed to effect change. During critical the@g sorprominence,
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the American prison system “relocated” vast proportions of largely urbaoritedly
underprivileged minority groups. “From 1974 to 2002,” writes David Matlin, bracketing
years that might as readily chart critical theory’s ascendanay &icademia’s margins to
its privileged disciplinary status in the Humanities, “the number of inmateatenastd
federal prisons increased six-fold” (Matlin, xxix). Read alongside &egagkson’s
letters, the aspirations that drive Frederic Jameson'’s critiqudifPrison-House of
Languagethus shoulder bitter ironies. Jameson prefaces his investigation by noting that
his “guiding thread and permanent preoccupation... has been to clarify the relationships
possible between synchronic methods of Saussurean linguistics and the alines
and history itself” (x). In his reference to the “synchronic methods of Saassure
linguistics,” Jameson refers to the imaginative leap that begins Ferdia&@alidsure’s
investigations: Saussure freezes the solitary speech act in timetiegteand
investigating its linguistic components as static objects, immune to teebotomd
constraints that influence those who speak. Given Jameson’s sensitivity gkshe ri
posed by methodologies that bleach history’s stains and blemishes from theredrefe
objects of study, the lack of historical references in his own text is puzalioghere
does Jameson comment on the tumultuous national and international events occurring at
the same time that his book reaches print.

Despite the political concerns that drillee Prison-House of Language
Jameson’s text thus presages critical theory’s drift toward waetee, its migration away
from mass movements of national and international scale to self-contained, caimgjbal
disputes. In contrast, Jackson’s letters arrive steeped in chronologitafiesystamped

with dates that reinforce time’s absolute rule over prison-bound compositions. Barry
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Conniff claims that Jackson’s first bodkoledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George
Jackson(1971), contains “more than four years” of letters that Conniff describes as
“largely uneventful” (158). Though this assessment appears to dismiss autial t
elements explored in the pages that follow, Conniff's chronological measurement of
Jackson’s correspondence points, perhaps unwittingly, to the faSidleatad Brother
remains stubbornly rooted to the mysteries of time’s passage. The dataarthatch
letter signal the critical, undeniable, insurmountable force of history, dgacally
clearandopaque presence whose mysteries Jackson’s writings pursue relentlessly and
obsessively.

This obsession with history and chronology is not unique to Jackson’s prison
letters, but commonly found in texts generated by imprisoned intellectuals. Inemo oth
context does time appear so crucial to composition as in the prison itself, wherein a
“sentence” cannot refer to a linguistic unit alone, but must also inevitably eonjur
chronological measuresL#&e Without Parole Within the time-bound passages of
Jackson'’s letters, language games and hidden transcripts rest upon imreadsaa@d
threats of violence. These features arise before or beyond structigésignchronic,”
ahistorical concerns, the confounding features of which Jameson attempts to imnravel
The Prison-House of Languag&ven as they frequently fail to comment upon his
immediate surroundings or the sequence of events that have unfolded, Jacksm’s letter
make manifest the historical forces that mold experience.

Such pressures compound or distort the relative importance of the most minute
decisions and details, words and images, speakers and identities. Jacksonihlstte

condense with startling clarity the conflict between history and langttzjeconvoluted
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instrument by which humans rend meaning as if endeavoring to steal timenfrem t
itself. Attempting to communicate in and through the violence of the prison regime,
Jackson’s texts posit the prison as incinerator. Fueled by America’sdodggy faith in
self-reliance, its autobiographical tradition, its perpetual vulneralaliophs capitalizing
on notions of personal responsibility, the prison sets flame to America’s prized
mythologies. Sifting through the ash and cinders, forging conclusions from the grison’
kiln, the letters oBSoledad Brothelocate in the cancerous cells of the American penal
colony the political concerns that consume critical theory’s most ardent toawverself-
righteous critics.

Into this same kiln is cast the life stories of the writers who contributedk for
Me in the Whirlwingthe collective autobiography investigated in the chapter that
follows. If George Jackson “worked the butcher shop to death,” the authaftsirbivind
place identity on the butcher block. Their text carves revolutionary possibildrasiie
body of thought that has preferred to place the individual on trial at the expense of her

peers and her society.
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2 On the Narrative Prosthetics of Dismembered Sitbje
Butcher Shop Tactics and Radical Aesthetics iCbkective
Autobiography of the New York 21

The virtual disappearance lobok For Me in the Whirlwind: The Collective
Autobiography of the New York 21971) hardly registers in the list of bitter ironies that
emerge from the government’s persecution of the Black PantherPattlirlwind's
publication served as a curious addendum to an infamous trial. Nearly two yesars af
their arrest, 21 Black Panthers, members of the party’s New York offices asguitted
of a laundry list of charges, including alleged conspiracies to assassinategffdiers,
bomb department stores and city parks, and command legions of revolutionarg guerill
fighters trained in urban warfare. The book appears to have been rushed to press by
publishers eager to capitalize on the defendants’ quickly vanishing fame. xdegnsof
the 21 named in the indictment contribute to the volume’s 11 parts. Editing errors
abound, identities are confused, and the book’s 11 parts do not follow a clear structure.
These shortcomings may in part account for the fact that tedaiylwind seems to have
been nearly laid to rest in the graveyard American history reserves fondots of its
pogroms and purges against political dissidents, its acts of racial violencenacdige
terror.

On the other handhirlwind is clearly designed by its authors as a political
instrument to resist these attempts to erase history. Facing nareattvehetorical

frameworks that whitewash the role played by the state’s surveillance and

20| am thinking of the many unjust arrests, endléaist imprisoned innocents, victims of violenceda
lives wasted as a result of the government’s cagmpagainst the Panthers; in truth, the exampletoare
numerous to list briefly.
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counterintelligence apparatuses in order to condemn the defendants’ efforts to provoke
real and lasting political change, the New York 21 search for alteenatdes. Despite

the publisher’s apparent disinterest in the literary aspirations of its ajiiariwind

serves as an experimental text, the culmination of an attempt to constrsgitiardi
literature from inside the state’s oppressive juridical and prison regirsesollective
autobiographical structure constitutes a literary, poetic response to gragent's own
storytelling, undermining the prosecution’s attempts to control the narratensidtories

and identities. Like the guilt-ridden, criminalized identity assigned by #te ahd
challenged through the textual maneuvers of George Jackson’s prison letters, the
collective text created iWhirlwind confronts the hypostatized language the state uses to
describe so-called legal forms of free speech, political protest, and comnutiuty a
Composed as the authors await the conclusion of their trial, enriched by the dlistoric
circumstances of a nation reacting to widespread civic unrest, thoroughlyonbgritee
constraints captivity force8yhirlwind is a work of considerable complexity and subtlety,
an innovative text marked by both political and writerly disobedience. Harlem Elospit
known as the “butcher shop” by thi¢hirlwind contributors who have grown up in its
shadow, provides a common point of reference in their narratives; this edifice also
provides a useful metaphor that captures the experimental forms of represehtat
autobiographical project employs. Its unconventional structure takes on artiapglari
subjectivity’: the parts and prosthesis donated by individual contributors cannot be

severed from the newly-formed composite textual body, a deceptive entity that

21 Though the phrase “apparitional subjectivity” sisattee adjective “apparitional” with Terry Castle’s
“apparitional lesbian"The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality &atern Culture Columbia
UP, 1995), | intend this term to refer specificathyphenomena that emerge through forms of collecti
authorship practiced Whirlwind and explored in the chapter that follows.
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counteracts government intervention by projecting a myth of organizationalimiey
simultaneously shielding its contributors from further persecution at the hargs of t

State.

Collective Identity as Repression, Collective Idigras Resistance

In his book-length exploration of the radical notions of freedom that emerge
through prison experiences and spaces of capfiuifive Thought: Prison Movements,
Race, and the Meaning of Justi@®04), Michael Hames-Garcia notes t4tirlwind
embodies, “a collectivist conception of the self,” one that it is “committed to exmpl
solidarity” (194-5). As envisioned Whirlwind, the construction of this “collectivist
self” involves a careful erosion of the seemingly natural boundaries betweemtimse
speak and those who remain silent. Gathering strength through its simultaneous
unification and dispersal of such fundamental storytelling components a®narrat
narrative Whirlwind asks us to question upon whose authority one speaks, and who the
purported authorities speak for. This structure reproduces the strategies purheed by
police and the prosecuting attorneys in the case itsePerdversions of Justic®eter L.
Zimroth’s study of the trial, the author observes that, “Even before the proaf aths
the [New York 21] defendants were lumped together, the fact that they werelallege
Black Panther terrorists obliterating the differences among them” (33)owgh the
prosecution would on numerous occasions single out particular defendants as leaders or
key organizers behind specific conspiracies, the “complex solidarity” gegpia
Whirlwind ultimately coincides with the prosecution’s legal strategy of collective

criminality. This prosecutorial strategy marks a departure from themyoeat's
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preceding campaigns against the Panthers. Previous arrests had targepeofitegh
individuals in an effort to neutralize the most visible members of the padgrehip; in
the arrest and prosecution of the New York 21, government officials hoped to destroy the
New York branch and the Black Panther Party itself by defining it as areirthe
criminal organization.

This effort began as a secret project within the New York City Police Departme
a fact that further distinguishes the case of the New York 21 from more notorious
counterintelligence campaigns conducted by the FBI. Whereas FBI ageetr to
have been well-versed in the surveillance of particular individuals, the NYPD hie a |
interest in maintaining distinctions between the defendants. And while the FBianay
found that the activities of the New York Panthers constituted no substantial hationa
security threats, the NYPD had a great stake in penetrating locatgdaditganizations to
ensure its own positions of power and influence. As evidenced by the corruption
scandals that emerged alongside the trial of the New York 21, NYPD undercovasoffice
were more familiar with techniques of participation and entrapment tha¢ e line
between infiltrators and suspects, activists and provocateurs, participdmslize
informants, than with surveillance as such; in many cases, the police andithigialcr
targets became virtually indistinguishable. As early as November of 1968s stbr
widespread corruption within the department began appearing regularly in thmapews
In the years that followed, the rivalry between local and state officialsivbeuteflected
in the state’s repeated attempts to intervene in (and extend its oversidjat afy’s law
enforcement operations. Most famously, the divulgences of NYPD undercover officer

Frank Serpico (subsequently shot in the face during a heroin bust in an apparent setup by
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fellow officers) would lead to the creation of the Knapp Commission to investigate
corruption within the NYPD. Police efforts to control gambling syndicates arttige

trade proved most susceptible to corruption. Interestingly, this fact mayrtwivated
unscrupulous officers in the undercover bureau to repress the Black PanthehPsety; t
same vices were targeted by the Panthers, including members of the New York 21, who
(as discussed later in this chapter) recognized that drugs in particul@uteot to the

social and economic devastation of Black neighborhoods, and who took dramatic
measures to suppress their influence.

The extensive operations the NYPD staged from within the New York branches
of the Black Panthers followed the protocols established in related campaigngredenfil
gambling and drug syndicates. Department officers vigilantly pursued persaoaads
and advancements by modeling illegal activities where none had previouslyed¢eund
by provoking, exaggerating, or hyperbolizing whatever hints of illegality coufdurel.

In the process, the NYPD’s methods seriously damaged the credibility of theatrim
legal system and produced what was at that time the longest, most expensivestaial
history; nonetheless, the NYPD also helped craft narratives of Black rswhi@and
leftist extremism while overseeing the debilitation of the Black Paithgay. Crucial to
these efforts was a relatively new strategy of collectiveinghty, one that claimed to
uncover violent Panther conspiracies at the heart of the party itself, but thiatlea
more than a repackaging of racist fears and stereotypes in order to bu¢ctegrutation
of Black activists, broadly speaking. This strategy would define the prosecutas®s
and the police department’s investigations of the Panthers. In the defendants’

appropriation of collective criminality as a textual device, this concepfralses the
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collective strategiegvhirlwind pursues as a text, modes of resistance and subterfuge
founded upon de-individuated radical action, casting shadows and concealing
independent actions.

Murray Kempton’s study of the trial,he Briar Patch(1973), outlines the role
collective criminality plays in the case. In one particularly staytixample of the
government’s tendency to view the defendants through the lens of collectivity, the
prosecuting attorneys cannot keep the defendants straight; after Dharubarioupts
the court proceedings and accuses the judge of racism, Mr. Phillips, attortiey for
prosecution, attempts to identify him as the offending party:

THE DEFENDANT MOORE: This is a farce. You're a racist
judge—a racist pig judge.

JUSTICE MURTAGH: What is the name of the defendant who
spoke out there?

MR. PHILLIPS: Your Honor, Lumumba Shakur and the gentleman
standing next to him.

JUSTICE MURTAGH: This gentleman who is number two, what
is his name?

MR. PHILLIPS: Tabor, | believe, Michael Tabor.

And Moore, defendant number two, confused at this sign that Mr.
Phillips, otherwise master of their intimacies, could not tell any one of
them from any other, could only shout back, “You can include me,” at
which there was applause and Justice Murtagh cleared the courtroom.

(Kempton, 39-40)
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Ironically, the confusion of identities that typifies the prosecution’s effortsiminalize
“the Panthergs an organizatiohthus provides the defendants with the means of
establishing their own textual defens&ghirlwind constitutes a similarly collective,
associative strategy as a subversive position from which to organize andneprese
resistance’”

The original dust jacket explains the book’s content as follows: “Sixteen of the
original New York Panther 21 defendants, indicted in April of 1969 for allegedly
‘plotting to bomb public places,’ collectively tell us their stofy. The curious difference
between the number of autobiographies announced in the book’s title and the number of
authors listed on the dust jacket may leave readers wondering at collecbvegraphy
as a textual equation capable of multiplying the contributions of 16 narrators inte 21 lif
stories. Haywood Burns’ introduction Yhirlwind fails to mention the calculations
necessary to make this odd equation functional. “In these pages the defendants in the
New York Panther trial reclaim their personalities and we get to seeatéendividual
people,” Burns writes. “In their own voices they trace in poignant detail theslike
continues, “and we come to feel we know the defendants as people” (vii). The
apprehension echoing in his promises to allow readers to “see [the defendants] as

individual people” and “know the defendants as people” underscores the fundamental

22 As Kuwasi Balagoon notes in his opening statemaring the Brinks trial, Sekou Odinga, Bilal Sunni-
Ali, Cecilio Ferguson, Jamal Joseph, Silvia Baraldind lliana Robinson were tried under the RICD a
for their supposed participation in the robberadrinks armored vehicle(soldier’s story 33).

2 The original 21 included Lumumba Shakur, Afeni Siralohoruba Bin Wahad, Kwando Kinshasa,
Cetewayo, Ali Bey Hassan, Abayama Katara, Sundiatdi, Curtis Powell, Robert Collier, Baba Odinga,
Shaba Om, Joan Bird, Jamal, Lonnie Epps, Lee Bbtspina, Sekou Odinga, Larry Mack, Kuwasi
Balagoon, and Richard Harris. The sixteen includé&hirlwind were Balagoon, Bird, Cetewayo, Collier,
Bin Wahad, Harris, Hassan, Jamal, Katara, Kinsiadimga, Om, Powell, Afeni Shakur, Lumumba
Shakur, and Acoli; thirteen would go through thérertrial and be acquitted.



134

crisis of subject formation central to the text's constructinirlwind asserts that the
body—of the individual, as well as the body of the text that attempts to account for the
individual—is the site of violence, its features marked by dismemberment, sexera
amputation. What kind of subject formation can include the excluded narrators, the
members of the New York 21 not included/ifhirlwind, whose apparitions nonetheless
haunt its pages? What textual prostheses or forms of ventriloqy can produce, from the
same fragments, personalized, de-personalized life stories?

These questions receive little attention in the few book rewghigwind
received upon publication. TiNew York Timestates that the book contains “not so
much the moving individual story as... a cacophony of voices chorusing their protest so
loudly that one is deafened,” an effect contributing, in the reviewer’s mind, to thesbook’
so-called “clamorous disharmony” (Carew 1971). And yet, consider agaiartbas
mathematics involved in the discrepancy between the subtitle of theTimkollective
Autobiography of the New York,2dnd the book’s sixteen contributors; whatTivaes
dismisses with the phrase “clamorous disharmony” fails to account for quafities
text that cannot be subsumed or integrated into already familiar models of the
autobiography.Whirlwind practices resistance through the dispersal of individual
identities: sixteen individual contributors accept responsibility for teestibries of their
five missing compatriots, sprinkling their own recollections throughout eleven nunbere
sections so that only the most dedicated readers can connect one person’swigmnaory
previous memory attributed to the very same person.

Although some sections seem to have been arranged according to a loosely-

defined theme, they begin and end without clear purpose or reason. “Part 1” would
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appear to be the most cohesive section. It contains brief autobiographicaésketc
speakers talk at vastly differing lengths while rarely deviating fiterautobiographical
theme, although one defendant, Joan Bird, doesn't talk at all, and isn’t introduced until
“Part 2.” Other defendants speak twice in “Part 1.” The use of aliases furthe
complicates readers’ efforts to account for the ownership of the book’s narrative
fragments; contributors with chosen names are first listed with their choses aad
their given (or what some of the narrators would call their slave) names, and
subsequently referred to by their chosen names; but this pattern does not abbld for
contributors. As discrete identities become lost or confused in the midst of the cross
hatched narratives that give them life, the collective contributions of thersiséem to
multiply exponentially, as if the book represents not one, two, or sixteen narrators, but a
virtual army of revolutionaries, not a single one of whom can be fully disentamgted f
the collective, revolutionary, textual body he or she seems to occupy.

Such details regarding the book’s construction raise crucial questions that
venerable, influential cultural gatekeepers such abléve York Time#ail to consider.
Of particular interest is the fact that the interpenetrating, multiplglagndividuating
author-collective found iWVhirlwind represents a textual illusion quite distinct from the
history of the defendants and the case itself. The refusal dfrttesto take the notion
of collective autobiography seriously, and the apparent readiness to assutine tha
book’s confounding structure represents a failure rather than a self-consarefis)\c
deployed rhetorical structure, indicates the deeply-rooted cultural beaseg its
authors. Perhaps the notion that a successfully-constructed collective autgbyogey

by definition demand the surrendering of selfhood to a “cacophonous disharmony”
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disrupts notions of authorship that remain fundamental to the marketing and publishing of
literature as such.

Whatever literary ideologies contribute to this reception, the work of government
agents in framing the Black Panthers as a criminal organization magoatsibute to the
damning review produced by th@nes By playing into and off of the prosecution’
claims of collective guilt without commenting on the crimes of which its dnritrs
have been accused/hirlwinds textually-forged harmony conceals its own artifice,
disguising the misrepresentations or elisions required in order for the contrifoutors
present themselves as a unified group. In its refusal to answer the govesnragatis
accusations while presenting a composite body unified in its resistance tat¢hé¢he
challenges and provocations made in and by this text bear a direct relationship to the
circumstances surrounding its creatigvhirlwind refuses to distinguish between
“authentic” Panther activities and those faked, provoked, or otherwise manipulated by
government agents. Its innovative features are not borne of a purely avant-garde
enthusiasm for the new or the difficult, but of necessity, fear, oppression, and
revolutionary resistance. The performance of unity Wairlwind exhibits confounds
and conflicts with the government’s ultimately successful efforts tbuira and disable
the Panthers as an organization.

As the following sections will discuss in greater dethirlwind severs certain
historical truths as readily as it disposes with traditional forms ofegiesentation.
Despite the supposed “disharmony” reviewers may claim to discover in itsdragd
sections, what remains most striking about the text is its effective perfoenod unity.

The emergence of collective authorshiWhirlwind defies the history of its protagonists
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and contributors. In the process, this “collective autobiography” represemsikable
response to government persecution. Its disparate sections suture the government’
covert attempts at destroying the Black Panthers and the Black Limekétivement to
the transformative concepts of selfhood emerging in and through disintegratiagyli
conventions. Despite the crucial textual, historical labor performed by thisitex
known genealogies with which literary historians trace the legacies ofatve
American writing in the wake of the Civil Rights Movement incliieirlwind. If this
near-disappearance mimics the elision of the prison regime’s expansiom&sim
accounts of recent American literary history, perhaps a re-imaginihgsdfistory,
beginning withwWhirlwind as a foundational text, can begin the corrective work necessary
for an understanding of the crucial function the prison plays in the preservation and
proliferation of the economic, racial, and gendered divides that define poweridgnam

both within the United States, and in its interventions abroad.

Shadowed by the State / The State’'s Shadow

If the text ofWhirlwind evokes a sense of “disharmony” for some readers, the
history of the government’s effort to infiltrate and destroy the Blaoktier Party’s New
York branches should elicit a more distinct sense of disquiet. Though its prirans ac
remain low-level officers charged with infiltrating the party, the pdwexolitical
interests involved in the events surrounding the case have grave implications for the
organization of dissident political groups in the United States. Needless toesay, th
existent archive fails to document in any comprehensive way the role playeddmsva

high-powered individuals in the case of the New York 21. Like the covert operations
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discussed with regard to the prison letters of George Jackson in Chapter 1, the events that
lead to the publication aivhirlwind remain cloaked in mystery.

Nonetheless, the intricate, largely unmapped web of alliances and betrayals
through whichwhirlwind emerges provides a crucial foundation from which to begin
constructing this document’s relationship to contemporary American history and
literature. The butchered forms of identity and subjectivity that lie behipdliscation
anticipate the textual dismemberment tdtirlwind embodies. The book’s origins can
be located in the effort to repress the New York Black Panthers, an effdretieat with
the founding of the city’s first branches in April of 1968. The case against the Nd&w Yo
21 became public just a year later, on April 2, 1969, when squadrons of NYPD officers
conducted predawn raids to arrest fifteen Black Panthers on a laundry listggszhar
including the conspiracy to commit bombings, assassinations, and other “teridgst” a
Other Panthers charged in the case were already in custody or would be capheed in t
months that followed; a few whose names appeared on arrest warrants remained in
hiding. The trial dragged on for over two years; on May 13, 1971, the defendants were
acquitted. Whirlwind was published a few months later.

Although the operation leading to the arrest of the New York 21 coincided and
eventually overlapped with nation-wide FBI COINTELPROSs (counter-inteltige
programs) initiated by FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover against Black revoluigsnshe
New York Panthers owe their particular misfortune to the NYPD’s long iatoa
experience in the “neutralization” of political dissidents. At a time wheddpartment

was beset by allegations of corruption, the case of the New York 21 redirected media
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attention away from the NYPD’s own crim&s Accusations of gambling and drug
smuggling within the department centered on the Bureau of Special ServiB€338),
the same secretive unit assigned to spy on the Panthers. Once known as the “Radical
Bureau” for its efforts in taking down political activists, this division had-established
contacts that specialized in the surveillance of black political organizationsg whos
experiences predated the Black Panther Party itself. Previous explaitkeohel
thorough infiltration of the Nation of Islam. Eugene Roberts, a BOSS operative and
Panther infiltrator who would testify against the New York 21, was a veteran in the
disassembling of Black political organizations. Roberts claimed not only to have
witnessed Malcolm X’s assassination, but to have attempted to resuscitedénivié
himself (Zimroth 1974, 170).

Many of the helping hands involved in establishing the Panthers’ New York
offices were experienced police operatives like Roberts. “The police otabis
official in the history of the New York Branch of the Black Panther Party, rdjur
Kempton writes. “Its character was painted by district attorneys; wbatds it has were
compiled by policemen; even the strongest bond its protagonists would share vas final
owing to their prosecutors [and] the Department of Corrections” (Kempton, 42-3). In
The COINTELPRO Papefd990, 2002), Ward Churchill and Jim Vander Wall note that
“at least five police infiltrators—Eugene Roberts, Ralph White, CarlbsvAed, Roland
Hayes, and Wilbert Thomas—had moved into the New York BPP from almost the

moment it was established... in April 1968” (361). As police plots against the Panthers

%4 Robert Daley’s booRarget Blue: An Insider’s View of the NYRDelacorte, 1973) covers these
scandals in some detail, including corruptions stigmtions involving gambling and narcotics, while
providing a glimpse into the department’s use efghess (Daley, a writer and journalist, was hivgdhe
NYPD to serve as media liaison) to shape publiciopi
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intensified leading up to (and following) the arrest of the New York 21, the division
between Panther-initiated plans and those initiated by infiltrators beoamasingly
muddled. The entanglements between infiltrators and the suspects they sctutiake

it difficult to separate provocations from supposedly authentic, Panthetaditia

activities: “The obvious danger in police methods like [those used against the New York
Black Panthers] is that the police are... promoting the very activities theliesagre

trying to prevent,” writes Peter Zimroth. As an example, he cites an peratiated

by BOSS operative Wilbert Thomas in August of 1969, while members of the Ndw Yor
21 already languished in jail and party members struggled to raise the fuadsamgdor

their defense. Zimroth explains that Thomas “supplied a map of [a] hotel and laatar” t
could be used to rob the hotel. Several Panthers were then arrested for plannihg a hote
robbery (62). If the ethical standards in such an example appear suspect, it politi
stance taken in the Panthers’ party platform sounds, in comparison, like standatd ethic
“We believe that this racist government has robbed us and now we are demanding the
overdue debt of forty acres and two mules... We will accept payment in currency which
will be distributed to our many communities” (Jones 1998, 473).

The Panthers’ engagement with the logic of reparations began to unravel as the
impact of police infiltration and provocation forced members underground and consumed
the Party’s energy in endless legal battles. Although such battles provided brie
opportunities for political performances and theatrical protests that exasgobss
imbalances and prejudices built into the justice establishment (the infamous l@inding
gagging of Bobby Seale during the trial of the Chicago 8 in November of 1969, for

example), they also mired Party members in layers of legalistic doubkesjrethe case
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of the New York 21, the defendants were forced to downplay notions that they advocated
an “over-all plan to harass and destroy the power structure,” despite the falcistipén
was integral to the image the Black Panther Party held for its supportetshss its
detractors (Zimroth 1974, 238). Confronted with a court system based on a code of
morals and a system of self-representation inimical to their collectovendividual
identities, the Panthers faced fundamental challenges to their cawefallght claims of
authenticity. “The defendants could not have it both ways,” Zimroth writes. “Theg c
not... present themselves as serious, committed, idealist revolutionaries aéhensa
that their lawyers were emphasizing their disorganization, confusion, lack of enoget
and seeming lack of purpose” (172). Thus did the prosecution and the defense contribute
to the butchering of reputations, both the reputations of the individual defendants, and the
reputation of the Black Panther Party. Aside from the existential questions of
authenticity and identification raised inside the courtroom, the mere fasotinaany
Panthers were placed under arrest proved devastating to their political denkigh
bail set for Panther defendants (most of whom would be acquitted in cases thatigpea
exposed government attempts to manipulate justice) eviscerated Panthshipaaiel
redirected its organizing efforts toward fundraising for bail or for ldgénse,
effectively decimating the community programs that had been the paxgtsimportant
organizing tools (Zimroth, 172).

Even before the arrests in the case of the New York 21, just months after the
founding of the city’s first party offices, numerous New York Panthers langdisehind
bars. The Harlem branch became the center of activity, in part thanks to thienreat

efforts of the BOSS undercover agents that staffed its office. Thestseésulted in the
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recruitment of Kwando Kinshasa, known to prosecutors as William King. Kinshasa
would become a central target of police surveillance; his training as MdtiBe

alarmed police officers, as it had prepared him for the authorship of a manual on urban
guerilla warfare submitted as evidence for the prosecution during theAsa.defender
and emissary of the United States during his years in the Marines, Kinshreshaya
surprisingly thorough education in the use of overt and clandestine force to spread U.S.
influence abroad. Firstin Panama, and then in Guatemala, he had witnessed at close
range the American effort to suppress revolutionary movements that threatened t
overthrow regimes supported by the United States; in addition, Kinshasa reddbaize

his political and ideological leanings shared more with the indigenous revolutionary
movements shaking Central America than with the mythical promises of thecAmer
republic he represented while in uniforWlgirlwind, 217-222).

Kempton writes that Kinshasa was “at first so distrusted that only [undercove
police officer Eugene] Roberts’ recommendation finally won him admittge&y. The
ironic fact that an undercover officer had vouched for a new Panther recruit subgequentl
charged with conspiring to commit various violent crimes epitomizes the polioasac
leading to the trial of the New York 21. Peter Zimroth concludes that the case of the
Panther 21 was part of a plan to “emphasize the criminality of the Paashans
organizatiori (46). Though certain individuals such as Kwando Kinshasa drew special
attention from investigators, the prosecution hoped to use the presence of such
individuals within the party to emphasize its collective criminality. Indé&edh the
government’s perspective, this criminality was indisputable; its own agadtbeen

pushing, provoking, advocating, and initiating illegal activities from within dréyP
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itself. While explaining government strategies employed during thedriederal agent
interviewed by Zimroth claims that media coverage of earlier cases tagmiasis Black
Panther leaders too frequently focused on the individuals themselves. When Panther
leaders successfully fought off the charges against them, their popularityeand t
popularity of the party was merely enhanced (46). The case of the New York 21 was
designed to counteract such outcomes by thoroughly dissecting the organizatnotiefr
rank-and-file members of the New York branches to the lead organizersthesni

order to criminalize the party as a whole. When New York District AttoFmagk

Hogan announced the 156 charges filed against the New York 21 defendants, he
presented accusations the government hoped to ratify as facts chronicledein futur
histories of the Black Panthers and the resistance movements for which tteslyaser
vanguard. To further this cause, Hogan had hand-picked Supreme Court Justice John M.
Murtagh to handle the case. Hogan believed that Justice Murtagh would be mbk& capa
of upholding a facade of impartiality while remaining faithful to the police dieyzent

and its witnesses. Early in his career, the NYPD was Murtagh’s own place ofyempl
fact, he faced indictment during his tenure there for his failure, while seasing
commissioner of investigation, to scrutinize a gambling scandal that occurrechishde
watch. As Murray Kempton explains, the police had once spared Judge Murtagh the
humiliation of an arrest; thereafter he was known for treating policentasyi as though

he possessed an “undamaged faith in the word of anyone in uniform,” a charattexist
prosecutors believed might lend itself most generously to the collective fhygieey

wished to write for the accused. (28).
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Such complicated, overdetermined efforts to control the outcome of the case
provide further support for the importanceVghirlwind as a counter-narrative. Evidence
of the supposed criminality of the New York Panthers rested to a large eptanthe
testimony of police infiltrators. Despite the eventual acquittal of thendehts,
dominant narratives frequently associated with the BPP can be traced valténee
these agents presented during the trial. For example, police agent Ralplpk&sénted
a view of the divisions within the Party frequently repeated in subsequent histbers w
he testified that, “There were those... on the political side of the party... andahen y
had the people who were more or less like the military part of the party”’gi¢em
238)%°

Though widely accepted as an accurate description of the Panthers’ disioegra
White’s simplistic analysis masks the roles he and other provocateurs played in
engineering this division and in bolstering the image of the Panthers as a violent
organization. White attempted to prove himself to other members of the Party by
championing militancy: “If someone said, “What we got to do is start icing pigs,”

I’'m going to say, “Right on, yeah™ ” (Kempton, 225). Nonetheless, Afeni Shakur
believed he was a policeman; she shared this belief with her husband and head of the
Harlem branch, Lumumba Shakur. After learning of her accusations, Whiteatibastr

his anger by firing his gun into tabletops at the Ellsmere Tenants Councd héhand
Lumumba had been working for tenants’ rights, a show of bravado intended to

demonstrate beyond question the authenticity of his revolutionary fervor. Nonetheless,

25 A useful chronicle of the disagreements betweepasgdly “militant” and “political” factions can be
found in Ollie A. Johnson's article, “Explainingettibemise of the Black Panther Party: The Role of
Internal Factors,” imThe Black Panther Party Reconsideredited by Charles E. Jones (Black Classics
Press, 1998), 391-409.
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Lumumba Shakur seems to have suspected White as well, incorporating in his
interactions with the undercover officer a tactic commonly utilized by peaders who
suspected an infiltrator (and a tactic that may have exacerbated potieptjmars of the
Panthers’ violent tendencies): Shakur offered him access to dynamite andesigges
make use of it. His assumption was that, if White were indeed an informers arrest
raids would soon follow (Kempton, 222-225).

White performed most convincingly for his fellow law enforcement officers.
According to the principles governing the NYPD’s undercover methods, EugenesRobert
remained unaware that White worked for the same department he did. This mutual
ignorance allowed department superiors to solicit surveillance from onerdffat
would indicate the performance of his fellow undercover peer. In their efforts to
authenticate themselves, it appears that the violence these “perfoathensated (or, in
an incident discussed later in this chapter, enacted) not only influenced one another’s
behaviors and perceptions, but likely influenced the Party itself. BOSS undercover
officer Eugene Roberts classified his fellow BOSS undercover offidphR#hite as “a
bad mother in his reports to superiors. For his part, White said to his superiors of
Roberts, “If you blow in his ear, he’'d kill someone™ (Zimroth, 67). The notion that a
division between militancy and politics divided the Panthers thus cannot be edtricate
from the role played by government infiltrators and provocateurs such as Roberts and
White, who advocated violence and fostered disputes over appropriate forms of action.

At the same time that the Black Panthers presented the NYPD with an opportunity
to deflect attention away from the department’s own scandals, additional cosigsver

rattling the New York City and New York state political landscapes predeatvert
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operatives and agencies with unique opportunities to influence longstanding Ipolitica
rivalries. The most visible rivalry came from within the Republican Pit&yor John
Lindsay had frequently sparred with his fellow Republican, New York GovernooiNels
Rockefeller. Though it may be impossible to pinpoint from precisely what lafijjatse

of power’s upper-reaches plots were incubated and hatched, it is hard to dismiss the
likelihood that political actors with diverse interests attempted to influgeceity’s
affairs. Indeed, the machinations surrounding the arrésthaiwind's contributors
suggest that there was far more at stake for New York’s political leditethe ensuing
spectacle of the trial itself or the destruction of the Black Panthers agamzation.

For his part, Rockefeller’s transition from foreign policy advisor to domestic
politician traces the simultaneous transfer of the counterrevolutionaigstatthe Cold
War into the domestic sphere. As the Co-ordinator for Inter-American éffam
1940-1944, Rockefeller was responsible for extending American influence throughout
South America; from 1954-55, Rockefeller served the Eisenhower Administration on the
Operations Coordinating Board of the National Security Council, whose dutiededcl
oversight of the Central Intelligence Agency. In his bdbk Phoenix Progran{1990),
Douglas Valentine dates 1954 as a crucial year in the expansion and elaboredweriof
American operations in Vietnam. That year Edward Lansdale, “a confidegeiat of
Director of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles,” began directingpenprehensive program
designed to terrorize enemies of the Vietnamese leader the UnitedsBigtested, Ngo
Dinh Diem. In 1954, Lansdale “defeated [Viethamese revolutionary forces opposed to
Diem] by either killing or buying off its leaders” (Valentine, 25). The paogg Lansdale

initiated laid the groundwork for the Phoenix Program, “a concerted effort to
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‘neutralize’... to kill, capture, or make to defect... those civilians suspected of singpor
North Viethamese and Vietcong [Viethamese Communist, or VC] soldiergrtitae,

13). At the behest of CIA operatives, groups of Viethnamese soldiers were orgamized a
trained as “propaganda teams” sent into villages known to support North Vietham: “I
possible, the team returned with defectors, left informers behind, and stuck a VC head on
a pole as they left” (Valentine, 45). Though the murder and dismemberment em@oyed a
part of the Phoenix Program’s tactics of psychological warfare sound far nticemex

than most known activities of domestic spies, J. Edgar Hoover would uncannily echo the
CIA’s use of language in stating almost a decade later that his gotd tveesutralize”
domestic political organizations such as the Black Panthers (Churchill andr\Wsatle

92). Also uncanny is the fact that Rockefeller likely not only knew of such programs, but
may have helped to design them. In 1956, Rockefeller selected his friend Henry
Kissinger to lead the Special Studies Project, a wide-ranging investigiaat helped

map American foreign policy during the Cold War. The project resulted in the
publication ofProspect for America: The Rockefeller Panel Repd®61). The

Rockefeller family’s wealth, originally founded on Standard Oil, includeddmode

interests and investments linked to and interwoven with American interventia@aslabr
including the American war in Vietnam: “Nelson Rockefeller helped soundah® al

about scarce raw materials [and because of this scarcity, the stratpgrtance of

Vietnam] in 1951... the Rockefellers and [the corporate descendant of Standard Oil]
Socony Mobil hosted [the American-supported President of South Vietham, Ngo Dinh]

Diem and Thai officials in America in the 1950s” (Scbuitugs, Oil, and Warl115).
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Considering his background, the fact that Nelson Rockefeller served as the
governor of New York during the arrest and trial of the New York 21 provides rich
material for those given to conspiracy theories. Rockefeller's repealige$ to secure
the Republican nomination for president (in 1960, 1964, and again in 1968) resulted in
his political evolution from moderate to conservative. His right-wing legamains
secure thanks in part to the draconian sentencing laws for drug crimeslehaatg his
governorship, as well as his disastrous mismanagement of the Attica Relpell@®li
(see the introduction and last chapter’s discussion of Attica in relation toeseorg
Jackson’s murder). If Rockefeller wanted to intervene in the affairs of NekvGityr
and the political prospects of his rival, Mayor John Lindsay (who coveted his own
prospective nomination as the Republican candidate for president), he could have hoped
for no better opportunity than the convergence of events during 1968-69. In addition to
the establishment of Black Panther Party branches and the increasirgly pissence
of the Black Power movement, these years marked the eruption of the Ocean Hill-
Brownsville teachers’ strike, an inflammatory controversy that would enveloddbk B
Panthers and the city’s Puerto Rican and African American communities, daiving
wedge between these constituencies and their potential allies on the Lieft, whi
humiliating members of the Lindsay administration.

The strike thus marked the deterioration of coalitions largely responsible for
Mayor Lindsay'’s election victories in 1965 and 1969. Indeed, some historians consider
the strike the beginning of a longstanding shift in New York City politics, fomegnti
distrust between Puerto Rican and African American voters and Jewish voters, who

thereafter regularly identified (or were identified by others) withvthige power
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structure at the heart of the Teachers’ Union and city government. Thesieddlgtor
marginalized voting populations whose common interests had, in previous elections,
provided the foundation for powerful coalitions, would hereafter view one another with
considerable suspicion and mistrust, if not as outright enemies (Lizzi, 43-80).radhat
devotees to Governor Rockefeller may have played in provoking these tensions remains
unknown. However, it appears certain that BOSS operatives offered significant, if not
disruptive and provocative, voices to the Black Panthers, and likely influenced members
of the United Federation of Teachers in the process. Officers facing theghrofsgiate
corruptions investigations would have made easy targets for Albany offieedmg to
influence city politics.

In the earliest days of the strike the Black Panthers were particatdnhg,
offering protection for demonstrators against police brutality while aigyublicity to
the causes of local communities whose support they hoped to garner. As politically-
engaged members of economically underprivileged urban minority populations actively
fighting largely white union leaders, the political work undertaken by mendsehe
New York 21 provided an opportunity for “law and order” Republicans to further spread
distrust and skepticism amongst the white elite of such Black radicals and their
revolutionary causes. Rumors of anti-Semitic slogans directed at membdwgs of t
teachers’ union supposedly overheard at rallies led by the Panthers furtterbated
smoldering tensions. The teachers’ strike thus provided various players inutfgestr
for New York City and state power with tremendous opportunities to infiltrate,
manipulate, and divide marginalized, liberal minorities, even as it provided iagally

point for the city’s recently-formed, police-monitored Black Panther Parganwhile,
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the government pursued cases against Black Panther leaders throughout the country
These cases—Huey Newton’s appeal, the legal defense of David Hilliardd@@fus
threatening President Nixon'’s life), and Bobby Seale’s trial for the mofdefellow

Black Panther in New Haven—involved the Party’s most powerful represenf&tives
Although members of the New York 21 did not possess the notoriety of Newton, Hilliard,
or Seale, New York City proved a profitable place for Party fundraising. attisvbuld

soon be undermined by repeated attacks on the alliances between the Panthers and the
liberal white elite, especially Jewish liberals (a development moredufllored in the

next chapter’s discussion of Assata Shakur, the Black Liberation Movement, and Tom
Wolfe’s patronizing treatment of Leonard Bernstein’s fundraiser for the Yk 21,

entitled “Radical Chic,” and published New Yorkmagazine in 1970).

Instead of becoming a rallying point for Panther community involvement and
social change, Ocean Hill-Brownsville thus provided yet another opportunity for
government interests to manipulate events for the public eye by tearingtthapzat
from inside-out, spreading distrust and paranoia through police operatives, advocating
through infiltrators ruinous acts of violence. Such efforts included the sensaticesl
of Joudan Ford, a former organizer for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.
Ford, founder of the city’s first Panther branch, was arrested on charges tbaghets
arrange for the assassination of Albert Shanker, president of the Unitedttedef
Teachers. This arrest came as the result of testimony contributed by Stmméx, a

borderline schizophrenic with a criminal history who was enlisted by the NYRD as

26 Churchill and Vander Wall's chapter on “COINTELPR@ack Panther Party” contains a concise
chronicle of the major covert operations againstRanthers during this timagents of Repressi&002,
63-99); for Hilliard’s arrest and indictment, seal@vell, “Panther Charged in Nixon Threadw York
Times Dec. 4, 1969).
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party infiltrator and provocateur. Dubonnet’s lengthy police file and his histor
residencies at various mental institutions did not make him a convincing svitnie
courtroom, and the charges went nowhere. Nonetheless, occurring after the inception of
the New York 21 trial and as the Panthers struggled to raise money for gabnldééense

fund, the charges against Ford aided in the effort to eliminate support for the Panthers
amongst white liberalS’

Meanwhile, some members of the New York 21 argued that a disproportionate
amount of financial support was being allocated to pay the legal expenses of¢he m
well-known Panthers facing trials elsewhere, a concept likely enhanckd bydgestive
postcards and correspondences contributed to the Panthers’ mailboxes by informants or
undercover operatives. By intercepting and altering Panther correspondences and
communiqués between its West and East Coast branches, FBI agents were able to
exacerbate arguments over violence that infiltrators such as Ralph Whhelpad
initiate. Fear spread throughout the party. During the trial itself, the oagcaind
ultimately fatal split emerged, pitting those loyal to Huey P. Newton and tisé @dast
Panthers, ostensibly the “political side of the party,” against those loysd txiled
Eldridge Cleaver and the “the militant part of the party.” Some membérs dlew
York branch, perhaps influenced by government stooges, advocated robberies and other
methods of expropriation as a means of raising money (Kempton, 180-181). The
militaristic split envisioned by police infiltrator Ralph White thus took offieadf its own
as the trial dragged on and the party faced impossible financial demands. Meanwhile,

FBI agents, covert mail couriers for Panther correspondence travelingeloevarious

21 Kempton devotes significant attention to these demgdevelopments in the first few chaptersTog
Briar Patch



152

offices, intercepted letters and inserted counterfeit missives, thus spredditngnal

confusion, dissent, and suspicion amongst party members.

Textual Masks, Immaterial Identities: Whirlwind'sidleading Features

Given the history that surrounds its composition, one of the most striking and
curious characteristics &¥hirlwindis the fact that even as the New York 21 defendants
increasingly found themselves at odds with one another, their collective autpbiypgra
masks this escalating tension. In her book-length, biographical intervibvAigni
Shakur Afeni Shakur: Evolution of a Revolutiona®004), Jasmine Guy reports that
Afeni was disgruntled from the trial’s inception. Lumumba Shakur and other higher
ranking Panthers decided that she and Joan Bird would be represented by the only female
lawyer made available to the defendants (97). Rather than accepting thetlevyen
had rejected for themselves, Afeni Shakur defended herself, a decision sheysitied b
Lumumba attempted to ban her from doing so. As bail money accumulated, the group
decided that the women—Afeni Shakur and Joan Bird—would be released first. Next,
Cetewayo and Dharuba made bail; they had been chosen for their speakireg adidi
were expected to campaign for bail money to free the rest of the defendants.

From the beginning, Cetewayo and Dharuba struggled to raise the necessary
funds. An FBI Airtel dated February 2, 1971 suggests ways in which this development
might provide opportunities for covert actions. The Airtel notes that the “dissention
[stemming from the New York 21 trial] coupled with financial difficulties offan
exceptional opportunity to further disrupt, aggravate and possibly neutralize this

organization [the Black Panther Party] through counterintelligence” (@hiuand
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Vander Wall, 161). Cetewayo and Dharuba failed to appear in court on February 8,
1971, six days after the above Airtel, and several months before the verdictsalg, a re
Afeni Shakur, now five months pregnant, was forced to return to jail, along with Joan
Bird. One can thus infer that the failure of Cetewayo and Dharuba to appear in court
days after FBI director J. Edgar Hoover issued this particular Airtelhaay had as
much to do with the activities of covert FBI operatives as the defendants’ disenehant
with the law and its courts. Dharuba apparently believed that someone had ordered his
assassination as part of the fallout from the split within the Party, althoogbras
differ over whether it was Newton or the New York 21 themselves that he feared
(Churchill and Vander WalCOINTELPRQ 157; Guy, 107-088® Cetewayo fled to
Algeria, where he joined Eldridge Cleaver in exile.

Dharuba planned to go into exile as well, and after failing to appear in triasit w
widely reported that head gone to Algeria, as the book jacketvhirlwind states.
However, according to Murray Kempton, when the time came to enact this plantdistrus
had reached an unprecedented level of intensity; Cetewayo and his travelieg, part
Connie Matthews, decided that Dharuba was not reliable enough to travel with them
(183). Dharuba went into hiding and began raiding neighborhood drug dens, destroying
contraband and confiscating cash from dealers as part of a process that consbined hi
concern over the influence of the drug trade in Black communities with his detéon

to raise money for the party’. If he was once misidentified in court as either Lumumba

28 Churchill and Vander Wall cite Kenneth O'Reilly'Racial Matters”: The FBI's Secret Files on Black
America, 1960-1972as their source for this claim (The Free Pressy Nork, 1989).

29 See the documentaBassin’ It On(Docurama, 1993), directed by John Valadez andymred following
Dharuba Bin Wahad'’s release from prison, for d-fignd account of his experiences before, durind, a
after his arrest.
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Shakur or Cetewayo (Michael Tabor), the state made a careful study obBlzdter the
New York 21 trial. He was arrested soon after the completion of the New York 21 trial
along with his fellow defendant Jamal and charged with the robbery of a Bronx social
club. His subsequent fate provides an instructive lesson regarding the govesnment’
treatment of the Panthers acquitted by the jury in the trial of the New York 21.

After his arrest for robbery, Dharuba was charged with the shooting of two
officers guarding the home of D.A. Frank Hogan, an event ostensibly leadingriesa s
of confrontations between the NYPD and the Black Liberation Army (se&sdata
chapter that follows). Subjected to yet another trial, Dharuba was convicted. When
finally released for public review, documents sought by his defense team ahdldiby
the FBI would reveal his conviction to be part of a COINTELPRO operation. &pecif
evidence that would have led to his acquittal had been hidden; one letter in the FBI files
states that President Nixon himself called for the investigation thai @Haruba’s
conviction, part of an operation called “Newkill” (Churchill and Vander Wall, 158;
Grady-Willis, 380). Despite these revelations, the state repeatedlgddtugrant
Dharuba his freedom, citing a New York State legal technicality that dgiens
prohibited his release. After nearly twenty years in prison, the courtyfinall
acknowledged that Dharuba Bin Wahad’s conviction was obtained through the
government’s manipulation and withholding of key evidence. In 1990, he was released
(Churchill and Vander Wall, 408Whirlwind's formal idiosyncrasies explored in the
sections that follow cannot erase the suffering its authors undergo, but nosetinejes
offer vital examples of the means by which radical politics create apdenpreserved

by radical forms of literature. With the notable exception of Jamal Joseph (wdro, af
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earning two degrees while in prison, has enjoyed a varied career as an actisisand
writer, and is currently a professor at Columbia University’s School of tts3, A
Dharuba’s struggles are part of a larger pattern; Churchill and Vandentathat, “as

of this writing [2002], all but a handful [of the New York 21] are either dead or serving
lengthy sentences in maximum security institutions” (361).

Perhaps because of this common fate, the disagreements, betrayals, and
suspicions that damaged the relationships between members of the New York 21, and
thatWhirlwind helps to conceal through its unusual structure, have largely dissipated
through time. The feelings of intimacy members share for one anothdearky
evidenced in Shaba Om’s recollection of the group, captured in a videotaped goeeting t
political prisoner and fellowVhirlwind author Sundiata Acoli and posted on the internet
in 2007: “Actually, I'm speechless,” Shaba Om says as he tries to aeitusafieelings.
“There was a bond that we shared... that to my knowledge has never, ever been
duplicated, it was a bond that is beyond words... no matter what the circumstances may
be, no matter what the physical barriers may be... there was a bond of companionship, a
bond of unadulterated trust for one another, to the extent of putting... our hands in each
other’s lives and our lives in each other’s hands. So you know, you just don't find that.
You know. You just don't find that® In light of the ongoing persecution faced by
many ofWhirlwind's contributors, Shaba Om'’s reference to a connection that exists
outside of language and that permeates physical barriers, that allatvws faansference

of one’s hands and life into the hands and life of another, provides a useful perspective

30 “Shaba Om Greets Sundiata Acoliftp://youtube.com/watch?v=5T5KwxMUtWU&feature=reld,
posted July 9, 2007.
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from which to view the dissolving boundaries between textual identities craftbe by
contributors.

Shaba Om'’s reflections recahirlwind's collage-like, collaborative, and
sometimes confusing text, in which an anecdote from one person’s life provides a
window through which one reads the life story of another, amidst a larger process of
resistance that relies upon constantly transforming identities, provisieinak that can
be disassembled and exchanged among one’s closest compatriots. Sundiata Acoli’s
memory of the writing process involved in constructidbirlwind, captured in an
address entitled “On Marcus Garvey’s Birthday Celebration,” grounds thedsatisn
of hands and lives facilitated by the fragmented body of the narrative in thetigelle
acts leading to the book’s composition: “We passed around the mike [Acoli says], spoke
into a tape recorder and the publishers, Vintage Press or somebody [Random House]
transcribed the tape into a book” (3). The dialogical process Acoli describesp¢he t
recorder exchanged between the narrators’ hands before reaching the ddgk+—
remains legible in the text itself. The authors build off the preceding nasratords,
sometimes taking up where the previous speaker left off or commenting obliquely on a
single element of the previous monologue.

On the other hand, the flatness of some sections, the relaying of detailsitihat see
almost formulaic, provokes readers to wonder who stands to benefit from this process
and whose curiosities or commands authorize its progression. Portions of the text suffe
from what might be calledlinical neglect. The editors seem to have taken a holiday.
Rudimentary errors go uncorrected. When Sundiata Acoli speaks of his galéage

“colege” appears in full irony with a single “l.” Most puzzling is theidestification of
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Kuwasi Balagoon, known to the state as Donald Weems. When he first speaks, his given
name is listed as Walter Johnson, another defendant in the case who also contributes to
the book, but who only appears under his chosen name of Baba Odinga (33, 27). This
error sows confusion and enables further misidentifications, an outcome diaihetri
opposed to the book’s purported purpose, as described in the introduction, “to allow
readers to know the defendants as [individual] people.” | would like to suggest that such
confusions form part of a provisional strategy adopted by the narrators to dmsable
autobiographical tradition of guilt-ridden confession and personal disclosure léading
self-revelation. What th€&imesreads as “clamorous disharmony” can be seen as
imperfect craftsmanship, the imprint of the amateur; on the other hand, the saitnesqual
call attention to the uncertain relationships between the contributors and theabweg-ar
government and cultural institutions—the jail and prison systems, the collection of
lawyers and judges, policemen and government agents, the corporate publishing house—
that allow their work to be published.

“Clamorous disharmony” ilvhirlwind may just as well mark an innovative,
subversive discourse of narratological seduction and deception, a performanee of dis
embodiment that trades in phantom limbs and donated textual organs in an attempt to
liberate its contributors from the narrated bodies their labors seem to inscribe
Considering the level of police infiltration revealed during the early dayeew trial,
before the authors began composing their collective autobiography, it seemthiitely
members of the New York 21 viewed their editors with suspicion. The contributors must
have wondered how their editors managed to gain access not only to the jail itgelf, but

meeting rooms capable of accommodating the defendants as a group, without kerving t
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interests of the government itself. Many of the guarded yet persoraliviesrsuggest a
level of wariness on the part of the contributors, a willingness to talk but in tatkezyt
nothing that stands out too distinctly as a personal revelation, provokes suspicion, or
provides too-private an insight. No less curious is the fact that the book’s editor or
editors go unlisted; it remains unclear who oversaw the process of recording and
transcription leading to publication.

Nonetheless, cultural critiques woven throughout the narrative remnants provide
ample room for further analysis. For example, Cetewayo follows the autapiocal
sketches provided by Shaba Om and Robert Collier, each of which begin with reflections
on the hospitals in which they were born, with a joke about the hierarchy of New York
City hospitals. In so doing he threads his narrative together with their preceding
narratives, mentioning that Harlem Hospital, the site of Shaba Om’s bighneavn in
the neighborhood as “the butcher shop” (7,3). The repeated invocation of “the butcher
shop,” or hospital, as a deeply embedded sign within the early li¥&idivind's first
three narrators, conjures failed attempts at the elimination of deathempeas the
midst of the living. Sharon Holland notes that the hospital itself, the structure tmeant
both contain death and define its limits, recalls modernity’s ongoing struggleish ba
death, at the same time that death’s inevitability motivates so-caiédic
experimentation on black bodies. In her b&aising the DeadHolland notes that “To
achieve the separation between the happy (living) and the miserable (the diynost
dead), the hospital was created as the perfect institutional replaceméig for t

uncomfortable meeting” (33). Black bodies, she notes, become the primary site for the
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investigation of the “dying/almost dead.” “The death of black subjects... servesd
off a nation’s collective dread of the inevitable,” Holland writes.

The hospital, and in particular, the understaffed, under-funded Harlem Hospital
known as “the butcher shop” thus gives birth to the collective autobiography ofithe Ne
York 21 amidst death’s resonance. Afeni Shakur recalls the death of hesrgirtifter a
mishandled operation: “She had had a tube removed. She was supposed to have a
complete hysterectomy, but they didn’t do that, they just removed one tube and didn't tell
her that they had only removed one tube... and she got pregnant. And her body wasn't
well... We don’t go to doctors, we don’t go to doctors till we're dead” (85). The theme
of the hospital as an institution for the industrialization of (black) death thus cetinect
seemingly haphazard narratives that béfylmriwind to Afeni Shakur’s subsequent
recollections; in light of Holland’s remarks, these narrative threadsaappgrophetic
insights steeped in a modern signage that makes from urban legend cold, hardalhistori
facts. Harlem Hospital’'s suggestive nickname, “the butcher shop,” also provitega f
image for various narrative organs in the text that serve as prosthesdtefenti
individuals. As Shaba Om suggests, a sharing or exchange of organs and limbs between
bodies of narrative as well as the bodies that narrate distinguishes the New gork 21’
literary, historical, and political project.

The effect of these transposed hands, lives, and words is a kind of composite
body, partially grafted, elsewhere amputated, the parts of which drift allents real-
life identities of the contributors, their words their oamd someone else’s all at once.
Whirlwind attempts to embody text as a connective tissue capable of transcending

individuals, transplanting stories from one living subject onto the living textual body of
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another. Its disorderly narratives strategically refocus the caseyhist the concept of
the collective. Such efforts also obscure the roles different defendayesd piathe trail
itself. The two female defendants, the aforementioned Joan Bird and Afeni Shakur, were
important figures in the trial, but their contributions recede into the background of the
autobiographical fragmenWhirlwind collects, along with the dispute over which
lawyers would represent them. In Bird’s case, a supposed confession teniaedt
assassination of police officers played a key part in the prosecution’s reptieseof

the Party’s activities. Bird and her lawyers argued that her confessiondraexieacted
through torture. (Soon after the acquittal of the New York 21, events related to Bird's
controversial “confession” would result in the only conviction for a crime named in the
original indictment. Kuwasi Balagoon was convicted of attempting to asatsslYPD
officers as part of the same incident for which the New York 21 jury had dl¢se

other defendants.)

Afeni Shakur does, however, contribute a document that hints of the group’s
internal difficulties. Squeezed between the “Publisher’'s Note” (a timefitee trial’s
essential dates and events) and a transcript of a letter from the defendastis¢o J
Murtagh written during the recess from the pretrial hearings (imposttehydge after
repeated interruptions by the defendants), Afeni Shakur’s letter seemsrémoaftjht.

To Shakur, however, it was essential. “l wasn’t very cooperative,” Shakur sathinga

Guy of her contributions t@vhirlwind. “They had to print this letter if | was to

participate” (89-90). The letter is addressed “to Jamala, Lil Afekii®a, and the

unborn baby (babies) within my womb,” and in some sections it threatens the tranquility

of the collective structur@/hirlwind otherwise maintains:
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Joan and I, and all the brothers in jail, are caught up in this funny situation
where everyone seems to be attacking everyone else and we’re sort of in
the middle looking dumb....
I've discovered what | should have known a long time ago—that change
has to begin within ourselves—whether there is a revolution today or
tomorrow—we still must face the problems of purging ourselves of the
larceny that we have all inherited. | hope we do not pass it on to you
because you are our only hope. You must weigh our actions and decide
for yourselves what was good and what was bad. It is obvious that
somewhere we failed but | know it will not—it cannot end here. There is
too much evilness left. | cannot get rid of my dream of peace and
harmony. It is for that dream that most of us have fought—some bravely,
some as cowards, some as heroes, and some as plain old crooks. Forgive
us our mistakes because mostly they were mistakes which were made out
of blind ignorance (sometimes arrogance). Judge us with empathy for we
were (are) idealists and sometimes we’re young and foolish....
Help me to continue to learn—only this time with a bit more grace for |
am a poor example for everyone to follow because | have deviated from
the revolutionary principles which | know to be correct. | wish you love.
Afeni Shakur (360-361)
For all practical purposes a footnote to the volume itself, this poignant addressasesves
subtle yet powerful signal of the grand illusion the rest of the text embodies. “Jokn and

and all the brothers in jail” includes just thirteen of the original New York 21 for whom



162

the volume claims to speak. Afeni Shakur thus hints at the frustration of the imprisoned
defendants whose bail has not been raised—as well as implying her owniénustitatr
having been forced back to jail along with Joan Bird after the disappearaneteoia§o
and Dharuba. The word “larceny” leaps out from under the otherwise predictable
language of the letter; “we still must face the problems of purging oussel\tbe
larceny that we have all inherited,” Shakur writes. Larceny refetsettheft of personal
property, thus conjuring the history of chattel slavery. On the other hand, to understand
larceny as a crime, one must acquiesce to the notion of personal properghésaa ri
concept many of the defendants—students of Mao and Lenin, Marx and Engels—would
likely disavow. The statement thus points to the defendants as both the victims and
perpetrators of larceny: committed to an alternative set of values, but ajsgeddm the
values their professed political stance would require them to reject; hermanfession
to have “deviated from the revolutionary principles” to which she had committeslfhers
Afeni Shakur’'s own experiences as a Black Panther attest to the obgtatles t
threaten to disrupt lifestyles built upon alternative values. Lumumba Shakur was a
Muslim before and after joining the Panthers; as Lumumba Shakur’'s second wiie, Af
entered his home and lived with his first wife, Sayeeda, and their two children.e*In th
fall of 1968,” Lumumba explains iwhirlwind, “I got married again. My second wife,
Afeni Shakur, possesses some qualities that | never saw in other women. Hzl politi
consciousness combined with pure candidness, directness and lots of fire... Polygamy
was no problem in my home because revolutionary principles and Islamic lavn goyer
home” (246). The unabashed misogyny that rings through these statements proves

telling; as Afeni Shakur explains to Jasmine Guy, the matrimonial imageiba
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presents iWhirlwind is a fantasy. According to Afeni, Sayeeda had an extended affair
with previously quoted police informant Ralph White (known as Yehwah to his Panther
brothers and sisters) long before their arrests. Meanwhile, as the defenelaiotspre-
trial meetings with their lawyers, Lumumba constantly pressured Afetkiusio have
sex with him; she refused. “There is no freedom having sex in those terms,’Ishe tel
Jasmine. “Two prisoners! Two incarcerated Negroes waiting for a claenedk
behind Massa’s back for a few minutes of fucking” (104). Although they had an
“agreement” to have an open relationship, Afeni tells Guy that her impregné&tion
another partner while out on bail infuriated Lumumba (110).

Even without these supplementary details, Afeni’s letter derives power gom it
oscillation between the personal and the generic, suggesting that what sheovgagt
has been carefully replaced with what she thinks she can say. This oscillatiearbet
the personal and the generic, the specific and the vague, is most evident in tloplapostr
that begins the letter. This apostrophe includes names of children barely feorhiear
readers. It appeals for forgiveness, but the “mistakes” to which it gbeunnamed and
unexplained. The uncertainty surrounding these “mistakes” becomes all the nnmuis cur
given the letter’'s appearance in a text that makes no effort to illuminaterttréutors’
abbreviated, dialogical, autobiographical fragments. Nor does the text accotst for i
own fragmented structure, not to mention the relationship between these textuwakfeat
and the court case itself. In its understated generalities, Afeni Shakstsakletter
thus speaks for the defendants at large, even as it allows her to record her own
displeasure with actions of the group into whose illusory image her words fadenitss

the text with the shame and anger of the accused who would like to confess certgin deeds
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not only because they feel these deeds have been justified, but because theythko feel
they have failed. Afeni Shakur’s letter thus records the despair of the unsaictifud te

of words that speak not for the defendants so much as to the illusion of their camaraderie
in the face of jailhouse and courtroom humiliations, for the collective spirit that

Whirlwind captures is that which never existed; in its reconstituted unity, it @aces

dream of the Black Panther Party that never materializes.

Apparition of an Apparition: Cetewayo’s Unfinish@dtobiography

The fact that the image of unity presented in the collective autobiography of the
New York 21 cannot be found in any other literature or documents from the era—that all
other documents point instead to the dissolution of the group—raises essential questions
concerning the intangible legacy of the Black Panther Party itself. Mathyg ofiost
visible Panthers become memories before the very eyes of their comranbeserdélis
this intangible essence more legible than the half-written autobiographibatedrby
Cetewayo. The sketch of his life story emerges in a written contributiodepatts
from the dialogical, tape-recorded sessions described by Sundiata AdaesIhot
appear until almost seventy pages into the text, far removed from the rest of the
autobiographical sketches, and continues for almost fifteen pages, making it one of the
longest continuous entries includedvifirlwind. Italicized transitions added by the
editors lead the reader across gaps in the unfinished narrative. Cetewayornoire
habit is his primary subject; an editor’'s note explains that the entry has bexmptex
from Cetewayo’s autobiography to be published by Bantam Books” (69). Betlaesen t

italicized transitions—".he went with a man named Spike that night for some ‘real
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stuff...”” (76); “ Eventually he got some herairi (82)—Cetewayo’s story recalls

classics of the addiction narrative, such as William Burroughs’ early nhwetie(Ace,

1953): “It was a victory that | was on my feet again. | was in my coatgguinthe

door. That was a victory. But it was a perverted victory and a negative victory In that
was going out the door to resume my quest for death. | was going out the door to search
for a fix” (82).

Aside from Cetewayo’s first comment on Harlem Hospital as “the butcher shop,”
the story of his addiction constitutes his only contribution to the text. In both entries,
subjectivity names the slide toward death. The above-board, official institutibe of
hospital facilitates mortality’s arrival as much as the underground, ubSitial
network of dealers and addicts that map his neighborhood. In describing the contagious
spread of the prison regime’s impenetrable logic, Dylan Rodriguez notg'sthattures
of human captivity and bodily punishment, though perhaps most spectacularly actualized
at the locality of the jail or prison, necessarily elaborate into other, @ tim
counterintuitive, sites of targeting: the school, the workplace, the targeg¢ddbordood
or community” (58). Like George Jackson’s recollection of his childhood home in
Chicago, in which the rigid boundaries of the domestic space anticipate the prison’s
strategies of captivity, Cetewayo’s hospitals and Harlem street sdyaeome
appendages to the prison’s sanctioning of social death and enforced, profound,
immobilizing alienation. Rodriguez’s comments situate Cetewayo’s watimgst a
growing awareness of the ways the criminal legal system ensurssdingentation of

racial and socio-economic differences.
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A companion pamphlet to Cetewayd®hirlwind entries published to educate
and raise money for the bail fuftl “Capitalism Plus Dope Equals Genocide,” presents
an analysis of law enforcement policies and forms of institutionalizedrracfiiencing
the heroin epidemic in Black communities. This pamphlet anticipates the prisoe’'seg
rapid expansion in the years that follow: “The demagogic politicians of Chlgithave
now passed a law which gives narcotics agents the right to crash into a home without
knocking,” Cetewayo writes, noting the same incursions against privacy rights tha
Christian Parenti cites almost thirty years later as cruciakshithe growth of the
prison-industrial complex (Cetewayo, 9; Parenti, 10). In addition, Cetewayo ndtes tha
the selective enforcement of drug laws and the in-fighting betweeh giegs over
control of the drug trade lead to increased rates of incarceration and a widely
disenfranchised Black community, thus anticipating the arguments mad¢i¢s/afrthe
so-called war on drugs during the crack epidemic of the 1980s. Such insights serve as
reminders of the political critiques and programs for social change thatrittee?a
legal problems ultimately eclipse. Even the free breakfast program, one aithers’
best known efforts at community outreach, dissipates into the fog of the Pegafl's
problems. The perceptive analytical mind behind Cetewayo’s pamphlet turns umgmiss
His disappearance after making bail signifies the gradual evanesifdheePanthers
from consideration as serious socio-political actors in and on history.

In fact, Cetewayo’s interest in combating drug addiction has its own leglaey

that suggests the ways in whigthirlwind functions as a cipher into which lost histories

31 No date appears on the pamphlet itself, but a @ge-jad included in the pamphlet asks readers &e"“Fr
the New York 21" and provides an address to whaftributions for bail money can be sent. A pdftedf
pamphlet is available through Michigan State Ursitgts online archive:
http://archive.lib.msu.edu/DMC/AmRad/capitalismgloge.pdf
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and possibilities have been written. Soon after the case of the New York 21 wad,decide
several members of the New York Black Panthers helped to start the Lind¢oln De

Center, a place “dedicated to combating the plague of heroin addiction affbtairig

inner cities.” The Lincoln Detox Center “pursued the Black Panther Paggtsda of
developing programs leading to increased community self-control and séfendy”
(Churchill and Vander Wall, 309, 411). The Center also marks an attempt to heal the
wounded communal body whose rendifvgirlwind both conceals and documents.

Despite maintaining a low rate of recidivism among the addicts ietteaatnding for the
Lincoln Detox Center was withdrawn by New York state in 1973; police ousted the group
and its supporters when the city rescinded its financial support in 1978. After @d forc
closure, former Black Panther and Revolutionary New Afrikanist Mutulu Shakur opened
an acupuncture-based treatment center. Subsequently he and a number of suplporters, al
supposedly members of a group called the Revolutionary Armed Task Force (ogtensibl
comprised of former radical new leftists from a variety of movements, img/ddrmer
Weathermen and Puerto Ricadependentistgsvere arrested as accomplices in the

1981 robbery of a Brinks armored car in West Nyack, New York. The group would be
charged with a number of other armed robberies, the money supposedly going to support
the treatment center. The “Brinks Case,” as it became known, led to the arrest of
numerous activists, including the former New York 21 defendant$\dmdwind

contributors Kuwasi Balagoon, Jamal (Edward Joseph), and Sekou Odinga. Many of the
individuals implicated in the Brinks Case would be convicted under the RICO awmtgam
other things, the accusations against them included orchestrating AssatasSésdajre

from prison in 1979 (Churchill and Vander Wall, 310-11, 411).
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These complex events appear uncanny in light of the corruptions allegations

included in Cetewayo’s analysis of the New York City drug trade. Cgtealaims that

the police themselves oversee the drug trade and related criminal sysdécesturing

that its devastating social effects target communities of color, efige&irican

American communities. “It is a tragedy that in New York the greggast in the realm

of the Black community control have been made by Black racketeers, numbers-ga

bankers and dope dealers” (7), he writes in his pamphlet:
The plague could never flourish in the Black colonies if it were not for the
active support of the occupation forces, the police. That narcotics arrests
have increased in no way mitigates the fact that the police give dope
peddlers immunity from arrest in exchange for money pay-offs....
narcotics agents... seize a quantity of drugs from one dealer, arrest him,
but only turn in a portion of the confiscated drugs for evidence. The restis
given to another dealer who sells it and gives a percentage of the profits to
the narcotics agents. (9)

Former Deputy Police Commissioner Robert Daley cites the samdiastinihis book

published soon after Cetewayo’s pamphleirget Blue: An Insider’s View of the NYPD

(1973). Such transgressions would become the primary focus of the corruptions

investigations that rattled the department as the trial of the New York 2HedfoDaley

reports that the “Commission’s chief council... announced that the Police Departme

had ‘no appreciable effect on the flow of heroin in New York City and that one reason for

this was police corruption™ (135). As part of the state’s inquiry, a “forropt.c
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claimed that he had forced a man that he had arrested for possession of narcditias to se
hundred bags of heroin for him on the street” (133).

The department’s nascent efforts to crack down on corruption provided ample
motivation for its officers to scapegoat the Black Panthers and the Blagekation Army
as terrorist organizations threatening the security of the city. There R@immissioner
Patrick V. Murphy responded to the state’s corruption inquiries by pressuring high
ranking precinct officers to eliminate, as much as possible, dishonest copstiagini
divisions. Daley suggests that Murphy'’s efforts were motivated in pduiskdesire to
intervene and expose corruption before it was exposed by the FBI, which had also begun
investigating corruption within the NYPD, and which may have been the next law
enforcement agency he hoped to direct (169). “It was often said,” Daleg Wiitat
Murphy was after [J. Edgar] Hoover’s job, and perhaps he was” (167). Although the war
on drugs constituted a crucial element of the Republican power structure’arthw
order” political strategy, feeding racist fears of lawless inngrgtiettos, criminalizing
communities of color and the urban underclass, providing the logic for revocations of
privacy rights, and undermining democratic reforms advocating racial, social, and
economic justice as reflected in Johnson’s Great Society programs, m&ibers
Murphy’s department were not the most skilled executors of such a war, a®Serpic
attempted assassination had demonstrated. In the Black Panthers, the NsSYPD wa
provided with an organization that its officers could effectively target andraiize
while deflecting media interest in its own deeply-ingrained culture &f gna
corruption. The fact that such an effort would also weaken alliances betwe&n Bla

revolutionary organizations, local minority neighborhoods, and white liberals while
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enhancing the NYPD’s own influence could only make such an opportunity more
desirable.

These overlapping, interlocking histories go largely unmentioned in the brief
autobiography that constitutes Cetewayo’s main contributidhiolwind. This absence
speaks to the curiously de-contextualized flatness of the information the texttgre
For all its supposed efforts to present the “individual” defendants, the contents of
Whirlwind repeatedly fail to provide a distinctive portrait of any single individual.
Cetewayo’s extended sketch appears to provide the realistic, illustratile ddter
sketches lack—partially transcribed conversations, descriptions of his néightdon
Harlem and some of his neighbors, attempts to capture the sensations he remember
feeling while getting high. And yet, these impressionistic featusesramind readers of
the many facts left absent from his chronicle. Cetewayo discusses aieésegment
of his life, from his first taste of heroin as an eleven or twelve year-olds folkiledged
daily habit a few years later. The unanswered question that lies behind Geseway
narrative, and that lies behind each of the contributors’ entries, concernsythe ver
possibility of telling one’s story; at every tuMvhirlwind reminds its readers that the
fragment structures all discourse, that the fragment is, if nothing elseytssmprint,
the stampf andin language that time leaves. As an excerpt from an unwritten
autobiography about a political dissident whose political organizing eftartain
largely unknown, but whose words anticipate the growth of the prison regime that
banishes him, Cetewayo’s abbreviated life story maps the trajectory ofattie BAnther
Party itself. Missing is his political activism and his analysis of tkeesothat surrounds

him, just as the party’s own political interventions become lost in the covert police
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activities and trials that claim its members. The party becomes its oantepp
unwittingly pursuing the path Cetewayo follows as an addict, “out the door to resume [a]

quest for death”Whirlwind, 82).

Concealment as Exposure: Kuwasi Balagoon and thesfibld of the Left

This “quest for death” signals a political commitment of which the Ameridan le
takes note, to which the vast majority of its members can never agree. Jugilaxiitse
and politicians on the right publicly condemn their own collections of extremists—the
KKK, for example—in order to claim broader segments of the controversy-aveatdke mi
that defines the American political terrain, the left abandons its most radicak. One
such voice amidst the New York 21 belongs to Kuwasi Balagoon, whose writings and
activities are usefully prefaced by Murray Kempton’s observatiorrdagn“declared
extremes” and the destruction of the Panthers, made as an aside to his accmaihothe t
the New York 21:
American liberalism has never been comfortable unless provided with
some pariah to its left for good men to repudiate and thus allow liberalism
its claim to a place somewhere in that center between declared extremes
The Panthers had become as essential to liberals as objects of scorn and
evidence of sound discrimination as the Communists had been when
Senator Joe McCarthy’'s mace still had its weight. (171-172)
As much as Kuwasi Balagoon seems acutely aware of the phenomenon Kempton

describes, and as much as he seems to become increasingly dedicated to grtiimdyin
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“declared extremes” against which others recoil, his writings nonethakess
fundamental aspects of his identity.

As previously notedWhirlwind erroneously lists Balagoon’s given name as
Walter Johnson instead of Donald Weems. This apparently innocent error nonetheless
serves as a useful emblem for Balagoon’s distinctive narrative contributiomisich
substitutions and replacements pepper passages that offer personal dsclokisre
pattern of elusiveness appears to have had very practical purpose. Balagootésact
as an underground revolutionary would continue long after the conclusion of the case
against the New York 21. Despite the notoriety of the trial itself, and despitctiadt
he remained a high-profile target of law enforcement officials a-desdared member
of a variety of underground revolutionary groups, Balagoon managed to escape from
prison on two separate occasions. After he was charged and convicted as ani@compl
in the famous 1981 robbery of a Brinks armored car (known as the “Brinks Case”), he
spent the rest of his life behind bars, working to organize his fellow prisondrkisinti
death in prison in 1987.

In Whirlwind, Balagoon’s entries master those acts of exposure that also conceal.
While subsequent writings by Balagoon generally continue in this vein, other perra
to alter this strategy in deliberate and meaningful ways. In his pobtichliterary
explorations of concealment and exposure, Balagoon thus provides further insight into
the structure of apparitional subjectivity that inforvidkirlwind. His most memorable
contribution toWwhirlwind appears as part of a reminiscence about school:

The third grade was a very memorable year. The teacher was one of the

most beautiful women on the face of the planet. Memory brings her right
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into focus: she was thin down to her hips, which flowered and tapered
down to ample legs. And although at school | waded into my dreams, my
attention came to her and daydreams included her. | remember her saying,
“Donald, stop looking at my—feet.” | sang songs to her in my dreams.
She, being concerned, kept me from going to recess and kept me after
school, drilling the lessons to me—but | wasn’t very receptive, too
stunned by her beauty to understand anything else. My mother, concerned
as ever, pressured me to my studies after going to parent-teachegseeti
but—zonk.
| remember one day she wore a red dress to school with no bra. |

came out of a daydream just long enough to see one of her small but
ample, succulent breasts fall from the dress. Good God Almighty—it
sprang up and stared out into my eyes. Embarrassed, she was caught off
guard. She whipped it right back behind the bright red barrier, then
followed my straight line of vision until our eyes met, then nixed it and me
off. One could tell that she didn't feel like working that day, but in time it
passed. Let it be understood, the value of the whole experience, especially
at such a young age. (104-105).

The transformation of the teacher’s disassembled body echoes the text’sumiurest

the uncovered, animated nipple that stares back at Balagoon mirrors the jgrosthet

function of narrative throughout the text. In its absence, narrative reduces ye ted

parts: the body of the collective to its members, its members to piecesativestinat

constitute, in turn, their collective narrative. In Balagoon’s paragraphs, m@mopects
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the process through which parts of the body are replaced by their narrated sshstitot
the teacher’s body. As parts of her disassembled female form, her hips, pky l&gs,”
and her “succulent breasts,” become a single surveying eye, Balagoon ctirgures
seemingly taboo topic of surveillance that shad@srlwind's amputated narratives.
Like the nipple that “stare[s] out into [Balagoon’s] eya@&/hirlwind confronts the
government’s gaze, freely exposing details of the contributors’ livesakart agents
have been seeking in the years leading up to the trial. And yet, like the supposed
revelations contained in other entries, the blatant eroticism of this encounter,
emblematized by the literally and figuratively colorful detail of #echer’s red dress,
conceals as much as it reveals.

In this act of revealing-concealing, the red dress episode reproducesra et
repeats throughout much of the text, in which the declared purpose or intention of a given
cultural institution masks its actual function (thus the previously noted role adriiarl
Hospital as the neighborhood “butcher shop”). This pattern also holds for many of those
sections dedicated to pedagogical experiences. School educates the audiaditees) r
histories, and socio-cultural facts entirely different from its intendesbles or the
purported purpose of those lessons. Many of the authors’ anecdotes describe schools as
primers for racism’s inevitability. “The school in my hometown in rural $exas like
thousands of others, a monument to the way of keeping blacks, Mexicans, or any
oppressed minority ignorant, uneducated, unskilled, and, in fact, miseducated,” writes
Sundiata Acoli (110). Arriving in New York City after spending her earlieaty
shuttling between family homes in North Carolina and Virginia, Afeni Shakur finds

herself for the first time surrounded by white students: “A kid named Myron Colten sai
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that | looked like something from outer space and | kicked his ass.... | was caafig s

of all those white people around me. | wasn’t used to that.” (103). “Every day going to
and from school we had to pass the white school... Every day some cracker kids would
be waiting by their school, calling us and our mothers every derogatory name under the
sun,” recalls Lumumba Shakur (109). The disappointments, humiliations, and violent
episodes recalled in these anecdotes establish a consistency. As a theidtroflarity
between such recollections, Balagoon’s narrative of sexual awakeningis-af

narrative of sexual awakening—becomes all the more distinctive.

The oddity of this purported recollection concerns the language in which it is
retold. Whaits “the value of the whole experience”? Balagoon’s language furnishes
mysteries through its disorderly divulgences. It ties itself into logicakknith short,
declarative sentences that betray themselves before reaching thkisiomsc The use
of what rhetoricians call anacoluthon (the lack of grammatical sequenceyechh
sentences such as, “Embarrassed, she was caught off guard”) and anéteophe
transposition of normal word order, exemplified by the sentence that readg,b5eet |
understood, the value of the whole experience”) dislodge the recollection’y friamit
the sanctuary of sense perception and nudge it toward the incoherence of the
unconscious. This movement underscores the way that linguistic play allows the
contributors to reformulate the introduction’s claims regardlifigrlwind's function as
the purveyor of individual identities: the text is, on the contrary, an exploration of the
political possibilities contained in identity’s mysteries, a testamelhetdéceptiveness of
individuality as a concept, and a vehicle for personal expression through ijieati

captured as a result of bearing witness to personal destruction. Such praaities
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partially make amends for the anti-feminist leanings of the passagestion;
Balagoon’s recollection appears to stage the incidental self-exposuneabyharity
figure as if to channel the mechanics by which the establishment acdidentahls the
power vested in its covert operatives.

As much as the confounding, disassembling linguistic features that Ositére
from Balagoon’s anecdote deserve thorough examination, his subsequent activities
require careful scrutiny. HM/hirlwind contributions preface a career equally dedicated
to leadership in revolutionary struggle, self-sacrifice, and deception. 1hoAp©69,
when the NYPD began its predawn raids to arrest the Black Panthers who would become
known as the New York 21, Kuwasi Balagoon awaited trial in a Newark jail on robbery
charges along with Richard Harris, another defendant in the case. Batag@bns as a
prisoner in a bordering state resulted in his absence from pretrial heddwgsthe
course of the trial, his lawyers would successfully argue that this absadeshim
deserving of a separate trial altogether (Zimroth 1974, 13; Maitland 1981). Ewentuall
the court would grant this request; remarkably, less than five months after the other
members of the New York 21 had been acquitted of all charges, Balagoon would plead
guilty to assisting an unnamed sniper who supposedly fired on police on January 17,
1969. ATimesarticle reporting Balagoon’s conviction notes that “The allegation that a
shootout had taken place... was an important event at the trial of the 13 defendants who
were acquitted. It consumed several weeks of testimony from the patroinoewere
fired upon” (Vasquez 1971). The shootout was one the few accusations that included

physical evidence, as opposed to statements regarding possible futufeesittance
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supposedly made by the defendants in the presence of police informants; as such, it
formed an essential part of the prosecution’s more general charges of conspirac
Balagoon’s narrative presence as a member of the New York 21 thus masks the
legal efforts to separate him from the group during the trial itself. Hity glea and
subsequent writings also distance him from the defense strategy of praciameence;
Balagoon is one of a handful of revolutionaries from this era who freely admit teghavi
engaged in many of the activities of which the government accuses them., &ihbras
Marilyn Buck and David Gilbert, would become colleagues of Balagoon’s nghiais
understanding of the American government as a criminal, colonizer, and terFanis
Balagoon, such an understanding suggests that many forms of resistance, including
strategic “appropriations” such as bank robberies, might be justified (Hudson 1983).
In the context of his life’s work, Balagoon’s memory of his teacher’s self-
exposure becomes more curious. In the recollection itself, his perceptioneddhsiis
innocence vanishes alongside her pupil’'s; Balagoon’s identity as a member of the
acquitted New York 21 similarly vanishes from almost all documents besidegitloé te
Whirlwind itself, in which his presence suggests his own acquittal. By pleading guilty,
Balagoon steps out from the shadow of the group aldhafiwind as a text, even as he
enters prison. In subsequent statements and writings, Balagoon pushes the act of
exposure ever-further. After his arrest in 1981 for his part in the “Brinks Case,”
Balagoon refused to participate in the trial proceedings. Instead, he dechasetf hi
prisoner of war and tried to explain his position to the court in his opening and closing

statements. His words reverse the standard claims of innocence so often hesad @f ca
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leftist radicals, openly embracing the “declared extremes” Kemptan&ridan
liberalism disavows by attempting to explain the logic behind “expropriatide’ra
i believe that the people... deserve an explanation of the event, the
expropriation and related actions that took place on Octoffer1281.
Not a mere criminal defense in relation to it, that type of legal mumbo
jumbo could have matters more confused than ever... it is not the people
but the United States Government and its oppressive apparatus that we are
at war against.... Expropriation raids are a method used in every
revolution by those who have got to get the resources from the haves to
carry on armed struggle.. a goldier’s story59)
These people who judge us should take a city bus or a cab through the
South Bronx, the Central Ward of Newark, North Philadelphia... and see
if they can note a robbery in progress. See if they recognize the murder of
innocent people. a(soldier’s story 66)
Balagoon died of AIDS in prison in 1987; in one of the dedications to him contained in
the posthumous collection of his writingssoldier’s storyan associate describes him as
“closeted,” and mentions his transvestite lover. These facts of his life hatheein
unknown to many who knew him, even those within the movements he championed
(Starr 2003, 18). The exposures that mark Balagoon’s writings thus disguise
fundamental, yet closeted, parts of his identity.
Here one must once again note the fingerprints of the government’s covert
operatives on the blockages that prevent more forthcoming personal writings: in the

summer of 1970, Huey Newton’s call to unite with members of any and all oppressed
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groups, and specifically the gay community, resulted in yet another FBITEMRRO
operation. The FBI fabricated letters ostensibly written by Panthécakaf Newton’s
remarks and thus designed to alarm homophobic Party members, ideally isolating
Newton and alienating his supporters (Grady-Willis, 374). The teacher’seskposast
that distinguishes Balagoon’s schoolroom memory underscores the virtual atilsence
discussions concerning gender and sexuality throughbidwind, a deficiency
confirmed in Afeni Shakur’s previously noted reflections. This deficiency pointeto t
Black Panther Party’s notoriously overdetermined masculine posturing &ad ma
chauvinism, its apparent blindness to the possible ways its discourse might becenric
through an engagement with the politics of gender and sexuality. The heterosexual
dynamic the exposed breast operates within also gestures to the sexugladieritith
Kuwasi Balagoon dares not speak while participating in the liberation movetnants
define his life story. The red dress episode presages his subsequent acts|deiéxtua
sacrifice and self-exposure; yet even these acts mask, conceal, or tddsetpacts of
his identity. Balagoon’s texts assert the primacy of the butcher shop into elifetosl
vanishes, out of which only pieces or prosthesis emerge. If Balagoon offers an
unexpected glimpse of flesh as his preferred vision, this same fragmentarfgbers
narrative provides him with the cover to pass as yet another Panther, one part of the

apparitional body politi&Vhirlwind constructs.

The Privilege of Preservation: Innovation and Gziliee Autobiography

In 1998, more than twenty-five years after the publicatidoook for Me in the

Whirlwind, a group of American poets published the first portion of a serial
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autobiographical project. This project, knownTéae Grand Pianpannounces itself as
“an ongoing experiment in collective autobiography by ten writers orlgirtsntified
with Language poetry in San Franciscdhé Grand Piano,170). LikeWhirlwind, The
Grand Pianois comprised of alternating autobiographical narratives contributed by
individual writers to create a collective textual body. UnliKkirlwind, however, the
authors ofThe Grand Piandvave mapped the order and frequency of their individual
contributions in advance. Each volume reprints a passage explaining the icalsulat
behind these contributions; in addition, each contribution is clearly marked with the
initials of its author. Althougffhe Grand Pianadentifies itself as a “collective
autobiography” just agvhirlwind does, its premeditated structure and typographical
layout disallow the confusion of identities tiahirlwind courts.

Thus is the apparent desire to disrupt traditional modes of autobiographical
writing contradicted by the great importanidee Grand Pianglaces on preserving and
reinforcing the particular, individual personas attached to its creators.omtrdating
writers—Bob Perelman, Barrett Watten, Steve Benson, Carla Harryman, TodeMa
Ron Silliman, Kit Robinson, Lyn Hijinian, Rae Armantrout, and Ted Pearson—hold
venerable places as elite members of the predominately white, osterfsildsiiang
American avant-garde poetry scene. Lyn Hejinian is a professor in thsHEng
Department of the University of California, Berkeley; Bob Perelman, theelsiiy of
Pennsylvania; Rae Armantrout, the University of California, San DiegoeB&viatten,
Wayne State University; Ron Silliman’s poetry blog has been descrilféargisably)

the most influential English-language blog on the web that is devoted to contgmpora
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poetry and poetics®® Considering these accomplishments, it is not surprising that the
so-called “Language school” of poetry to which these writers belong (and abatt whi
they write inPiano) remains a powerful if controversial force in the field of innovative
American writing. Perhaps the writers’ respective public imagesseprévestments
too valuable and promise future returns too great to surrender to the fashions that more
genuine forms of “collective autobiography” require. Perhaps the adaptation of
Whirlwind's dynamic form into a more regimented, systematic structure (theréey be
preserving the myth of the author) would be less troubling were it not for th@dathe
Grand Piands creators owe their considerable literary reputations to anti-e $tialelig
claims consistently made in and by their own works.

The emergence dthe Grand Pianas important for readers &¥hirlwind not
only becaus®ianoshares a superficial appreciation for collective autobiography, but
because it threatens to carve from America’s limited cultural resouddé®nal space
for authors whose works already absorb tremendous critical energy. Therositsige
they claim while doing so further calls into question their adaptation of “tiwkec
autobiography”; asVhirlwind languishes, out of print and disappearing from collections
as library copies turn up for sale to the highest online bid@ieesGrand Pians authors
shore up their own literary reputations as foremost purveyors of revolutionary poeti
forms. The ironies run deeper still. Not only ddée Grand Pianmot invent the form

whose creative design it so carefully charts; in addition, its authors edpeisivoke

32 |nformation regarding the purported influence obwites remains, as of this writing, difficult toogure
from academically-recognized, reputable sourcdss particular quotation is taken from the publicly
reviewed and edited wikipedia entry on Sillimancamposed on January 21, 2008:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ron_Silliman
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“politics” as a motivating concern contributing to the innovative, experimentakfof
poetry they have credited themselves with inventing.

Thus does Barrett Watten devote considerable attention to the emergence of the
Language school in the aftermath of the American war in Vietham and éa&peech
Movement. InThe Grand Piano |lhe announces the volume’s theme will be “Politics.”
According to their own accounts, the writers representd@thenGrand Pian@ame
together in San Francisco in the late 1970s; the group’s members arrived in & city
refugees from various failed social, political, and personal agendas, midgrating
whatever broken pieces of the New Left had held them elsewhere. Tom Marglbizite
visit to the room in which Fred Hampton was assassinated as the event that prompted his
move out of Chicago and that led him, eventually, to San Francisco. In a statement that
simultaneously reflects on his pilgrimage to the scene of the crime and on ttyehgoet
and the othePianoauthors create thereafter, Mandel writes, “We walked on boards the
Panthers had laid across puddles of blood. We were there to witness and be part of what
we witnessed” (48).

What does it mean to think of the Panthers as those who lay boards over puddles
of blood across which white poets walk? After reflecting upon an encounter with
Kathleen Cleaver during an “informal session” that never gets explainethab seems
to have some function related to political activism, Barrett Watten commergs@lli
on the relationship between failed liberation politics and the gradual estabiisbintiee
poetry community in San Francisco: “In the ruins of liberation, the absertr cdrat
destroyed downtown as equivalent to a historical disaster. Later, the arnigrbioets

to the City, would-be site for their art” (17). Do these lines refer to SartiBca’'s 1906
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earthquake and its subsequent rebuilding around an “absent center,” or are thesedddre
to some other development in the history of San Francisco? Are “the ruins of dibverati
the site for “the absent center of a destroyed downtown,” or does the perceptidm af suc
center as “a historical disaster” emerge amidst “the ruins of tibeta Watten’s
apparent mistrust of narrative—as if, by condensing and moderating experararent
storytelling necessarily constitutes a political threat—effegtivedermines his attempts
to re-write the Language school as a politically-driven movement.

If a clear relationship exists between radical politics and Languagelspoetics,
one wonders at Watten’s difficulty in articulating it. This difficulty umbés the attempt
to correct whatever personal resistance to coherent narrative Watterarpay though
this effort has proved no less problematic. For their part, 8ilaeo contributors
similarly hypothesize relationships between political concerns and pesttopment.
Steve Benson wonders, “How much the intensive problematization of social status and
responsibility in that period subsequent to the Vietnam war, the black power movement,
second-wave feminism, cybernetic modeling, and the burgeoning rot of corsumeri
may have contributed to” poetic experiments. At “The Opening of the Field: A
Conference on North American Poetry in the 1960s,” Watten gave a presentation on the
relationship between the Language school and the Free Speech Movemesuited i
a lengthy, contentious debate with Amiri Baraka.

In her analysis of these events, Kristin Prevallet writes, “Althougle ttves poets
were supposedly speaking the same language, there was an absolute breach on their
ability to communicate with one another. Watten was prepared for a theoretical

discussion that would clarify the points he was making in his paper. Baraka, on the other
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hand, was prepared for a verbal confrontation that would assert his position azal politi
activist who had witnessed a very different counter-cultural movement than Watten ha
presented... and neither seemed willing to listen, or learn from the other.” Wwhataty,
the eruption of this debate suggests that the poetry community has internalized
government counterintelligence efforts aimed at destroying afi&abetween white
liberal elites and Black revolutionary thinkers. This deeply disturbing devetdpme
indicates the need for members of this community to seriously rethink their pasitions
Such rethinking might set the stage for future studies that incorpwiatievind's
generally unfamiliar voices as vital addendums to the very different positionpied
by Baraka and Watten. The authordMiirlwind seem to feel that writingnythingis
politically unsavory unless that writing bears a direct and indisputable relapdosa
political movement. In a citation that measures the distance betweemé/ aéesion of
history and the “declared extremes” of the American left whose ideasihetca
countenance, Kuwasi Balagoon attempts to define the kind of writing that might prove
politically meaningful. The example he discovers appears in Amiri Bar@lkeen LeRoi
Jones’) poem, “Black Magic”: “The magic words are: Up against the watlherfucker
this is a stick up! Or: Smash the window at night...”” (quoted by Balago@vhinwind,
333). For Balagoon, writing is not the answer to political dilemmas, it is a steroga
activity that prevents a descent into despair or utter incoherence, an undestdasig
resort or a means to an ends; writing is not, in and of itself, a worthy undertaking.
Whatever claim3he Grand Pian@ontributors may make regarding the
impersonal, systemically alienating functions of language that bring thethéng-not

to mention the institutions, government and private, corporate and owner-operated, that
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provide the resources for poetry to function as such—their project is built upon not only
the perceived importance of poetry, but their own perceived importariceiiobwn
poetry. Considering the positions of authority held by these authors within the venerable
cultural institutions that determine what texts really do matter, whorgae &ith them?
As for Watten’s “attempt to situate a contextual history for language poRtevallet
writes, such an attempt “neglects the totalizing impulses that netegsealrive
towards establishing such a history. And unwillingly, [this project] becomegieipant
in the very authoritarian structures that [it] seeks to undermine.” Wattenks w
Prevallet notes, has repeatedly sought to “reveal the material power ofganguader
to expose very real divisions between oppressive structures and the language used to
maintain them® His desire to prove that political concerns lead to the development of
the Language school reaches an impasse when he presides over this history as an
authoritative master whose prestige depends upon his disavowal of the cultural and
institutional values that anoint him with the power to speak. If despair over te fail
the New Left leads the writers ®he Grand Piando poetry as a refuge and, if possible,
a medium for some kind of movement, however select the community, it must be noted
that the writers o¥Vhirlwind have no such opportunity. The community their text re-
imagines has already vanished; even as they try to trace its contourativearr
phantoms their language recalls drift as glimmers against histtagksess.

Although thePianowriters repeatedly invoke political motivations for the
disruptions of literary convention that their reputation depends upon, such claims point to

the disparity between the “radical forms” exhibited in their texts ancetraiagly

33 prevallet's comments appeared in the web jouraeket 12 July 2000.
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conventional, vaguely liberal political views their writings frequentliecf In contrast,
composing their collective autobiography is the only meangvimewind authors have

to construct the community that the state has set out, with its overwhelmingessand
virtual immunity to the rule of law, to dismantle. Theirs is a creative abbwitrecourse
to history, nor institutional, nor archival preservation, a composition that serves as the
surrogate for the political movement the state has effectively dedttmfore it fully
began. If both groups of writers come into writing as refugees from the NewHest
remains nonetheless a difference over the relationship of writing to theagddator that
organizing resistance movements requires.

The ghostly quality of th&Vhirlwind narrative, its apparitional effect, recalls
Marcus Garvey's spectral presence in the text as the author of the quotationuiustspr
the book’s title and its epigraph. Like the New York 21, Garvey was arrestec aft
government counterintelligence operation. The Department of Justice’s foretatimer
FBI, then known as the Bureau of Investigation and headed by future domestic
surveillance and FBI czar J. Edgar Hoover, employed its first black ageortder to
infiltrate Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association ({N* While caged
for his supposed crimes, Garvey wrote the letter from wiibirlwind draws its
epigraph: “Look for me in the whirlwind or the storm, look for me all around you, for,
with God'’s grace, | shall come and bring with me countless millions of blasksskeho
have died in America and the West Indies and the millions in Africa to aid you in the

fight for Liberty, Freedom and Life” (239). Not only does Garvey’s arnedtpaison

34 Winston A. Grady-Willis discusses this operatiorhia contribution torhe Black Panther Party
Reconsidereded. by Charles E. Jones (Black Classic Pres8)18%re thorough treatments of the same
incidents can be found in Theodore KornweibE&ksleral Surveillance of Afro-Americans, 1917-1925
(University Publications of America, 1986).
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sentence prefigure the infiltration and arrest of the New York Panthé&¥ B
undercover officers almost fifty years later; when Garvey’'s own jaithtetter
introduces the text, a literary lineage conn&¥tsriwind to a nearly forgotten archive of
resistance and revolutionary imaginings.

Thus recalled by the New York 21, Garvey’s ghost unearths his imaginary army
from underworlds in which legacies of genocide reside. The apparitional aamgyG
envisions as reinforcements for the struggle waged by the living presagesotegion
of what | call apparitional subjectivity Mhirlwind. As Sharon Holland reminds us in
her meditations on the hospital and modernity, the definition of death changes with
science and history; Whirlwind, the assurance life brings of death’s absence erodes.
Apparitional subjectivity provides a provisional answer to Holland’s question, if “the
dead figure as the folk with no recourse to discourse... if they have no discourse of their
own, no defense, whose discourse must Hoeyow in order to speak?Apparitional
subjectivitydescribes a textual strategy of countersigning, interleaving, and
counterposing: in the lending of the autobiographical act to those who remain silent,
personal narratives cross over and confound individual voices, claim collective,origins
and construct a dialogical portrait both detaded generic; apparitional subjectivity
names a process that carefully de-composes autobiography as a genre, teahlthge
butcher shop of subjectivity, that nominates the very concept of individuality as a
foundation myth helping to formulate America’s legacy of racial injustice

As a strategy for resistance, apparitional subjectivity offersatoleshelter to
individuals the state brands as enemies and attempts to neutralize; asoeaoluti

practice, apparitional subjectivity assumes the state’s own stance tbward t
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criminalization of the group. By acquiescing to and facilitating the disdds® of
individual identity, apparitional subjectivity attempts to establish a reoolaty

potential. Whirlwind asserts that apparitional subjectivity articulates its discourse in the
uncomfortable no-man’s-land between the living and the dead, the speaking and the
silent; its purpose is to tunnel under the confines of personal, autobiographiatiearr

to reconvene as a collective political force fully alive, yet moving in tesguce of the
dead, those whose murders at the hands of the state make collective action imperative
this way, the apparitional subjectivity Whirlwind captures the collective identity

George Jackson seeks in his effort to compose ego-less letters; in the tizapodotvs,

it defines the camflouged characters Assata Shakur embodies while livirrgnooehel

with other former New York Panthers as the consequences of the trialtdgaiNew

York 21 hit home. The methodology of disguise and artifice that defines Shakur’s shape-
shifting autobiographical text refigures apparitional subjectivitg psrsonal directive to
refuse the static identity that the state relies upon in tracking itergtizZNarrating the
disorderly unfolding of her manifold personas progresses toward the vanishing point at

which fact merges into fiction and history becomes myth.
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3  The Vanishing Subject
Disappearing Acts and Revolutionary Mask#&ssata: An
Autobiography
The act of Uniformity
ejected her
and informers at her heels
Citations remain abbreviated
Often a shortcut
stands for Chapter

(Susan HoweThe Nonconformist’s Memorigb)

The autobiographical project of Assata Shakur’'s béaisata: An Autobiography
(1987), is a function of history’s deletion. The text this nonconforming narrator
constructs takes shape amidst history’s effacement, the untold or forgotten, the
compromised or willfully distorted. Beginning with a dismembered historicehtinze,
Shakur’s autobiography circles around a homeless subject, an uncanny subjectta subje
lost in the mysteries of history’s absences. “Historical imagination &rsHewe writes,
“gathers in the missing’Hrame Structures3). The missing defines Shakur herself:
since her escape from prison on November 2, 1979, the author has disappeared,
reportedly living in Cuba as she remains one of the FBI's most wanted fugitfaes, a
that strangely matches the undocumented status of her birth. “The FBI cannot find any
evidence that | was born,” Shakur writes. “On my FBI Wanted poster, they lisirtny

date as July 1§ 1947, and, in parentheses, “not substantiated by birth records™ (18).
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The absence of an accurate historical record, “the fact, say, that Anserénd to
have such a shabby and thin understanding of the basics of even our most recent history,”
as Robert Reid-Pharr has written, becomes the essential private and midéophat
drives Shakur’s anti-narrative. “If it is indeed true that depthless abenatthe sum of
the American experience,” Reid-Pharr suggests, “it is also true thali¢igten is, in a
sense, our birthright, the only basis we have for the production of a national culture”
(103). InAssata alienation-as-birthright initiates a cycle through which the author loses
herself over and over again. In its legalistic sense alienation refersttartber of
property, and in Shakur’s autobiography her own identity becomes the article ofrtransfe
Indeed, her autobiography might be read as an extended meditation on the pessbiliti
self-image, once the individual relinquishes her claim to that self-image, addygsl
the transfer of this now alien property to the society and culture that claensl ibegins
to explore the political and social utility now vested in that self-image. In toegs of
Shakur’s investigation, the self as property of another emerges as a legasging
history. The practice of erasure that produces the foundation myths and fundamental
narratives of American society also impinges upon the individual, silencirginasr
that do not acquiesce to the sanitized storylines already providesaitathus proposes
that to narrate history is also to participate in history’s absence, to predtioal
seepage in order to maintain the purity of the fable. Shakur herself, exiled in Cuba,
evidences this seepage, reminds us of the disappearance or escape of thigestsy s
that historical narrative offers to chronicle when it attempts to documentnhiimea

If the foundational event of the history Shakur explores is her own birth, this

undocumented event rests alongside other historical absences her text regadisesr
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just as strategically. Shakur’s autobiographical project challenggsutilic record,
attempting to undo a series of narratives that eclipse her vision of history.fater ef
recalls the textual poetics of Susan Howe, whose layered compositions incitide<it
from mostly forgotten documents that challenge or contradict the foundatibs myt
central to American history and identity. In the autobiographical introductiBratoe
Structures: Early Poemd974-1979), Howe writes of the link between her own family
nickname and the slave-trading vessel owned by an ancestor known as “Captain Jim”
In 1791 the first federal grand jury in Rhode Island charged [...] James
d’'Wolf with throwing a female African slave overboard during the Middle
Passage because she was sick with smallpox [...] “Captain Jim” already
had a reputation for having slaves thrown over the side. He enjoyed
cutting their hands off at the wrist personally, if they clung to the iistfra
So he lay low until 1795, when a more lenient district attorney nol-prossed
the case. When this murderous ancestor could finally afford to buy his
own slave ship he christened I82rkey Sukey is my nickname. No one
in the family [...] ever called me Susan. (20-21)
As Howe continues to investigate her family history, she discovers aolegyyrich
with references to long-forgotten incidents of colonialist violence. Hetyfdarm,
“Weetamoe,” took its name from “Weetamoo,” the wife of Metacomet. Known to
European settlers as King Philip, Metacomet was the target of thexiestsive British
war on Native Americans. When Metacomet was killed, Howe reminds us, his “head
was exhibited on a pole in Plymouth [...] for twenty-five years” (22). As Mstat's

severed head was being made into a town ornament displaying the savagesgttérs
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Weeatamoo drowned while attempting to evade soldiers. “The tide washed her body up

on land that eventually became the Howe farm,” Howe writes. These dissoaiert

Howe to the wealth of violence and travesties vested in the names, places, and objects

that surround her memories of childhood and that continue to populate her present. In the

same text she describes a carved ivory pagoda her grandfather kept intmempar
It must have been acquired in China by a predatory d’'Wolf or an
entrepreneurial Quincy [another one of Howe’s ancestors] and brought
back to Bristol or Boston as loot. | don’t know how or why it arrives [...]
Each fantastically carved stage or floor of the pagoda consists of a
miniature room with a door but even the walls are open as a sieve is. A
tiny ivory bell hangs in each entrance. If there is a sudden vibration in the
dining room on our side of being, if someone speaks to suddenly, even a
draft from the window is enough, all the skeletal bells shake as if the
present can coexist in thin paper dress.

This pagoda, family heirloom rich with historical encounters now lost, silent datrcer

keeper of some undisclosed evidence, witness to an anonymous or undocumented

exploitative exchange, provides a fitting image for the chapter that followsdjich the

autobiographical act shakes the “skeletal bells” of history. Howe’s antinjige c

animated by the energy of the present maps the pattern by which hist@tedbpe

emerges in Assata Shakur’s autobiography. In the effort to situate herS$takur

uncovers an American history as mysterious as the Howe family’s pagodéngibveh

commotion from “our side of being.” For Shakur, the act of self-representatjomes a

return to the alien, unspoken history Howe’s anecdote brings to life. In the process of
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return, history eviscerates the individual voice, sounding in its place a seriesesfadapls
silences, absences and misrepresentations; indeed, one value of self-r@prasent
framed by history is the forfeiture of an isolated vision in the effort to recmhst
collective experience. In the diminishing of the individual, Shakur locates a pbtenti
strategy for engagement that transforms untold histories into new politesistince;
through a vanishing lyrical “I,” her politics reposition the autobiographicasithe

collective enunciation of history’s forgotten.

A Brief History of JoAnne Chesimard as Told By ti8l

A Black Panther called to public attention through a series of newspaper and
magazine articles, JoAnne Chesimard, Shakur’'s doppelganger, already $takur’s
identity before Shakur introduces herself. Ironically, this doppelganger—the
criminalized identity of JoAnne Chesimarareadyrisks disappearance. Although
JoAnne Chesimard’s criminality at one time spurs a New York City-vadech, replete
with shotgun-armed plainclothes policemen; results in her appearance on the #8I's m
wanted list and motivates her move underground; and ultimately leads to her shooting
and arrest for the murder of a New Jersey State Trooper, most analgssatafgnore
the facts surrounding her criminalization. This deletion would not be so troubling if
Shakur’s own text were not so carefully constructed in the shadow of JoAnne
Chesimard’s government-sanctioned narrative. In the careful encounterasigesa
between her narrative and that of the government, Shakur questions the reliance upon

narrative as history’s vehicle for truth. To understAsdatas deployment and
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disruption of narrative tactics thus requires an understanding of the histosytittatnds
JoAnne Chesimard’s “authorized” biographical sketch.

The story of JoAnne Chesimard emerges through the apparent collusion of
various government agencies, the police force and the criminal justieensyst well as
the media. It contains a wealth of accusations with little evidentiary support
Nonetheless, it is this story to which the front matteksgatagestures in a curious
document entitled “Trial Chronology,” which lists a series of crimes, thesdhey
occurred, the dates Shakur went to trial for those crimes, and the dates of the court
decisions in the cases. Despite the straightforward chronological aremgeithis
document, the seven crimes and court cases listed do not map theAtssatafnor do
they coincide with events chronicled in the author’s self-history. The friahology is
presumably presented as a register of prosecutorial zeal, intended to eacitue
attempts to convict Shakur of some crime. It also restages within the besnafathe
book her progression as a public figure: in her own book, just as in her life preceding its
composition, an official record identifies Shakur as a criminal charged withugar
violent crimes. Only after this identity is established can her storydhe &ill, this trial
chronology barely scratches the surface of the extensive criminalizetighiaketches
presented by the media before, during, and after her trials.

As a Black Panther and a member of the Black Liberation Army, JoAnne
Chesimard’s criminalization is intimately connected to the widespreahedization of
black revolutionaries in general. The enduring public image of black radicadism
solidified through law enforcement and media campaigns of the late Sixtiesady

Seventies remains a combination of sexual prowess, political incompetence, agitt outri
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criminality. Shakur’s autobiography both assumes this reductive identity faisdset,
narrating the experience of criminalization while also contributing tactirec image of
the Black revolutionary. Michael E. Staub has traced the emergence of thealttym
linked to this image to media coverage of the Black Panther Party in partanudeto the
year 1970, in which a series of articles in e York TimesNew Yorkmagazine, the
Atlantic, Harper’s, and elsewhere produced “a set of metaphoric images and associations
that were both vigorously fearmongeriagd sniggeringly derisive” (59). Such an
image—aquite literalltheimage—is, as we will see, essential to Shakur’s autobiography
and to the court cases that envelop her, in which photographs are repeatedly used as
evidence of her guilt. As Staub points out, iconic photographs of the Black Pantlger Part
materialized in conjunction with the phenomenon of New Journalism, a developing form
that allowed for the incorporation of “fictional techniques,” including “the developme
of dramatic storylines, the elaborate descriptions of settings partyctilesugh the
accumulation of what [Tom] Wolfe called the ‘details of status lifehef¢haracters, the
invitation for readers to identify with the characters and/or the narratoedbestruction
of ‘realistic’ dialogue and [...] the liberty to speculate on the most intit(zeme
ultimately sexual) aspects of the characters’ lives” (61).

As we shall see, at the same time that the “fictional techniques” Stabhtatrto
New Journalism provided the literary forms for denunciations of Black revolutssnari
and their white supporters, police campaigns against the Black Panther Partg becam
increasingly sophisticated. In New York City, an extraordinary colldiooraetween
law enforcement and the media enveloped Shakur’s first public biographer, Robert

Daley. Daley, a novelist, formé&rew York Timepurnalist, and, for one year, a police
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official despite having had no previous law enforcement experience, Dal@yss ne
conferences and his subsequent writings about his year in the department would help
define the Black Liberation Army for the media and police departmerissattre

country. Indeed, it is his decision to proceed with a press conference accusing nine
members of the Black Liberation Army of assassinating two policemen tsaglgests

may have contributed to his forced resignatibarget Blue464-471). Overcoming the
reservations of some high-ranking officers who do not believe in the conspiracy theory
Daley has constructed, and who may not have been allowed access to the FBI documents
he claims to have seénpaley dramatizes his diplomatic victory in convincing Police
Commissioner Patrick V. Murphy to proceed with the press conference: “I beggu¢o a
that the Police Commissioner owed it to himself, to every cop in the city, and also to
every cop in the country to give the widest possible dissemination to information about
this conspiracy” (464). Throughout his articles he appropriates the techniques of New
Journalism described by Staub, focusing on his own role as confidant and chronicler of
the police officers he heroizes.

The most significant of Daley’s articles appearedl@w Yorka magazine Staub
nominates as one of the forerunners in New Journalism publishing, and was republished
in Target Blug Daley’s popular retelling of his year in the police department. Daley
named the book after his article fdew Yorkmagazine on the Black Liberation Army
subtitled “The Story Behind the Police Assassinations.” In his book, as in tle,arti

Daley names JoAnne Chesimard as the “soul of the gang [the Black LiberatignsA

% Daley’s comments on his access to FBI files sugipes he had some special status not conferred on
other members of the force, including the Policen@assioner himself. “We were both briefed by the
same men,” he writes in reference to the policassisation, “by [Chief of Detectives Albert] Seedma
and by Chief of Intelligence Arthur Grubert; thoulgin addition, had by now studied police and FBI
reports from other cities” (460).
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the “gang” to which Daley refers], the mother hen who kept them together, kept them
moving, kept them shooting” (467). The image of the Black radical that dogs Shakur
thus emerged through ego-driven news reportage that disavowed hard-boileddact in f
of fiction’s writerly techniques and craft-powered narratives. The comptetpe of the
media-driven indictment of JoAnne Chesimard as a Black radical is significarg are
hundreds of articles in tidéew York Timekading up to her trials, in addition to
hundreds of articles printed in other popular newspapers in the New York metropolitan
area. These articles take Daley’s accusations at face valuatimgpeccusations that
Assata Shakur—otherwise known as Jo Ann, JoAnne, or Joanne Chesimard, depending
on the article—committed a variety of violent crimes, including bank robberies and
police assassinations. The articles occasionally include photographs ah@igetsiat
are not, as it turns out, photographs of the individual called JoAnne Chesimard or the
individual calling herself Assata Shakur.

The use of the media as a tool for the disruption of political activities and an
extension of American law enforcement and can be traced back at leasisa$946,
when J. Edgar Hoover engineered the Palmer Raids against left-wing shamkier
activists across the countiy.By the time Hoover confronted the resistance movements
of the Sixties and Seventies as head of the FBI, the agency’s ability to tum gilons
into public spectacles and media events had advanced significantly. In thédace o
rigorous and clandestine program of disruption, the Black Panther Party steod littl
chance of success; in retrospect, for many Black Panthers, survival might have bee

enough. As early as October 1969, Eric Caldwell reported iNelaeYork Timethat the

% See Theodore Kornweibel, JiSeeing Red”: Federal Campaigns Against Black Mitity, 1919-1925
for an excellent account of Hoover's earliest mamesi against political activists.
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conviction of Oakland Black Panther Party member William Wells, in conjunctittn wi

an array of arrests at numerous cities across the country, had “complidatdpdirithers’
leadership problems.” “Most of the Party’s leadership,” Caldwell helpfullgtpdiout,

“is now in [police] custody” (Caldwell 39Y" At the same time that tfiémesannounced

the conviction of William Wells, Bobby Seale was bound and gagged while on trial with
the Chicago Eight (Lukass 38). These events coincided with the crackdown on the New
York Black Panthers, as detailed in Chapter 3; in April of 1969, the New York Police
Department issued arrest warrants for twenty-one members of theRzather Party’s
New York City branch. By November, eighteen of the twenty-one Black Pargbeght

by the NYPD were in custody (“FBI Seizes Two in Columbus,” 38). The three
remaining “New York 21” who avoided capture went into exile and joined Eldridge
Cleaver, who had already left the country to avoid arrest, in Algeria.

By the end of 1969, the Panthers had begun to suspect that these actions were part
of a much wider campaign to ruin them. As suspicion of informants and agent
provocateurs spread anxiety and distrust throughout the Party, court costs thaine
Panther coffers and contributed to a wave of negative publicity. Extraordinalydeg
in the court case of the New York 21 resulted in a fundraiser given by Leonard and
Felicia Bernstein on January 14, 1970. This fundraiser is ridiculed in Tom Wolfe’s
famous piece of New Journalism satireX@w Yorkmagazine, “Radical Chic: That
Party at Lenny’s.” As Staub points out, in this article Wolfe ridicules ti¢hEes as

well as their white supporters. Intentionally or not, Wolfe’s article &rdd the FBI's

37 After two previous trials ended in hung juries, Wevas convicted of assault against a police effia
the gun battle leading to Eldridge Cleaver’s parelecation and Algerian exile (see Caldwell, Eric.
“Panther is Given 15 Year Sentencé&éw York Time80 Oct. 1969.)
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agenda of dividing white and black actividsThe Black Panther Party’s innovative
social agendas—free breakfast programs, educational curricula, commuregcbutnd
organizing efforts—languished as Panther offices were consumed by tbes &fffree
members from jail. “Black Panther leaders have argued that the areeptaieof a
systematic plot by the Government to destroy the party,” Caldwell repdhsTimes
though he shows no interest in investigating this claim.

Of course, we now know that such a plot did indeed exist. In a letter dated
August 25, 1967, J. Edgar Hoover announced his plan to “expose, disrupt, misdirect,
discredit, or otherwise neutralize the activities of black nationalidpsFBI field offices
in every major American city. Included in Hoover's correspondence is thetiiréo
utilize “established local news media contacts,” making certain thatdtgeted group is
disrupted, ridiculed, or discredited through the publicity” (Churchill and Vander Wall,
92-93). In New York City, the use of “established local news media contactdikelgs
achieved through the office of the Deputy Police Commissioner for Public s\féair
position with the specific duty to promote the department’s interests through the loca
media. This was the position for which Robert Daley would be hired, a perfect candidate
given his experience at tiemes(where his father had also worked), not to mention his
apparent preference, as evidenced by his publishing history, for fiction ovectioni
In addition, the Bureau of Special Services (BOSS)—the New York Police Depddm

secret branch charged with undercover operations and a close collaborator with-the FB

3 This strategy is well documented by Churchill atehder Wall, who call attention to a series of
COINTELPRO letters authored by FBI agents and ntadeok like correspondences from Panther
members. The letters discredit Panther leadefglent” the organizations with which the Pantheesrev
attempting to partner of risks in doing so by ine allegations regarding the Black Panther Panty its
membersThe COINTELPRO PAPER$36-139).

39 “New Press Official NamedKew York Time&4 May 1971, 38.
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had numerous operatives with extensive experience infiltrating Black rerauyi
organizations. In fact, some historians, including Manning Marable, believB@&H
may have played a role in the assassination of Malcolfh Experts differ over whether
or not the BOSS aided the assassination, but BOSS agents were certaamy. pre
Eugene Roberts, an undercover cop who would later testify against the defendats in t
case of the New York 21, claimed to have witnessed the assassination, arresfeti®@ne
assailants, and attempted to resuscitate Malcolm X himself (Churchillamte¥'Wall,
361; Goodman, 1; Zimroth, 170). Considering the significance of his role, how Roberts
evaded notoriety and infiltrated the Black Panthers less than five yearSlaltelm’s
murder remains a mystery that perhaps only the BOSS can explain.

Regardless, the founding of the New York branch of the Black Panther Party thus
began as a police surveillance operation as much as a revolutionary one (Kempton 42).
As noted in reference MWhirlwind, members of the Bureau of Special Services
infiltrated the group from the beginning (Churchill and Vander Wall, 361; Kempton, 55).
Assata Shakur's emergence as a suspected “domestic terrorist” pramidgriguing
addendum to the story of the New York 21; exactly how many of the articles prdffiéing
criminality of the individual formerly known as JoAnne Chesimard stem in wholeror pa
from the police and FBI’s effort to discredit the Black Panther Party reraamsstery.
One of numerous follow-up directives from Hoover’s office instructing agentstimef

efforts to Black Panther activities, dated December 24, 1969, asks FBI office$ to ma

“9In an interview with Amy Goodman broadcast@emocracy Now: The War and Truth Repamt
February 21, 2005, Marable attributes the assagsin@ a “convergence of interests with threeetiht
groups that had an interest in eliminating his &@ad his vision”: the FBI, the NYPD’s Bureau ofegjal
Services, and the Nation of Islam itself.
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“seasons greetings” cards detailing the “violent propensities” of the foeihewspaper
editors, public officials,” and others (HindBusions of Justicel13).

Such injunctions cast a long shadow over the sizeable file of metropolitan-area
newspaper articles implicating Shakur in violent activities. Almost imrteddiafter the
hiring of Robert Daley as Deputy Police Commissioner of Public Affairs in iiemof
1971, JoAnne Chesimard’s name begins to appear in the newspaper. Although Daley
lasted just one year at this post, he continued to publish accusations concerning
Chesimard'’s role in the Black Liberation Army (BLA) for severange In his writings,
Daley completes a portrait of Joanne Chesimard (or JoAnn, or JoAnne, depending upon
the article) that had been under construction since April 7, 1971, when a small headline,
“Woman Shot in Struggle With Her Alleged Victim,” appeared inMesv York Times
According to theTimesarticle, JoAnne Chesimard had attempted to rob a hotel guest
after knocking on his door, and was shot in the struggle that ensued. In the years between
theTimesarticle reporting JoAnne Chesimard’s involvement in the hotel shooting—for
which, incidentally, no follow-up articles appeared—and the publication of Daley’s
“Target Blue,” hundreds of articles in newspapers throughout the New York met@apoli
area mention JoAnne Chesimard in conjunction with the Black Liberation Army.

For his part, Daley has shown little interest in the history of the FBI'paim
against Black activists; his interest is in narrative, character, anégtitost times,” he
muses in his booKarget Blue “one learns nothing whatever from history” (126). A
later book of Daley’sThe Innocents Withi(2001), has provoked outrage in French
survivors of Nazi occupation from Le Chamon sur Lignon, a small village that helped

several thousand Jews escape the Holocaust, and that serves as the setieg'or D
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fictional account of the incident. Survivors complain that Daley’s account sgverel
distorts history for the purposes of his own narrative, though Daley has claimadthat
fictional account “may have more truth in it than the non-fiction accounts writen s
far.”*" Given his role in establishing the official history of the BLA, Daley’s désaii of
fact as a guiding principle for his books of “nonfiction” and “historical fictian” i
striking. While serving as the public face of the NYPD, Daley freely hypiattcbthe
development of the BLA as a violent offshoot of the Black Panther Parfgrget Blue
he writes, “what was this Black Liberation Army if not a collection of eimats—
modern anarchists, black anarchists, but anarchists nonetheless—hatersishedtabl
order?” (126).

By 1971, even before Daley’s accusations became public, the Panthers were
decimated. When most of the trials orchestrated by the FBI resulted itta@squn
dismissals, often exposing police misconduct, police departments faceddmrmae
pressure to convict the innocent “suspects” of some crime. In New York City, a
humiliating court defeat for the NYPD arrived soon after the first appeadribe name
JoAnne Chesimard in themes on May 13, 1971, after over two years of grand jury
testimony and courtroom gymnastics, thirteen suspects charged as mehthersNew
York 21” were acquittedGOINTELPRQ 147). The next day'Simesreports their
acquittal, as well as the appointment of Robert Daley as the new Deputy Police
Commissioner for Public Affairs. Daley inherited a New York Police Dapart

swamped by a series of scandals and failures. The allegations of Frarmk Serpi

*! Letters of outrage from town residents were ptielison the website of Le Chambon foundation
(http://www.chambon.org/Icsl_daley en.Btas of December 22, 2007. Rudy Appel, a Jewiilge® in

Le Chambon during the period on which Daley basebdok, describes Daley’s claim that his book “may
have more truth in it than the non-fiction accoumtiten so far” as Orwellian.
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namesake of the title character played by Al Pacino in the ns&rj@co(1973),
engulfed the department in widespread corruptions and gambling investigations. Soon
after Daley’s appointment, several officers were shot in separatemsig/hile on patrol
in different neighborhoods. One case involved two officers assigned to patrol the
residence of District Attorney Frank Hogan, prosecutor in the trial of the Nek2dor
It was during this investigation that Daley insisted upon the press conference to axnounc
that former Black Panthers who were now members of the Black Liberation wene
the prime suspects. Daley reports that Detective Albert Seedman watasotbe
assailants were Black Panthers that he simplified the suspect ideotifigedcess by
only showing witnesses photographs of Black Panthers (“Target Blue,” 42).s#dtas
against police officers continued, so too did Daley’s accusations regarding tke Bla
Liberation Army, whose members he blamed for a variety of crimes, including bank
robberies and the use of a grenade against pursuing police officers duringaseanch
QueensTarget Bluge 467).

Daley’s accusations help to explain the “Trial Chronology” that appe#ssata
a document ostensibly added by editors as part of the preface to her autobiogrgphy (
It is this laundry list of supposed crimes and dates here included, from April 197¥to Ma
1973, to which Shakur must answer when she is arrested, but of which her actual
autobiography makes almost no mention. The trial chronology bookmarks the break her
text makes with sequential order. After dramatizing her arrest, Shakiutifggveigzags
between childhood memories and the events that follow her capture. In the process she
produces a difficult and seductive text of incomplete narratives. Her text ensounter

history as an assemblage of memories and facts repressed or obscured setite pa



204

Shakur, the site of this repression, the place in which its misrepresentative tesidenc
achieve their fullest expression, is language. The narrator she condandtsat an axis
where the autobiographical tradition, the semiotics of self-representatiyedge, and
the semiotics of American history intersect. Rather than assume the imptaskobf
unraveling these narrative traditioAssatapursues the possibilities offered by their
interrelatedness. In Shakur’s text, the criminalized identity the lsgtalready
established for her becomes one of many aliases featured in anecdotes s¢ @isdui
dissembling that serve to interrogate systems of meaning and ssatbgedf-
representation. Beginning with her criminalization at the hands of the/Asstda
experiments with the alias as a screen for history’s projection, a mallgadide through

which repressed histories and events might become visible.

Breaking StoryAssatalUndone Through Narrative

For Shakur, discontinuity is the narrative rule. Her book quite literally begins
with an arrest:
There were lights and sirens. Zayd was dead. My mind knew that
Zayd was dead. The air was like cold glass. Huge bubbles rose and burst.
Each one felt like an explosion in my chest. My mouth tasted like blood
and dirt. The car spun around me and then something like sleep overtook
me. In the background i could hear what sounded like gunfire. Butiwas

fading and dreaming.
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Suddenly, the door flew open and i felt myself being dragged out
onto the pavement. Pushed and punched, a foot upside my head, a kick in
the stomach. Police everywhere. One had a gun to my head. (3)

In recounting her arrest on May 2, 1973, Shakur’'s opening sentences establish modes of
representation that will repeat throughout her volume. Perhaps most noticeable is the
diminutive letter “i” in place of the first person “I,” but this typographicek has its
correlation in the rupturing membrane that separates the physical bodysrom it
surroundings. “The air was like cold glass. Huge bubbles rose and burst. Eadh one fe
like an explosion inside my chest.” The slippage between the descriptiorfldfeagold
glass” in which “huge bubbles rose and burst,” and the description of breathing, in which
“each one felt like an explosion inside my chest,” cleaves the exteria etéme crime
to the interior, physical body of the narrator. Furthermore, the descriptioaathing
can be read only through an inversion of word order; to understand how her breathing
feels, we must go back and read the pronoun “one” as one of the “huge bubbles.” We are
witnessing what seems to be a near-death experience, but we are alssingtadirth.
Untethered from time’s normative order, the story of Shakur’s life begeis avith the
moment of her capture. This rebirth inaugurates the inversion of temporal order that
defines her text, an inversion further signaled through the rhetorical deployment of
language, most significantly the usehgiteron proteronor latter-before. Notice again
the inverted order of the phrases above: the sensations of explosions inside her chest
follow after the sentence “Huge bubbles rose and burst,” words that seem tbedescri

these explosions.
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Throughout her text, the present actions of her captors will contend with the act of
recollection, recasting the past in the frame of her half-told captivitpthaa. These
interruptions are not only realistic, in that they represent the disorientaitbttauma of
the events in the eyes of the narrator; they are also rhetorical. They pretamte
toward history, in which the past and the present continually disrupt one another, thus
confounding the order and logic narrative imposes. According to Walter Benjamin,
interruption has its role in revolutionary thinking: “Thinking involves not only the flow
of thoughts,” Benjamin writes, “but their arrest as well. Where thinking stops in a
configuration pregnant with tensions, it gives that configuration a shock [...] addess
cessation of happening, or, put differently, a revolutionary chance in the fight for the
oppressed pastlliuminations262-263). Assataputs Benjamin’s quotation to work,
pursuing in its persistent interruptions of narrative evidence of an oppressdthpast t
JoAnne Chesimard’s criminalized identity acts to conceal. “Everybody satyshad
my days mixed up with my nights and kept everybody up all night,” Shakur writes (17).
The confusion of time’s limits inhabits her text. Two autobiographical narratives
alternate through the first twelve chapters, augmented by poetitdesrl One recounts
the childhood of JoAnne Deborah Byron from birth to her teen years and early adulthood;
the other tells the story of Assata Shakur from her arrest onward to heriatarge
pregnancy, and trials. JoAnne Chesimard is her name after a brief marrtageehaes
cursory mentioff? Her narrative thus proceeds by interruption. Stories of family life are

punctuated by interludes describing prison experiences and courtroom batilés. Ins

2 The story of Shakur’s marriage is only briefly suarized (196), and mentioned when she discusses her
name changes (185). Whatever the reasons foevbist's marginal inclusion in her story, it is her
husband’s last name, Chesimard, that becomes fplaetr criminalized identity.
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prison, her struggles with jailers determined to enforce draconian punishmemésheef

guilt has been proven further emphasize the irrational, the out of order. Aseshgtaitt

to recover from her gunshot wounds she is denied medical treatment, interrogated and
beaten. The state’s methodology of punishment thus disrupts an otherwise
chronologically narrated autobiography. Remembrance unfolds in Shakur’svearrat
through gaps in the punitive mechanisms of the law. Memory already has theycpacit
put the present on hold, to break with continuous time. As the faculty punishment forces
upon her while in prison and exile, memory is conditioned to criminality.

The narrator’s relationship to autobiography thus remains tenuous. Even as she
rejects the labels the state assigns her, Shakur emphasizes the expég@peession as
the unique and exemplary feature of her story; here she finds herself in wdtat Lei
Gilmore has described as “the autobiographical paradox of the unusual or
unrepresentative life becoming representative” (19). As Gilmore and oliwdarscof
autobiography have noted, many political autobiographies face an apparent cootradict
because the form draws its power and authority from individualism. Shakur would rathe
align herself with values of communalism and self-sacrifice practicdairesistance
movement to which she belongs—values shared by the other authors included in this
study, from George Jackson to the sixteen authdreak For Me in the Whirlwindo
Angela Davis. Shakur’s writing may be seen as an attempt to embrace tlaelicaotr
Gilmore underscores, and by so doing, to overcome it; after all, part of hett sdgec
suggest that because of the government’s use of its law enforcement appasittnse
dissent, any revolutionary thinker might just as easily occupy her positiarstreieegy

in assuming the autobiographical form includes a refusal to engage or repleliate
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state’s accusations, thereby allowing these accusations to become aaothtere

alongside her own. Her status as enemy of the state becomes in her text alhistoric

mystery, an accident, the anomic yet seemingly primeval condition heretet

unravels.

Inside the interpolating narrative bars that chronicle, respectivelgolet trials

and childhood, shifting verb tenses further disrupt chronological sense, disseetat] t

of storytelling from the sequential structure it normally affords. Writtethé present

and past tense, her experiences as a prisoner frame incarceration astia@igan

interruptive process. These sections foreground her textual identity as ary ictesatied

by the state and therefore a site of complex struggle between her own effiartiaaon

versus the state’s efforts to overwrite her story with its own:
The hospital is glaring white. Everyone i see is white. Everyone seems to
be waiting. All at once they are in motion. Blood pressure, pulse,
needles, etc. Two detectives come in. | know they're detectives because
they look like detectives. One of them has a face like a bulldog, with
jowls hanging down the sides. They supervise the nurse as she cuts off
my clothes. After a while, one of them dabs my fingertips with what look
like Q-tips. Later i find out that this is the neutron activation test to
determine whether or not i have fired a weapon. Another one then tries to
fingerprint me, but he has trouble because my hand is dead.

“Gimme the dead man’s kit.” He puts my fingers into spoon-

looking things used to fingerprint dead people. They begin to ask me

guestions, but a bunch of doctors come in. One of them, who appears to
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be the head doctor, examines me. He pokes and prods, throwing me
around like a rag doll. then, like he is going to kill me, he jerks me around
so that 'm on my stomach. the pain is like an electric shock. | moan. (4)
These paragraphs, chronicling Shakur’s earliest recollections followingehe sf her
arrest on the New Jersey Turnpike, typify a narrative mode that will blewsdpand
interrupted, or interruptively employed, throughout her text. The sentence—and here one
might note the leaden quality of the word “sentence” when used to addresbeatext
with prison’s residue—cannot conceal the shock this memory holds in reserve. The
sentence is shock’s traumatic embodiment, the unit by which shock is dispensed. In an
instant, “everyone” who in one sentence seems to be waiting becomes, in the very next
sentence, the “they” who are “all at once [....] in motion.” No less significaheis
misidentification that occurs in the effort to identify Shakur. The detestivetds,
“Gimme the dead man’s kit,” aptly condense the unstable structure of idémditext
thematizes throughout: when the narrator hears herself being hailed, the words her
interlocutors employ fail to match the identity she would like to call her own.

Arrested as an enemy of the state on the first page of her autobiography, the
misshapen loom of captivity thus twists the narrative threads leading back to Shakur’
childhood. In the employment ofhgsteron proterorsentence sequence, in the
sentencing of shock through sudden shifts in action or tone, and in the seemingly
paradoxical establishment of a narrator’s identity through misidentdicatie beginning
of Assatacatalyzes a textual pattern that repeats globally, in the chapterstiftsen
her captivity and childhood, and discretely, in the repeating of themes and trdpas wit

the chapters themselves. The framing of the narrator as a “not-whoatfiegseats
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most visibly in Shakur’s childhood anecdotes. These anecdotes portray disguise, dis-
identification, and dissembling as the narrator’s primary strategies tmoba
chronologically confused, physiologically disembodying present.

In the sections that follow, | will suggest that these anecdotal disclossioes al
challenge distortions of history essential to American identity. In refuke moral
imperatives that story as a form so readily invitessataemploys the anecdote as a
potentially anti-narratological tool. This series of autobiographicaldates told by a
“not-who-they-say” narrator allowAssatato fabricate its own seductive and obfuscating
literary veil. By the end oAssatawe may know less about the era in which the events
described therein transpire than we know about the ability of the narrator to vanish
behind the identities she construcksssatais the explanation for the author’s exile, but it
is also, figuratively speaking, exile itsel\ssatacelebrates the autobiographical text’'s
inevitable failures, its inability to account for the individual whose existémreposes
to chronicle. For an author who remains a fugitive still sought by the FBInthe of
autobiography are also its redeeming features. Even as Shakur vanishes,db&anec
remains, a vehicle for first-person interrogation of the repressed past #rgesmhen
systems of meaning tied to history and self-representation suddenly convergeastThe fi
chapter ends with a poem entitled “Story”:

STORY
You died.
| cried.
And kept on getting up.

A little slower.
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And a lot more deadly. (17)
This poem promises narrative and delivers in its place a shadow. If it is assaftdre
Zayd Shakur (James Costan), who was killed during the confrontation with the New
Jersey State Police the night Shakur was apprehended, it also functions as a
representative text. The half-told story it initiates traces a tioleicentity; the lyrical
“I” is no more personal that the anonymous “you” to whom the poem speaks.

The image of her early life that Shakur constructs in the second chapter builds
upon this peek-a-boo pattern, celebrating the appearance and vanishing of ws. narrat
As JoAnne Deborah Byron, Shakur spends some years in Wilmington, North Carolina
following her parents’ divorce. The house she lives in occupies an important place in her
family history. “My grandfather originally thought that the house belonged to may-gre
grandfather, Pappa Linc (short for Lincoln),” Shakur writes. “Lincoln” app&ere with
an overdetermination as significant as that of the heart that beats in the rtinad of
murderer in Poe’s story. As the reader soon discovers, Lincoln reappears throughout
Shakur’s text. As the namesake of her great-grandfather, he overseagiheedi
narrative that follows; forgotten details of his ambiguous legacy loom logerarrator’s
encounters with repressed histories she conjures in subsequent chapters. The house
supposedly owned by “Pappa Linc” and given to her family has in fact only beentgive
her great-grandfather to live in as long as he is alive, and is alienated ®lnthlee
state after his death. “Fine print and white lawyers have a way of robbingaple
of what is theirs,” Shakur notes.

As a result, her grandparents are “forced to buy the house again” (19). Their

ability to overlook the tyranny involved in this process echoes the “fairy-tdatayiis
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Shakur learns in school. Meanwhile, they forbid Shakur from associating withhelyat
call “alley rats,” black children not born, like Assata, into the aspiringikBtaiddle class.
Most enlightening is the role of language in the charade of decency and deesstlialy
attempt to instill in her:
“Decent children” came from “decent families.” How did you know what
a decent family was? A decent family lived in a decent house. How did
you know what a decent house was? A decent house was fixed up nice
and had a sidewalk in front of it. Decent families didn’t let their kids play
in the street with no shoes on and didn’t let their kids say ‘ain’t.’ Little
did my grandmother know thatn’t was my favorite word once i got two
feet out of her hearing range. My grandmother had a little alley rat right
under her roof and she didn’t even know it. Alley rats supposedly lived in
alleys, in run-down shacks, but my grandmother would often call one of
my friends an alley rat even if the kid didn’t live in an alley. (21)
Recognizing that words can be used to reaadlconceal the environment and the
material goods that occupy its spaces, Shakur thus outlines a critique of laaglage
employed by the capitalist society that surrounds her. The displacements and
substitutions that fill the paragraph above animate linguistic distortionse@samsms
for fishing politics from narrative in order to enhance narrative’s pregrAdanguage of
circularity reinforces class difference through a set of “self-exidealues. The
simultaneity with which language contains its referents via a chaimpefitienand
establishes through repetition the screen that allows those same retetearisform or

disappear neatly condenses the autobiographical paradox.
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Even as it offers a chronicle in which the literary self becomes its own sirbject
language, autobiography provides the means with which the “true subject” or author
escapes. Her grandparents can employ language to cast aspersion uponiteds fort
children, or perhaps those from families they simply don't like, for as Shakur drgy, not
“alley rats” do not live in alleys, even as “decent children” are the selkeat/products
of “decent families” known as such because they possess “decent houses.” And yet
language can also serve as Shakur’'s means of disguise before her grandperents
mention before the “alley rats” she counts as her friends. This story does natlso m
introduce the narrator as it does alert the reader to her preference tuflege Rather
than submit to the supposedly self-evident virtues of materialism, Shakur focukes on t
shelter language provides for her grandparents. This shelter mirrors the one she
assembles out of the same linguistic tools, manipulating her language to match the
expectations of her listeners. Shakur suggests that she merely answalisftine
deceptive self-representation already commonplace in a society detetmowetteal,
repress, or otherwise bury the history of racism and slavery behind a tdgayieal
opportunity. The society Shakur portrays is determined to live in Pappa Linc’s house;
regardless of the cost this domicile passes on to each generation, it preféussidmreaf
free occupancy to the real debt history’s distorted bookkeeping imposes.

In the zigzagging narrative threads that pattern the first twelyaerisa Shakur’s
childhood sequences thus establish a pattern of disguise and subterfuge. These
remembrances nominate self-representation as a strategy stingethe pitfalls history
and circumstance force upon the individual. In this deployment of self-repiteseats

a self-conscious strategy, Shakur’s autobiography proposes a possible medatfng
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the anxiety of authenticity limits Black Power as a political movement. FBI

COINTELPRO letters document the government’s own hand in developing and

exploiting such anxieties. The split in the Black Panther Party fadailithteng the trial

of the New York 21 reflects the tension that individual activists felt to “auttzatic
themselves to other members of the movement, an effort complicated byidhs att
infiltrators such as Ralph White. (As noted in the preceding chapter, White'ehded
militarism contributed to the perceived violence of the party as a whole, &bpéai

fellow party members.) Although White’s actions may have marked him aslerdid”

to a handful of Panthers who suspected that he was indeed a police operative, his actions
likely served as a model for others eager to prove themselves to the party.

Questions of authenticity also become the foundation for FBI efforts to prevent
alliances between black revolutionary organizations. The most notable exathgle is
campaign waged in Southern California, where local field offices set in motion
aggressive, ultimately deadly confrontations between Ron Karenga’s US atgamiz
and the Los Angeles branch of the Panthers. The most famous clash between these
groups resulted in the murder of BPP members Jon Huggins and Alprentice “Bunchy”
Carter on the UCLA campus in 1969. (Churchill and Vander \Wgknts of Repressipn
42-3;COINTELPRQ131-5). The devastating influence wielded by the anxiety that
surrounds authenticity is reflected in Jonathan Jackson'’s letter to his brother George
Jackson: “Every time I think of [...] murderous turncoat idiots, my trigger fingdy fa
itches! Non-persons like [Ron] Karenga [head of the black nationalist oatjanizJS],
LeRoi Jones [Amiri Baraka] and the other right-wing blacks are intelligenigh to

know what they are doing [...] they are working for the government, the new house
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niggers” Blood in My Eye36-37). As Baraka himself points out in his own
autobiography, such accusations as a direct result of the government’s otelhitgnce
efforts (cited by Churchill and Vander WallOINTELPRQ 358). For her part, in
addition to her interest in disguise, impersonation, and methodologies of passing,
Shakur’s disavowal of the rhetoric surrounding so-called authenticity isreéddy the
range of literary references present in her text. After her shootingrast lay New
Jersey state troopers, Shakur’s nurses signal their sympathy for henlgyngr books.
Shakur carefully notes the titles of the books she receives, which include Hermann
Hesse’s novebiddhartha elsewhere she credits Jean-Paul Sartre, James Baldwin, J.A.
Rogers, Julius Lester, Sylvia Plath, Sonia Sanchez, Edna St. Vincent Millay, Haki
Madhubuti, Dorothy Parker, Amiri Baraka (the same writer, of course, whtselic
Jonathan Jackson’s anger), Allen Ginsberg, and Ed Bullins for her expandireringel|
and literary perspectives.

This effort to complicate notions of authenticity by modeling forms of hyesad
intellectual diversity is complimented by chronicles of Shakur’s childhood in whigh s
describes her growing awareness of beauty and appearance as one zohevittatige
overdetermined history of racism. She makes vivid the internalization of whikenmar
of beauty in recalling the insults she and her friends hurl at one another. The lasting
impression of these experiences concerns the relationship between sel-andghe
systems of meaning that influence them. “We had been completely brainwashesl and w
didn’t even know it,” she writes. “We accepted white value systems and white sandar
of beauty and, at times, we accepted the white man’s view of ourselves” (31 Thes

observations consistently emphasize the semiotic system over and above the supposedly
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essential or transcendent value others, including other Black revolutionareesat@ss
with race. Although she embraces the celebration of “natural” beautyatssioeith the
Afro, she situates this style inside a structural network in which wikatdgibout
oneself involves a strategic wager formulatedialogue withsurrounding values and
meanings, and appreciates such a style as an attempt to disrupt or counteract such
meanings.

Like language itself, the Afro is a semiotic instrument for the reposig of the
subject. Throughout her discussions of beauty and appearance, Shakur never loses sight
of the subject’s formation within language, even as her subject shifts througbtg ofr
pronouns: “You,” “me,” “we.” “You can be a revolutionary-thinking person and have
your hair fried up,” she writes. “And you can have an Afro and be a traitor to Black
people. But for me, how you dress and how you look have always reflected what you
have to say about yourself [...] In a country that constantly tells us we are nothing [...]
we have got to constantly make positive statements about ourselves” (174-175). The
Afro is, according to Shakur, a semiotic statement; it announces the forgottennedclai
or otherwise absent African presence, culture, and influence in the Unitesl Stasethe
antidote for the advice Shakur’'s grandmother gives her to “marry some mageath *
hair’ so your children will have good hair” (31). Once again emphasizing the aalee-|
language of her class-conscious, historically-disinclined progenitors, Shautaine that
to her grandparents, “Good hair was better than bad hair, meaning that straiglashair
better than nappy hair” (31). If the body provides the exchange for trade in such
linguistic stocks, Shakur’s insistence upon the Afro as a statement offergrcgur

designed to bankrupt whiteness as the gold standard for beauty’s discourse. #ethe sa
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time, the migrating pronouns in her sentences on the Afro’'s semantic value suggest
bodies beside themselves, itinerant subjects awash in the linguistic ovédkow t
threatens its grammatical levies. She recognizes the risk that gvesitdagors who
concentrate their investments in appearance alone when she cautions that “yoecan hav
an Afro and be a traitor to Black people.” As one sign in the ever-shifting crgptogr
history scaffolds to identity’s skeleton, the Afro provides Shakur with an ambiguous but
significant means of articulating an alternative politics and aestheticame aware of
a whole new generation of Black women hiding under wigs. Ashamed of their hair—if
they had any left. It was sad and disgusting,” Shakur writes (174).

More importantly, the Afro’s importance as a sign provides a means of
understanding self-representational acts. As her political and crimmaat®n grows,
the Afro functions as one feature of her radical public image, and this imagellyradua
escapes the historical specificity of its emergence. Shakur exfiiairthe Afro
mythologizes a lost past; the image that graces the cover of her book, hecewn fa
haloed by the Afro, offers readers an image of revolution emptied of its hikt@iga in
the climate of the present. As Angela Y. Davis writes in her own reflections on the
hairdo that she made famous, photographs of the Afro as worn by revolutionary thinkers
arrive in the present emptied of history, so that “the most salient elementimiie is
the hairstyle, understood less as a political statement than a fashion” (3gundtien
of photography in the effacement of history’s details is of paramount importance to
Shakur, for whom (like Davis) the photographic act itself marks the stateiawogt
efforts to capture and criminalize. On the other hand, the Afro provides Shakur with an

image behind which she can maneuver; like Davis, once she goes underground, the Afro
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disappears beneath a wig. The revolutionary features she employs gain tlegir pow
through their relationship to shifting orders of meaning that she cannot control, but that
she attempts to manipulate as best she can.
Shakur portrays self-representation as a confidence game in which the individual
wagers the figure she would like to become against the image others useato lcent
well before she discovers the Afro. This philosophy emerges through her remodext
an adolescence dedicated to the evasion of parents and other authority figures. In her
repeated experiences as a runaway, Shakur establishes a proclivityfatiske
personas and identities. “The older i got,” Shakur writes of her adolescenaagithe
seemed to grow into myself” (73). This statement becomes, in light of theécdes that
supposedly illustrate its verity, somewhat ironic: for Shakur, growing intelhensans
becoming a master of disguise. After returning to New York City to live with he
mother, the careful guidance Shakur has received from her grandparents désafthear
the increasing friction of her mother and stepfather's marriage:
| was always late getting home and in trouble. It was like i had some kind
of disease. | could never make it home on time. | would leave with the
best intentions, but as soon as i got out in the street, it was as if i was in a
trance. | would forget all about the time until it was too late. And half the
time when i realized that it was getting dark, i didn’t know where i was,
much less how to get home [...] | was a lost cause. | was running away
from home and i didn’t even know it. And one thing always led to

another. | was turning into a fantastic liar. As soon as i got near home i
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began making up lies [...] As the problems in my family intensified, i ran
away consciously instead of unconsciously. (74-75)
These sentences reiterate the narrator’s dysfunctional relationsim@toTthe language
she employs slips between time’s literal significance as a catsulaf the duration of
events, and as a metaphorical feature of familiar expressions (“ibwéste,” “half the
time”). In her timeless wandering Shakur returns to language as the madougit
which she can reshape her experiences; prevarication is her answer to the cogfoundi
puzzles time presents when she loses herself in the city’s mysteries.

While traveling the streets on her own, Shakur meets a variety of generous and
dangerous characters; she learns to shoplift, to turn quick cons, to distrust boys and men,;
and, through a chance meeting with a Greenwich Village character mdise8hirley,
begins to refine her ability to disguise herself. Shakur chooses the Village @suge
because of its reputation for being “where artists and musicians and albkwdgd
people were supposed to live,” and because, as she says, she was “fascinatetkbay the
of beatniks and bohemians, even though i had never met any” (99). Lured by the image,
she begins to refine her own. After Shakur has spent several sleepless daghtarahni
the street, Miss Shirley spots her in the lobby of the residential hotel whéaer Sha
decided to take up residence; after taking her to dinner, Miss Shirley seeksvi bara
young acquaintance’s background:

“Well, honey,” [Miss Shirley] asked me, “what in the hell are you
running from or what in the hell are you running to?”
| told her [a] sad tale about my mother in the hospital.

“Do you actually expect me to believe that mess?”
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| swore up and down that it was true.
“l ain’t no fool, honey, and | been out in these streets long enough

to know that you running from something, and if you don’t want to tell

me, that’s your business. But | like you and I'll try to help you if | can.”

(105)
After finally getting a full night of sleep at the hotel, Shakur knocks on Migsegisi
door, thus receiving another lesson in the construction and performance of identity: “She
opened the door with a razor in her hand,” Shakur writes. “l almost fainted. She was
shaving her face. Miss Shirley was a man. When she saw my reaction, she fell out
laughing. ‘You got a lot to learn, sugar. Ya got a lot to learn” (106). In the gages t
follow, Shakur begins to use the image others project upon her to her advantage; after
meeting two fellow runaways also seeking refuge in the Village, she andvhéiereds
hatch a plan to fleece johns looking for prostitutes. “Any black woman, practically
anywhere in amerika, can tell you about being approached, propositioned, and harassed
by white men. Many consider all Black women prostitutes,” she writes (106gah.Y
her friends agree, “but we got something for they ass™ (107). They set up aigdhn, t
him into putting up money to visit the brothel Shakur promises to show him, and escape
back into the Village.

After Miss Shirley talks her out of future confidence games, Shakur takbsas |

a hostess at a jazz club where girls like herself decorate the bar. Cugiagntirem
drinks, and if the hostesses are willing, hire them as prostitutes. It iSkirdsy who
instructs Shakur in the supposedly feminine art of makeup: “Let me show you how to put

your face on,” Miss Shirley tells her before her first day, “you look likealivhoe”
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(209). In another example of language abandoning its denotative powers, a friendly
barmaid offers to pour Shakur “whiskey sours” without whiskey when patrons want to
buy her drinks so that she does not get drunk. Meanwhile, Shakur practices acting in her
conversations with customers. “I would sit there, making up stories to tell theta jus
keep myself amused. [...] If i thought that the man would go for a sob story and hand
over some money, i would tell him a real tearjerker. Other times i pretended to be a
college girl” (110). In order to maintain the charade of sexual intrigue—Shakur is
thirteen at the time—she must also pretend to be older than her age. Band nnembers
the house jazz group, who see through her masquerade, nickname her “jailbait.” “l was
big for my age,” she later explains, “and well built and, with all the makeup i wore
could usually pass for eighteen. |told everybody i was nineteen” (111).

As she learns to shape her self-representation to play off the expectations of
others, Shakur also learns to be wary of the way others represent themsethesbar
there are dangerous customers, but there are also her workmates, the othsashtisées
barmaid, and a bouncer who watch out for her; it is outside of work, when she seeks out
her peers, that she falls into the trap of a boy who, along with his friends, is detktmi
rape her. He talks her into coming over to his house. Soon his friends arrive. The
assault is delayed while the assailants argue over who will be first. Bég Wrhey
were arguing and carrying on as if i wasn’t even human, as if i were sathefkhing”
(114). The disregard these would-be rapists show for her humanity contrasts reynarkabl
with the need they feel to preserve their own reputations: Shakur escapes when she
realizes that the boy’'s primary fear is that his mother’s apartmértendamaged during

the assault. “That was my cue,” Shakur writes when she notices his concerrgance a
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introducing the language of performance into a disturbingly real situatiopicked up a
vase and threw it at the wall. | picked up a lamp and something else, crying and
screaming at the same time” (114). What follows includes a clever (if nanthal
allusion to Jean-Paul Sartre’s pldyis Clos Known to English readers A® Exit Huis
Clossuggests a meaning closer to “behind closed doors” in French, and has long referred
to trials not made public, but kept private instead before a single judge. “I thought a lot
about those boys after that night. | hated them, but what i couldn’t understand is why
they hated me so much [...] | had read this play by Sartre. The play ended with the
conclusion that hell is other people, and, for a while, i agreed” (115). Shakur’s casual
reference to Sartre conjures a play in which individual characters, condemndd to hel
must stand by and watch as their lives are reinterpreted through the peespeicthe
other characters. The allusion is clearly not at all coincidental, nor msptysbased
upon the concept that “hell is other people.” Like Shakur, Sartre’s characters bea
witness to the destruction of their own self-images.

Other scenes similarly explore the relationship between the perspettivihers
and self-representation. Soon after escaping sexual assault, Shakdéslsetfed
career as a hostess comes to an end when a family friend recognizes hstraethe’|
know you,” her aunt’s friend says, “You're Joey. Your aunt and your mother are
worried to death about you” (116). Shakur pretends not to be the real “Joey,” only to have
her aunt’s friend drag her away to confirm her identity. The scene represerdssalre
of the famously perplexing scene found in Thomas De Quin€xyrdessions of an
English Opium-Eate(1821). When he attempts to borrow against his future inheritance,

De Quincey finds himself confronted with suspicious expressions on the faces of the
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moneylenders examining the documents that detail the amount that will eventually be
given to one “Thomas De Quincey.” De Quincey suddenly realizes that he has no means
of proving that he is in fact the Thomas De Quincey against whose future inteeh&anc
wishes to borrow: “One question still remained,” he writes, “which the facége dktvs

pretty significantly suggested,—whghat person?” (25). Whereas De Quincey must
convince others that he does indeed inhabit himself, Shakur must continually find ways to
escape the identities that others demand she inhabit. “In a way,” Shakur writas, “

glad it was over. | was getting tired of the streets. | was tiredinglgrown and i

wanted to be a kid again” (117).

Her autobiographical act thus turns again to the interchange between the image
others ascribe to her and the image she would like to project. The confounding rupture
these competing images force upon time’s passage accord with the intercypkbge
that define her narrative: “being grown” provides the opportunity to “be a kid again.”
After being identified by her family friend, resuming her family lifloals Shakur to
return to school. It does not mean, however, that her proclivity for self-invention is
retired. She pretends to be a bohemian and an intellectual before she begigs readin
extensively; after graduating from high school, she lies her way into a bookix¢a&pin
only to have her liesonfirmedby the detective that performs her background check.
Gradually, her disorienting experience as a young professional connectsmwith he
burgeoning political consciousness; after meeting some African studentsudii@st
Columbia, she begins to realize that the image she holds of her own country is made up
of greater deceptions than any she can create on her own. “There he wasyssife s

one interlocutor, “talking about the u.s. government just like somebody would talk about
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a criminal. 1just couldn’t relate to it. But my mind was blown” (151). As she bégins

notice the distorted image of the United States that she has been given throughout her

childhood, the immediate environment that surrounds her rings hollow:
Nothing was like i thought it would be when i was little. [...] Nice old
men sitting in the park weren’t nice old men at all but were busy
masturbating under their newspapers. | got so i didn’t believe in anything.
It seemed everybody was in some kind of bag, the dope bag, the whiskey
brown paper bag, the jesus bag, the love bag, the sex bag, the make-it big
bag, and none of these bags were doing anybody any good. | was looking
for my own bag, but the pickings were slim. | kept on looking
nevertheless, running and moving and hanging out until i was running
myself ragged. One day i'd be downtown hanging out with my hippy,
blippy (Black hippy) friends. The next i'd be uptown hanging out with the
hustlers. But nothing seemed like it was for real, you know? The same
dudes who would be talking slick and sniffing coke out of $50 bills one
day would be scrounging and begging for a loan the next. (155)

Here the self-referential logic previously invoked by Shakur’'s grandgai@diefine

“decent children” through an endless chain of other “decent” entities is eevarthe

narrator’s invocation of “nice old men.” The linkages short-circuit; “nice old raem”

not “nice old men”; self-referentiality is replaced by self-pleasuring

The image of the old men ““‘masturbating under their newspapers” fittingly
distills the logic used to confirm self-serving class values. “Everybcginee to be in

their own bag,” Shakur says elsewhere, “and few seemed to care about angbbddy el
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(115). Shakur’s distrust of the process through which self-image is negotiated
contributes to her search for a revolutionary identity. After witnessindigmaang
adoption of identities, the “some kind of bag” that others keep seeking, the narrator
assumes her own search for alternative methods of self-representation. These
investigations carry over into chapters that detail her discovery of revolytithrmaight
and activism. The mysteries surrounding self-representation also persiaptars that
interrupt her childhood anecdotes to describe the circumstances of her imprisaminent a
trials. “Everything is a lie in amerika,” Shakur writes, “and the thing thepp&é& going
is that so many people believe the lie” (158). Such a conclusion does not point to a
resolution of the crisis of self-representation. On the heels of her own egptim
self-invention, it points to the intersection of the personal and the historical, thentnome
at which the subject recognizes her own distorted image in the funny mioogthr
which history’s transgressions present themselves.

| have suggested that the arrest with which Shakur’s text paradoxicgilhsbe
signals a rebirth, and that through this rebirth storytelling is delivered remwonstraints
of temporal logic that would inform a linear narrative. This deliverance infurens
narrator's movements throughout, helps to structure the sophisticated evasioraithat re
as self-representational fragments. Even as her captors take extraeseaswatch over
Shakur the prisoner, her appearance sparks surprise and confusion, repeating patterns of
alienation and misidentification. As part of her rebirth, Shakur must re-famelia
herself with her body after being shot during the arrest. Of her first montatarfter
leaving the hospital, she writes, “It was about that time that the mistelésd. | was

sure now that my hand was coming back to life. | was beginning to be able tootelbit t
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things and it would actually respond” (58). This magical self-(re-)discovery
counterbalances the poking, prodding, and pounding her body receives while in captivity.
When guards come to look for her, another prisoner steps forward: “I'm JoAnne
Chesimard,” Eva said. [...] When the guards took one look at Eva and saw how big she
was, their tone changed immediately. ‘Miss Chesimard, would you pleaseteetaur
cell?”” These remarkable confusions over Shakur’s identity while in capéhdy a
voyeuristic anxiety on the part of her captors, which suggests that they alsstamdie
perhaps unconsciously, the existential crisis provoked by the process of idgorifica
As her trial date approaches, Shakur is moved from the workhouse for female prisoner
to the basement of the Middlesex County Jail. The surveillance of her cell becomes s
extreme that the effort dedicated to visual identification borders on paranoia:
Female guards were stationed at the door of my cell twenty-four hours a
day. Their job was to sit there and look in the cell at me. They could see
every move i made. The first day i moved the bed against the wall, away
from the guard’s surveillance so that i could have a little privacy while i
was sleeping. The guards ordered me to move the bed into the middle of
the floor. | refused. The next day workmen nailed the bed to the floor in
the center of the cell. They even peeked through the window in the
bathroom when i was on the toilet or taking a shower. [...]
When i got ready to go to sleep the first night, i asked the guard to turn off
the lights. She refused. “I can’t see you if the light isn’t on.”
“How in the world can you miss me? You can see everything in

the cell.”
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“Sorry.” (66-67)
In the effort to account for her presence, Shakur’s captors seem to fear thaiséei,
Shakur will become someone else, will transform into a figure they cannohreedige
the shape-shifting “arch-felon” of MiltonBaradise Los{225-227). The radio address
Shakur records and has her lawyer smuggle out of jail while she awaitarthak f
compounds the anxiety evident in the actions of her captors. Defying the silencedmpos
upon her by the court, operating in concert with media accounts of her criminadity, thi
address contributes to the hyperbolic persona that precedes her.

In her radio address Shakur declares herself a Black revolutionary, professes her
innocence for the crimes of which she is accused, and explains the stancelatkhe B
Liberation Army. The transcript of this radio broadcast stands out in Shakur's @xt a
rare, direct reference to the crimes themselves. In the context of heogtaphbical
text, the transcript calls attention to itself as a performance ofeggkisentation, a
narrator invoking her own words as self-representative echo housed within a téft of se
representation. After introducing herself and professing her love for hé« Biaihers
and sisters, Shakur makes the most lucid declaration of political allegiaheeBtatk
Liberation Army to be found anywhere Assata

| am a Black revolutionary woman, and because of this i have been
charged with and accused of every alleged crime in which a woman was
believed to have participated. The alleged crimes in which only men were
supposedly involved, i have been accused of planning. They have
plastered pictures alleged to be me in post offices, airports, hotels, police

cars, subways, banks, television, and newspapers. They have offered over
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fifty thousand dollars in rewards for my capture and they have issued
orders to shoot on sight and shoot to kill.
| am a Black revolutionary, and by definition, that makes me a part
of the Black Liberation Army. The pigs have used their newspapers and
TVs to paint the Black Liberation Army as vicious, brutal, mad-dog
criminals. They have called us gangsters and gun molls and have
compared us to such characters as john dillinger and ma barker. It should
be clear, it must be clear to anyone who can think, see, or hear, that we are
the victims. The victims and not the criminals.
It should also be clear to us by now who the real criminals are.
Nixon and his crime partners have murdered hundreds of Third World
brothers and sisters in Vietnam, Cambodia, Mozambique, Angola, and
South Africa. As was proved by Watergate, the top law enforcement
officials in this country are a lying bunch of criminals. (50)
The clarity of the narrator’s political allegiances is clouded by theatispient involved
in the act of quotation itself. “I made my tape of ‘To My People’ on July 4, 1973, and it
was broadcast on many radio stations. Here is what | said,” Shakur says when
introducing the transcript. More confusing is her definition of the Black Lilograti
Army: “I am a Black revolutionary, and by definition, that makes me part of ldek B
Liberation Army.” It would seem that this militaristic allegianseot necessarily a
chosen one; who, her declaration asks us to consider, decides one’s membership in the
Black Liberation Army? “Black revolutionaries do not drop from the moon,” she says.

“We are created by our conditions. Shaped by our oppression. We are being
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manufactured in droves in the ghetto streets, places like attica, san quentirg biidfor
leavenworth, and sing sing” (52). By the end of her recording, Shakur has inverted the
government’s narrative of her supposed criminality: she is the recipient cfdieal

image. This image is the product of distortions authorized by others. Similarly, in he
reference to prisons, she suggests that her revolutionary identity is the résult of
incarcerated condition; the government, in targeting her as a Black radikak hex a
revolutionary.

Shakur thus becomes the image of a revolutionary, and as such, part of a myth she
does not control, one that overshadows her past, but at the same time, one that she
embraces. When she meets prisoners after the address is broadcast, they cawenot bel
her appearance. “When | saw your picture | thought you was much bigger. And much
blacker, too,” says one prisoner. “When i asked people what they thought i looked like,”
Shakur writes, “they would describe someone about six feet tall, two hundred pounds,
and very dark and wild looking. [...] ‘And here you are,” another prisoner says, “just a
little ole thing™ (87). The experimental acts of self-representationegew in her
youthful anecdotes seem to betray a much more significant understanding iof etent
an evolving fiction, and for the revolutionary, an instrument both dangerous and
powerful. This identity is furthered by the planning that leads to her astonishing
pregnancy despite almost constant surveillance, made possible through hegsneithi
Sundiata Acoli (Clark Squire) as they await trial for the murder of a esey State
Trooper. Shakur’s pregnancy flaunts accusations of her role as the “mother hen” of th

BLA and becomes a remarkably innovative means of resistance, provoking rage in her
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captors, causing endless battles over the conditions of her imprisonment agtther ri
medical care, and resulting in the delay of her trial for over two years.

The date affixed to the address itself—July 4, 1973—offers further confusion in
the guise of an origin’s supposed clarity. This date stands out, of course, due to the
narrator’s self-declared inability to relate to time as a concept, notrtthaméehe
chronological disjunctions inherent to the narrative itself. “The statemeanedde take
forever to write,” Shakur recalls before re-presenting her previous aif-of s
representation. “I wanted to make a tape of it and enlisted Evelyn’s [her aunt and
lawyer’s] help. As my lawyer, she was dead set against it and advised me nkéto ma
the tape” (49). The obvious explanation for Shakur’s interest in enlisting time as she
introduces her address is to conjure the coincidence of history, to partake iasbe fri
provided by the % of July as the day marking the declaration of her revolutionary stance
against the United States government. How long does it take Shakur to write the
statement? How long does it take her to convince Evelyn to allow its recording? How
long does the manuscript await the tape recorder Evelyn provides? |Is it bt @awites
same day that it is made? When does the first broadcast occur? Such questions
apparently do not interest the narrator. Indeed, the emergence of this dateatidectar
the third of twenty-one chapters might lead readers to believe Shakur will caroeicl
decision to join the Black Liberation Army; and although she will discuss heicpblit
transformations, she will not mention the BLA directly, nor will she explain how she
becomes suspected of membership, nor when exactly she leaves the Blacls Hasther
as she will not explain when or where or what she might have been doing during the

moments when the various crimes of which she is accused are committed. Thaus is thi
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nested address hitched to the nation’s birth. It is a document of self-declanatissifa
sacrifice, and as such, a text fraught with contradiction: a declaration of indeperyje
way of an ascribed identity, an inscription that establishes the narratastames by
paying homage to the nation she wants to destroy. Her imprisonment signaks],after
the climax of her revolutionary activities; she can declare herself a nevalt only
after the possibility for revolutionary activity fades. In her broadcadtushacitly
acknowledges that the only acts of resistance in which she can engageeaiildide
forged according to language’s constraints: “Every revolution in history has been
accomplished by actions, although words are necessary” (52). The transeafiwelf
declares its author a revolutionary by virtue of her inability to partake inutswol
Relegated to language, Shakur sutures her image to the textual tradition of the
Declaration of Independence, an article that takes its place among theainggmbols
of the popular American history she spends much of her text challenging. Beprint
under the auspices of a disjunctive autobiographical project along with the date of its
recording, Shakur’s self-echoing transcript seeks the aura that imbu&sahauly with
its magical socio-political power over the American imagination.

Shakur’s history thus positions itself according to a partially re-written
revolutionary calendar. Writing of the French Revolution in his essay “Theses on the
Philosophy of History,” Walter Benjamin notes the importance of the calasdamind-
altering artifact: “The great revolution introduced a new calendar. Thal iy of a
calendar serves as a historical time-lapse camera [...] it isteday that keeps
recurring in the guise of holidays, which are days of remembrance. Thwdehdars

do not measure time as clocks do; they are monuments of a historical consciousness”
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(262-263). Shakur’s dated announcement refers to an event that sharpens its significanc
on the grindstone of patriotism; by striking through the mystique of'tte duly with
her own declaration, Shakur encourages her readers to reconsider the date’arsignific
What freedoms does it mark, and for whom? For Shakur "tieé duly conjures
revolution and revolutionary failure, the foundation myths of the founding fathers and the
misdeeds obscured by notions of freedom and justice with which they are associated.
As one of the few dates her narrative provides, July 4, 1973 also conjures the
dates to which Shakur does not refer: the dates the crimes of which she is aceused ar
said to have occurred. The trial chronology that precedes her text has prepaezdier
to seek such dates as essential indicators of person and place. Instead, Shakar provide
her readers with history lessons that digress from the anecdotes of her yoht#seln t
digressions, the specificity inherent to dating is eroded by popular histantcasies that
masquerade as history lessons in elementary schools. Soon after remitisairizea
grandparents’ methods of classification for “decent people” and “alley &takur
describes her role as a cherry tree in a school play about George Washington:
Every holiday a class was assigned to put on a play. [...] Our class had
George Washington’s birthday, and our play was about his cutting down
this cherry tree when he was a little boy. | was selected to be in the play.
| was tickled pink and so proud. | was cast as one of the cherry trees. The
teacher put some green crepe paper over my head and told me to stand at
the back of the stage where i was to stay until the end of the play. Then

the cherry trees were supposed to sway from side to side and sing:
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“George Washington never told a lie, never told a lie, never told a lie.
George Washington never told a lie, and the truth goes marching on.”
| didn’t know what a fool they had made out of me until | grew up
and started to read real history. [...] Here they had this old craka
slavemaster, who didn’t give a damn about Black people, and they had
me, an unwitting little Black child, doing a play in his honor. When
George Washington was fighting for freedom in the Revolutionary War,
he was fighting for the freedom of “whites
only.” Rich whites, at that. After the so-called Revolution, you couldn’t
vote unless you were a white man and you owned a plot of land. The
Revolutionary War was lead by some rich white boys who got tired of
paying heavy taxes to the king. It didn’t have anything at all to do with
freedom, justice, and equality for all. (33).
In the context of Shakur’s narrative, history marks the burden of a repressed or
misrepresented past that suddenly reveals itself in a frivolous detail dafarmemory.
Shakur’s cherry tree recollection redirects her readers to the cttersef history and
mythology, an intersection that replaces the unpleasant events of a vegsteaith
more palatable fantasies. Such fantasies form a mythological wadlsapped in the
everyday, a source from which Americans draw their distorted self-imapa&urS
recalls that the following school year she had a teacher who actually‘faag¢ale
history” “interesting,” and as a result she memorizes Whitman’s “Qitaitg My
Captain.” This recollection spurs its own supplemental historical digressiokurSha

devotes a paragraph to the argument that the Civil War was less about thedfeeing
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slaves than it was about protecting the economic interests of the nationisestalt
factions, the Northern industrialists and the Southern slaveholding aristacracy
politically divided country. “Little did i know that Lincoln was an archracist who had
openly expressed his disdain for Black people,” she states. “He was of the opinion that
Black people should be forcibly deported to Africa or anywhere else” (33).

Lincoln is thus once again invoked as the patriarch of Shakur’s “fairy-tale
history,” thereby recalling the coincidental appellation attached to her eai g
grandfather, “Pappa Linc.” One hundred fifty pages after this digression avir’s;c
racist stance, Shakur digresses one more time to recall Lincoln’s assdieea sudden
departure from an account of her college experience and the intellectuatsiiere
awakens, Shakur spends nearly five pages revisiting with significantlydataié her
thesis that economic interests, not the desire to free slaves, led to the Civikidag
the way she quotes from Lincoln’s letters, citing the second volume of Africami¢an
scholar George Washington Williams’ seminal wdte History of the Negro Race in
America, 1619-188(01883) as her source and including the page number on which the
guotation is found.

This historical detour reinforcesssatas most important functions. What is at
stake in the Civil War narrative? For Shakur, Lincoln’s reluctance to freentiiaved,
his allegiance to Northern industrialists, and the undeniably racist casgtratinform
his thought cut to the quick. The deletion of these facts frees the North of its ctypabili
in the history of slavery, its long-standing interest in corporate profitsing®idual
rights, its participation in slavery as yet another tool for the consolidatioeaiftw

Aside from the factual inaccuracies necessary in the effort to retinakavil War
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narrative as a simplistic liberation tale, the concealed role of North@ustrialists in the
perpetuation of slavery becomes a symbol for an editorial tendency in the publicly
constructed comfort narratives of nation-building that educate and impliosedan
citizens. More important to the projectAdsatais the interruptive function of history

made manifest by the Civil War digression. The act of storytelling rexjlisteners to

put the concerns of the present on hold; when finished, the storyteller releases her
audience back into a changed world, one that has moved on without them, but also a
changed world because the story’s afterimages burn on in light of the present.stThe pa
introduced by Shakur inside her own narrative complicates this model, knotting her past
to the past of that past, and to the pasts of that past that otherwise conceal thegbast’s pa
The trick storytelling plays on time offers itself as a theory of history.isRieng the past

and its ideological fictions, redeploying narrative to dissolve such ideologes, a
refiguring this history of narrative through narrative, Shakur patternsargreonstantly
altered by the interruptive function of the story. The present produces in its passing a
series of layered, branching historical narratives for the storytelgather as kindling

and to set burning.

The smoke that cloaks the present evidences the intensity with which historical
narrative burns; in the ashes of the fire lie history’s remains. The Civil Watina that
emerges in Chapter Twelve allows Shakur to revisit the historical inaces!iewl
ideological whitewashing that inform her recollections of elementaryagidmdn
Chapter Two. Elementary details beget a historical legacy, reignitithg ieveryday an
alternative vein to the past, transforming by shock and surprise, instruactiragienating

in a single gesture. Leigh Gilmore’s meditations on traumatic memory pravide to
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the oddity of such history lessons. “What,” Gilmore asks, “happens to trauma if it cannot
be remembered? What is memory if it is purged of trauma?” Gilmore sudusdtset
purging of trauma from memory is both an individual and cultural phenomenon:
Cultural memory, like individual memory, develops characteristic and
defensive amnesia with which those who have experienced trauma must
contend. [...] Remembering trauma entails contextualizing it within
history. Insofar as trauma can be that which breaks the frame, rebuilding a
frame to contain it is as fraught with difficulty as it is necessarycirja
personal history of trauma within a collective history compels one to
consider that cultural memory, like personal memory, possesses
‘recovered’ or ‘repressed’ memories, and also body (or body politic)
memories of minoritized trauma like racial and sexual violence. (31-32)
In Shakur’s digressions, history strikes and sparks against the amnesiavarjfuag
By employing digression as a tactic against narrative’s neatlyefbframes, Shakur’s
autobiographical history attempts to reclaim the trauma concealed byatultur
memories—and here, we can remember again Pappa Linc, patriarch of higtory los
forgotten, obscured, disinherited. In the refusal to disseminate uncomfortabliéic
contradict Civil War liberation mythologies, Shakur recognizes a pattetansél and
dissociation that runs throughout her American experience, one that exchangek truthf
self-scrutiny for wealth. “The schools we go to are reflections of thetgalsd created
them,” she writes after her Civil War digression. “Schools in amerikanested in
brainwashing people with amerikanism, giving them a little bit of educatnohtraining

them in the skills needed to fill the positions the capitalist system req(i&E). Her
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project requires a different “frame,” an alternative score by whichiedrédoe new
lyrics. Gilmore’s insistence upon the importance of some other frame or strirctur
which to situate one’s own trauma provides shelter for Shakur’s discovery of the Civil
War, refiguring this section in light of the narrator’s alienation from theesspve frames
that surround her, from her grandparents’ middle-class “values” to theegpédired
“bags” everyone seems to be after.

As we have seen, Susan Howe’s collection of early poéragje Structures
(1974), also attempts to expand the view through which repressed historical memories
frame the present. As noted in her introduction to this volume, Howe’s family nickname
bears traces of slave-trading ancestors whose deeds have been disiftietitgda
family effort to forget, ignore, or dissociate. In a later essay frbenBirth-mark:
unsettling the wilderness in American literary hist¢t993) entitled “Incloser,” Noah
Webster’s first dictionary of American English provides a metaphor for ttael@scal
function of the “frame,” fence, or disciplinary boundary according to which anvaschi
history, or community is defined. The essay takes its name from the verb éin@os
“enclose”). Howe’s essay circles around this curious word while also exantineng
colonial setting that helps to produce Webster’s landmark work. Webster notes that
“inclose” may mean “to separate from common grounds by a fence”; yet thenvayr
also mean “to include,” as easily as it may refer to a form of captiwgysHut in” The
Birth-Mark 44). These conflicting definitions accompany Howe'’s investigations into the
forgotten persecutors of nonconformist thinkers within the nascent Massachasetts B

Colony. In particular, “Incloser” focuses on a Puritan teacher named ThomasdShepa
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Shepard is partially responsible for the martyrdom and subsequent famel goathie
early American feminist and antinomian Anne Hutchinson.
Hutchinson’s story, likssataincludes a series of very public trials that lead to

exile. Ejected from her community by the patriarchal fathers entrustiedsv
governance, Hutchinson was killed by members of the Mohican tribe in 1643. The
biblical battles surrounding Hutchinson’s persecution inform Howe’s understanding of
the present, recasting the America she knows: “the arena in which Schatiles raged
among New Englanders with original fury is part of our current Amerigstes and
events, history and structureBi(th-mark 47). Central to this history is the personal
narrative or first-person testimony that frames the unique experienoe iodividual
within the symbolic language of the community, a symbolic language ultimatetgegoli
and edited by men such as Shepard whose duty it is to record the stories they hear.
Shepard’s notebooks include numerous conversion narratives; the Massachusetts Bay
Colony relied upon these conversion testimonies in order to decide whether or not
individuals deserved admittance as members of the Colony. In one notebook his own
autobiography begins and leaves off, incomplete; turn the notebook over, and he begins
his story again, again leaving off, this time even less complete; in the middle of the
notebook lies what Howe describes as “the empty center,” some eighty unfdlesl pa
(59). Howe thus reflects upon the function of such texts in her own meditations on
America’s captive archives, histories, and communities:

My writing has been haunted and inspired by a series of texts, woven in

shrouds and cordage [...] they are the buried ones, they body them forth.

[...] Every statement is a product of collective desires and divisibilities.
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Knowledge, no matter how | get it, involves exclusion and repression.
National histories hold ruptures and hierarchies. On the scales of global
power, what gets crossed over? Foreign accents mark dialogues that
delete them. Ambulant vagrant bastardy comes looming through
assurance and sanctification. (45)
In the re-adjusted frame Howe constructs, lost men like Thomas Shepard, hevidehe t
unfinished autobiography with the empty center, re-emerge as monssrogiaditing an
alternative American mythos. Shepard spearheads the effort to have Anne Hutchinson
cast out of the Colony, reacting with horror to the religious meetings shazegain
which she and other women gather together to discuss the scripture outside the
patriarchal reach of the Colony’s elders. Howe cites Cotton Mather’s symima
Shepard’s effort to eliminate Hutchinson: “From the womb of titugful opinion, and
from the countenance here given to immediate and unwarranted revelatsonst &asie
to relate how many monsters [...] arose in these regioAsnefica But asynod
assembled aambridge whereof Mr. Shepard was no small part, most happily crushed
them all” (The Birth-Mark 52). Left off the register of famous Americans, Shepard’s
hollow testimony nevertheless speaks to the silence of history and to the vibknce t
encloses the American past and present, yet remains absent from the &hronicl
The alternative American mythos Howe fabricates out of these fordeken
seizes upon the directive issued by her poetic forerunner Charles Olson dred seisk
apart from much of what has been described as “language writing.” Inrdadette
anthropologist Ruth Benedict, Olson writes, “It is my feeling thatrecord of facts

become of first importance for us lost in sea of question. [...] | think if you burn ttse fac
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long and hard enough in yourself as crucible you’ll come to the few facts dtigr m

And then fact can be fable agaif8€glected Letter$8). Howe’s research regularly
confronts the archival and editorial bias whereby voices of the disempowered or
marginalized, especially the testimonies of women—are represseadexcbr altered

by the patriarchal authorities who have traditionally policed public discamdserved

as gatekeepers to the historical record. What distinguishes her work from thatyaffma
her contemporaries associated with “language writing,” or what | havalmssm the
introduction as the “language regime,” is that, through her use of largely ignored
curiosities or fragments considered unimportant by those charged with ovetbeeing
archives, Howe'’s investigatory works construct clear, carefullyarebed, direct and
convincing political arguments. These arguments depend upon archival “discoveries”
that testify to deeply-rooted historical distortions; such distortions remairtwit
American politics and to the strategies of containment and captivity thrauigh select
constituencies, collaborators, agencies, and individuals consolidate wealth while
maintaining a monopoly over the use of violence.

Like Howe, Shakur uses the American tradition of the personal narrative to
mobilize forgotten historiesAssataproceeds from “the record of fact” toward legend.
The factual details of Shakur’s story surrender to the fantastic featutesinbelievable
ending. As Margo V. Perkins notes in her studpsdata “the most subtle silence in
Shakur’s text is that surrounding details of her actual activities as aedttel.” This
silence is only topped by “the silences surrounding her prison escape,” which Perkins
characterizes as “commensurately glaring” (18). Although Perkiggjestion that such

silences are necessary to protect her co-conspirators rings truesikbieses may also
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have another function: they allow Shakur’s legend to flourish in the mystery of her
activities, escape, and exile.

The extraordinary efforts on the part of the state to prove Shakur’s guilt lend
significance to such silences. Photography is one of the primary means vakhtiani
government repeatedly attempts to frame Shakur’s criminality. Betagmages
captured by a bank’s security cameras do not bear a sufficient resemblahakun Be
government’s lawyers attempt to reproduce her photographic image to matcmthe fil
from the security camera. When Shakur protests having her picture taken jrslceust
manhandled by marshals who force her to be photographed. The results are comical:

The FBI had blocked out the faces and hands of the marshals and FBI
agents choking and assaulting me. They had cropped the picture so that
the only thing the jury could see was my face. But my facial expression in
the photograph was one of such agony [...] the FBI came up with a
brilliant idea. They brought in some dude from the FBI who said he was
an expert on identifying photographs by examining them under a
microscope. He was a real pro, slick as grease. He had charts and
diagrams and whatnot, and i was worried to death that the jury would go
for that crap. He sounded real good, until it came time for cross-
examination. It turned out that he was a specialist in paleontology and had
spent a lot of time studying rocks. [...] The day our photographic expert
testified [...] he explained to the jury the chemical process of photography
and what the FBI agent said was absolutely impossible. He said that if

you look at a photography under a microscope all you will see is little
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dots. [...] The capper came when the manager of the bank came forward
to testify on my behalf. He said that i was definitely not the woman who
robbed the bank and that the robber was a different height and weight
from mine.
The government thus attempts to prove the fidelity of one image to another in the effort
to prove Shakur’s guilt. In the government’s attempted disavowal of present tnuths f
photographic manipulations of the past, the courtroom scene described above recalls
Shakur’s earlier reference o Exit(or Huis Clos “in camera”), in which characters
prefer their own rearranged self-images to the images of themselvesddmjuhe other
characters whose company they share. The government’s attempts tdhEaoedct
picture of Shakur only enhance the importance of her photographic image as ragdtery
symbol. Even as she lives in exile, the image that graces her autobiogesimgs not
only to her revolutionary leanings, but also to her capture and enclosure, to her perpetua

incarceration inside the government’s narrative of criminality.

Assataas Narrative, Myth, Image

A woman whose birth goes unreported in the chronicles becomes a cult hero,
defending the oppressed and the underprivileged, and as such, is perceived as a threat to
the ruler; the ruler’'s minions charge her with crimes of which she professes he
innocence; while in prison awaiting trial, she miraculously conceives andlgrieso a
daughter, giving her accusers further reason to suspect her of evil; sheicgezband

sent to prison; after an astounding prison escape she becomes an underground legend,
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living beyond the reach of the ruler on a far-off island from which only a handful of
visitors are said to have returned.

Thus does legend éfssataemerge when one assembles Shakur’s disconnected
narrative. Common sense tells us that myth resides on the other side of reality from
history; much of this chapter has suggested, as have many others, that theandtural
political forces myth employs usually furthers the interests of those in pdssata
recognizes this same dynamic; the narrator herself berates thereedof &fairy-tale”
history. Nonetheles#ssataalso presents an alternative mythos, one in which the
narrator herself might become the agent of change portrayed in plays schoaichildre
perform. Narrative, Hayden White writes, “entails ontological and epistemices
with distinct ideological and even specifically political implications.” tuas reason, he
suggests, “Far from being a neutral medium for the representation of histwgots and
processes, [narrative] is the very stuff of a mythical view of realitgnaeptual or
pseudoconceptual ‘content’ which, when used to represent real events, endows them with
an illusory coherence and charges them with the kinds of meanings mordesisii@of
oneiric than of waking thought” (ix). The narrator’s exploration of self-inggimd self-
scrutiny in the text oAssataleads her to the conclusion White draws and thus destroys
the cultural frame that would allow her to represent herself in a straighatitbrw
autobiographical enterprise. Shakur pulls the sheet off narration’s ghostlyhkce
expression its form circumscribes is all-too familiar. When she turns froatine to
history and back, Shakur is distilling the past in order to mythologize its fandattts

and to weave her own image into the fabric of America’s historical fables.
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In the wake of her mythological undertaking, numerous mysteries emeege: t
unusual circumstances surrounding the death of Shakur’s attorney Stanley Cohen during
her trial for the murder of the New Jersey State Trooper, resulting iotfisaation of
her legal papers by the New York City police; the death of Shakur’s co-defen@ant
trial for kidnapping (the fabricated testimony of an FBI operative led todugnttal),

Rema Olugbala (Melvin Kearney), who supposedly fell to his death in an atmpt t
escape jail; the relationship between Shakur’s escape and the Brink’'s Rads®ery ¢
involving the robbery of an armored car in Nyack, New York, and leading to the arrest of
several people said to have aided her e$¢amed numerous other links between

Shakur’s fate and the fate of fellow revolutionaries, in particular forfaakB?anthers
acquitted in the case of the New York 21, and subsequently convicted in other cases,
often on suspect evidence (see Churchill and Vander Wall, 158).

These unexplained events add to the aura Shakur’s exile foments. Her silence
concerning the government’s accusations allows the government’s biogodpdgome a
part of her own. By refusing to address the questions that surround her revolutionary
activities, Shakur forces her readers to ask themselves why her gaiboence actually
matters. To resist engaging such questions is to resist the self-evidexst vai
grandparents emphasize, to resist the simplistic, moralistic judgmermtiscans prefer,
the kind of judgments that rewrite history so that national heroes—the George
Washingtons and Abraham Lincolns—cannot tell lies, cannot be racist. To renain sile
is to use readers’ expectations to her advantage, to fashion from her broken rearrative

mirror that reflects the reader’s desire for knowledge. The imagesqitwgect provides

3 See “Brinks Robbery Casts Shadows From the P& York Time81 Oct. 1981.
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another disguise behind which, once agAsgatavanishes. In a mode reminiscent of
Amiri Baraka’s nationalist chant§,Shakur thus concludes the final poenfssata

We carried it on.

Carried on the tradition.

Carried a strong tradition.

Carried a proud tradition.

Carried a Black tradition.

Carry it on.

Pass it down to the children.

Pass it down.

Carry it on.

Carry it on now.

Carry it on

TO FREEDOM! (264-265)
The poetry that has served as the coda to Shakur’s earlier chapters abandomsak pers
references and speaks through a time and a people. The evisceration of the individual
voice brings her project to a “natural” ending: from the out-of-body arresbégans her
story, to the concluding pages that describe, in the most general and vague terms, the
circumstances of her Cuban exile, Shakur’s autobiography circles an emgtyfoent
which Thomas Shepard’s incomplete life story provides a visual equivalent. ‘&ivarr
refuses to conform to its project, ” Susan Howe writes; Shakur’s life staryaeto

furbish the details her readers desireg Birth-Mark 61). Assatéds nonconforming

* See “It's Nation Time” for an example of Barakéigocatory nationalist verses, reprintedline LeRoi
Jones/Amiri Baraka Reade240.
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narrator leaves in her wake the possibility for the historical imaginatieveHbroposes,

that which “gathers in the missing®ame Structures3). Distant though she may be,
Shakur’s autobiographical project makes present her hallowed imagssdta

America’s collective (revolutionary) imagination must confront its own gropnter. By
establishing her character as a shape-shifter capable of becominghvenstdnt her to

be, Shakur courts the ascription of identity by the state as the basis for aceaojut
strategy. She proposes a subjectivity that is radical because itirsgfleBhe pursues
resistance as an underground process in which the willful adoption of the alienating
identity ascribed by the state becomes one step in the adoption of aliases and
experimental selves developed in order to deflect, disguise, or distraabattewrin

one’s actual revolutionary activities. Shakur’'s version of subjectivity [sréfer

temporary to the authentic and the evanescent to the concrete. For the subjectsvho take
shape iMAssata escape, obsolescence, and disappearance mark the imminent events that
always await her, that simultaneously sculpt and dismantle experience.

In the chapter that follows | examiAagela Davis: An Autobiographt974).
Davis’s text produces yet another radical, experimental form of subjectintitarly
borne of governmental surveillance. The narrative that establishes Daxts'al t
identity maintains a linear trajectory and appears to conform to a fainycbonal
autobiographical frame. Published over ten years béfssata Davis’'s book provides a
model from which Shakur’'s own narrative appears to borrow significantly, and from
which it departs. Rather than pursuing a revisionist history through the couréing of
mythical identity, Davis’s text assumes a philosophical stance. Her agitaphy takes

the place of the doctoral dissertation she cannot finish following her arrebe prate
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of her dissertation, through movements of the body and the discursive maneuvaring of
oppositional politics, Davis’s philosophical life-writing recasts the boundaries of
disciplinary study as extensions of the prison regime and the logic of confineAgan
alternative to institutionalized disciplinAngelaasserts the value of experience and
activism. Revolutionary action begins in space and time, with the movement of the
body—individual as well as collective. The insistence umonementthroughout
Angelachallenges the passive, inactive tenure of the language regimana tbgt
comes to occupy many American universities following the destruction of tok Bla
Liberation Movement. Through its depoliticized, socially-disengaged, languagsefbc
analyses, the language regime ultimately normalizes and asesnéalical writers and
intellectuals. Whileenclosingthe works of writers such as Charles Olson within the
limits of conservative educational and cultural institutions, the following chapgaes
that the language regime effectively eliminates from the landsd¢ajmat@mporary
American literature works such Asgela in which ostensibly conventional “life-

writing” conceals radical philosophical and political positions.
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4

“Look, Dick, Look”: Reading Ignorance, Decoding Raw
Disciplinary Boundaries, Threshold Violence, and Trespassing
Body inAngela Davis: An Autobiography

The documents of resistance discussed in previous chapters embody innovative
forms, dismissing various autobiographical conventions in order to pursue unusual,
improvised structures. In contra8figela Davis: An Autobiograph(t974) follows a
fairly conventional structure. The narrator’s flight from the law and herteakarrest,
events recounted in the first chapter, establish crises that the last cheguéns by
describing her legal defense and the outcome of her trial. And yet, thesenedditi
storytelling strategies construct an unremarkable facade thatalsran innovative
methodological stanc&ngelachallenges deeply-entrenched criteria used to evaluate and
segregate forms of cultural and material production. Its experimentatiotheit
autobiographical form as a vessel for political resistance and epistecabliogjuiry
disrupts the disciplinary boundaries between philosophy and literature, history and
political science. Behind the book’s cover image of the author in the “naturadtyhair
with which she continues to be identified, beneath the comforting, linear body of the
central narrative, disguised by the languid descriptions of people and places that
influence the narrator’s decisions and developnfemgelaproposes a reorientation of
knowledge in which the prison plays a fundamental role.

Through an analysis of the violence and discipline that define the radically-
impoverished experiences of prisonésgelachallenges the role of the academy as a

sanctuary for knowledge. Using physical and political movements as primary but
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loosely-defined philosophical principles, Davis attempts to unravel the violerdisgupi
behind her own experiences. As the chronicle of an unfinished dissertation that
nonetheless collects a lifetime’s worth of knowledge in order to contribute anabrigin
document of historical and cultural critique, Davis’s autobiography interrodptes t
standardizing methods and policing practices that define disciplinary boundBniese
boundaries represent conceptual equivalents to the very real boundaries imposed by
geographical borders, guarded buildings, the rings of barbed-wire running tdeps
of prison walls.

Davis’s autobiography circles around the potential relationship between the
position of the physical body in space and the conceptual territory occupiednsydbr
thought. This relationship appears to reflect her experiences as the target of
governmental campaigns to silence political dissidents. The story of her own fame
begins with the policing of the university; in 1969, media reports began circulating
regarding the “controversial” hiring of Angela Y. Davis for a lecsuip in the
philosophy department of UCLA. Davis was then a twenty-five year old Ph.D. stadent a
the University of California, San Diego; she had completed all requirements for he
degree, save her dissertation. Stories regarding her appointment emerged tlerough th
coordinated efforts of federal and state officials, in concert with syntpatdeatacts in

the pres$® The media effort to target Davis regularly sought to “authenticate” ttgedan

> The media contacts likely employed by governméiitials includeSan Francisco Examineeporter

Ed Montgomery. See Churchill and Vander WAlients of Repressipfor a list of FBI media contacts,
among whom Montgomery is listed. Montgomery’s lggmcludes the suspicious interview with Vanita
Anderson mentioned in Chapter 1, in which Montgomezedits Anderson, a former Black Panther
supporter who visited Jackson on the day he wéedkiind who later became a law professor promoting
jobs in the California Department of Correctiongfwthe theory that Jackson was set up by the Reasth
rather than by prison officials, as all other evicke would suggest.
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posed by her sworn allegiance to the Communist Party through the use of visual
“evidence”; photographic portraits of Davis in what would become her trademark Afr
almost inevitably accompanied stories of her battles with the Board of Regents.
Accusatory and supportive articles left Davis feeling equally missepted: “l was
portrayed as a conspiratorial and monstrous Communist... whose unruly natural hairdo
symbolized Black militancy... [or as] a charismatic and raucous revolution&ince |
considered myself neither monstrous nor charismatic, | felt fundamengafybd on

both accounts” (“Afro Images,” 39).

The controversy attracted the attention of California Governor Ronald Reagan,
whose attempts to control campus politics had begun several years eanhgrtieiri
Berkeley Free Speech Movement. In September of 1969, Davis was fired by the
University of California Board of Regents. Davis continued to press her casenglr
the support of students and some members of the faculty; the Regents ignoredtynivers
recommendations and dismissed her. After a court decision on her behalf, she was
reinstated. During this time, the case against the Soledad Brothersaalsedr¢éhe
media. Davis made use of her notoriety to campaign on their behalf, serving ashane of t
founding members of the Soledad Brothers Defense Committee. In the spring of 1970,
the Board of Regents used her speeches about the case to justify a refusal berenew
contract; according to the Regents, Davis’s speeches on the Soledad Brothaers wer
“inflammatory,” constituting “a breech of professional ethics” (Apthekgr, 4

On August 7, 1970, George’s brother, Jonathan, led a takeover of the Marin
County Courthouse; he was killed, along with one of his hostages, Judge Harold Haley,

and two San Quentin prisoners, James McClain and William Christmas, who were in
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court that day for McClain’s trial, in which he was accused of assaulting @. gaar

week later, an arrest warrant was issued for Angela Yvonne Davis, accuggtavised

kidnapping and the first degree murder of Judge Haley according to a longdorgot

California law, “Section 31 of the California Penal Code.” This law, as Bettinaeket

notes in her bookhe Morning Breaks: The Trial of Angela Davisad seldom been

invoked”; “its constitutionality was questionable because it abolished thecti

between an accessory before the commission of the crime, and a princigahganta

the commission of a crime” (21). Moreover, the charges against Davis intdragtte

the effort to pass legislation expanding the government’s law enforcenpacitess.

Between her disappearance and her arrest, scores of Black women througbounthe

suddenly found themselves the targets of intensified police scrutiny; meantivbisame

newspapers reporting on Davis and the brand of “terrorism” the governmergcisim

sanctioned also followed the movement of the Nixon Administration’s crime bill throug

Congress:
On the 18 of August FBI Director, J. Edgar Hoover, placed Angela Davis
on his list of “Ten Most Wanted” criminals.... Wild rumors circulated
through the press.... One report said Angela was in Birmingham....
Another placed Angela en route to Paris. Another said she was still in Los
Angeles.... A veritable reign of terror descended upon every Black
community in the country. Young women, especially if they happened to
be light complected and happened to wear their hair in an Afro style, were
most vulnerable to the dragnet. Literally hundreds were detained,

searched and questioned.... Angela was arrested by special agents of the
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FBI on October 18, 1970 in New York City. President Richard M.

Nixon appeared on national television for ceremonies attendant to the

passage of his new crime bill. The President took the occasion to

congratulate FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover for the capture of the

dangerous terrorist, Angela Davis.

(Aptheker, 21-4)

The very same day, tidew York Timepublished a letter from George Jackson to
Angela Davis, a former philosophy professor... on the F.B.l.’s Most Wanted List as an
outgrowth of the spectacular San Rafael shootout last Au@fGstledad: A Letter to
Angela Davis”, 45).

The letter published by thEmescaptures the media’s fascination with the cases
of both activists. Its point of departure is the only photography of Davis that Jackson’s
captors have allowed him to keep. The photograph frames frustrations that inform his
daily existence as prisoner, coloring Angela’s image with his own atfget:think of
this present situation, the things that happen all day, the case they've saddlgd, ime w
retrospection of the aggregate injury—all now drawn against the background of this
picture you've given me—no one will profit from this, sister... They've createdein m
one irate, resentful nigger” (47). Taken out of the context of the larger correspondence,
the romantic overtones of the letter printed inThmesoverwhelm whatever political
allegiances Jackson and Davis claim to share. “Do you sense how drunk this photograph
has made me,” Jackson’s letter concludes, “You've got it all, African womanvelyn
pleased, if you don’t ask me for my left arm, my right eye, both eyes, I'll be very

disappointed. You're the most powerful stimulus I could have” (47). In selecting this
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particular letter for publication, tiHEmesanticipated with disturbing prescience the court
case that would unfold against Davis several months later. At her trial in San Jose
California, prosecutors would attempt to link Davis to Jonathan Jackson’s courthduse rai
through a romantic narrative. They would claim that her love for George Jacksod had le
her to aid his brother in the courthouse raid which (although the prosecution could not
prove this point) ostensibly served as prelude for a plan to free the Soledad Basthers
well.

Since the publication of her autobiography, Davis has worked for decades as a
political organizer and professor, demonstrating in her publications and through her
continuing commitment to a variety of causes a steadfast refusal to redsedabors to
such simplistic, romantic narratives. The story told by prosecutors attergitg
Davis’s relationship with Jackson of any socio-political relevancengallpon racist,
sexist fantasies to undermine the affinity they have built from a common interest
strategies of resistance. The transformation of the figures dfaresescontinues through
time; Davis notes that her own image has suffered a similar fate. Inshgr‘@gro
Images: Politics, Fashion, and Nostalgia” (1994), Davis writes, “it is both latimgiand
humbling to discover that a single generation after the events that construa@scéme
public personality, | am remembered as a hairdo” (37). Her autobiograjsty ses/
easy translations of revolutionary thought into commercially-exploited icapbggs by
carefully detailing her own experiences amongst various revolutionarnyipatjans,
from the Communist Party, to Ron Karenga’s US, to the Black Panther Parher Rat
than seek out new formal arrangements to counteract the distorted images aied histor

offered by the government and its secret operatives, Davis attempts a comapeehe
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chronicle of her own experiences, including the numerous disagreements ameédgract
between various activist groups and political organizations. In following thiéschetd
innermost disputes that divide or unify these groups, Davis constructs a tegfubasr
to spin idealized fantasies of the political organizations with which she works. ltheike
illusions of unity courted in the collective autobiography of the New York 21, Davis
documents individual as well as ideological disagreements that inform hestacti
experiences. Her determination to represent “the struggle” without glangptine
tedious labors political organizing requires, without ignoring the constant quilaverg
ideological positions, without neglecting the obstacles posed by individual egos and
weaknesses, signals her willingness to explore contradictions and shogspand
marks the seriousness with which Davis treats political activism. Her ptese of
assumes a detached, objective, reportorial tone; as she digresses to addrsssrite |
imparted by various experiences, the events she describes assumbla pragence as
objects of inquiry; a reflexive analytical impulse drives the text. Naer@merges as a
mode of expression for what is, in fact, a philosophical project.

As it collapses distinctions between autobiography and philosémiggla
illuminates the restrictions imposed by traditional, institutionalized motietellectual
inquiry and analysis. Although its over-arching narrative structure maysodlbd as
conventional, a large part of what makes this autobiography “experimental” or imeovat
is the purpose behind its composition.Atobiography as Activisif2000), Margo V.
Perkins suggests Davis’s book shares much with the autobiographies of Elaine Brown
and Assata Shakur, writers who, like Davis, conceive of their life storiesxgensions

of their activist work” (xv). Furthermore, in the preface to her book, Davis states
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explicitly that hers will be a “political autobiography” (Davis, xuvited in Perkins, 3). In
order to achieve this purpose, her text wagers on the variety of actions and events
catalogued under the word “movement.”

As a word associated with forms of grassroots political organizing designed to
effect political change, questions of how one might facilitate mass movemecendral
to Angelaand have defined Davis’s life. In addition, her autobiography places special
emphasis on forms of “movement” that describe the process through which the position
of the body changes, relative to its surroundings; in this sense, the process of continual
negotiation that movement captures, that which draws its energy and power from the
friction between the physical body and its immediate exterior environmevesse vital
structural function, pushing the narrator to understand the relationship between her own
movement through time and space, and the grassroots political movement thaelyltima
helps to win her freedomAngelathus unfolds along the often illegible boundary
according to which sense perception establishes the body’s limits. The threshold tha
divides internal sensations and self-directed actions from exterior infaiandevarieties
of experience, products generated by forces beyond the control of the individual, serves
as the staging ground for her inquiries. If a commitment to mass movement drives
Davis’s autobiography, questions regarding the relationship that such pehtiab
bear to forms of movement as experienced in physical phenomena and as varieties of
experience that construct a personal history remain no less central. Thegoogoé
the body through space and time; the employment of muscle fibers in respoiseltp st
the physical and mental efforts necessary to change the position of the bddgntsed

influence the movements of surrounding bodies; these seemingly self-directecafut
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experiences of movement appear intimately bound by history and circumstanaesto a

collection of forces, exterior to the body, that nonetheless influence its locatidribat

impose constraints on its activities, that help determine crucial cultural andapol

variables, and that restrict varieties of action or reaction availableiveraigdividual.
Migrations, removes, escapes, travels; Davis’s autobiographical natraties

the coordinates of a world map in the making. Although the author was just 28 years old

when she composethgelg the story she tells requires some 400 pages. The first

chapter begins with her flight from the law after she is named as an acocompli

Jonathan Jackson’s takeover of the Marin Courthouse, and moves on to tell the story of

her arrest while living underground as a fugitive in New York; it provides thdsleta

her incarceration before concluding with her extradition to California to stiahd t

Subsequent chapters retrace the personal history preceding the deaeatiscof the

lengthy first chapter. In a straightforward, mostly linear fashion,eh&a body of

Davis’s text recalls her childhood, beginning with her family’s expergmcere-Civil

Rights Birmingham, Alabama, including their move from a housing project to the

infamous neighborhood known as “Dynamite Hill,” the site of various raciallywanetl

bombings. Additional chapters trace Davis’s political maturation while attgrigh

school in New York, her college years at Brandeis, her studies abroad inngehma

travels in Europe, her pursuit of a doctorate in philosophy at the University tdrGial)

San Diego, her burgeoning interest in the Black Power movement, her visit to Cuba, her

decision to join the Communist Party, and the controversy that erupts as a rdsslt of t

decision after her appointment as a lecturer at the University of @adifdios Angeles;

meanwhile, Davis’s doctoral dissertation goes unfinished. The last chapteuppic
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where the first chapter left off, returning to her extradition from New YoRalifornia.
Drawing upon the familiar techniques of the courtroom drama, Davis describesin gr
detail the deliberations behind her defense, building toward a suspenseful finish in which
the outcome of her trial, though no mystery to most readers, provides a neat, almost
cinematic ending to the narrative.

However conventionahngelds formal organization may seem, the trajectory of
the narrative fulfills an experimental, distinctly de-individuated purpose. While
sheltering the strategic political concepts that contribute to Davfsigsein tracing the
dynamics of powerAngelaallows for a thorough investigation of the curious equation by
which historical forces construct scenarios of oppression and scenarios aidibera
Bound by (and to) the physical and perceptual limits of the body, the matrix of
perceptual, cultural, and historical factors that converge under the catégooyement
trace a project with ambitions that outstrip the self-representationabpteses and
paradoxes commonly associated with autobiogragtmgelaimpersonates
autobiography in order to pursue paths of inquiry that transgress the boundaries of
philosophical discourses and the autobiographical genre. In light of her discaveries
narrator’s individual experiences of oppression and liberation appear encryptions of
larger, more far-reaching dynamics through which historical processesioto being.
As a catalyst for political change, the word “movement” points to the ezerasl
reorientations necessary to shift distributions of power; as a set of embdthed aad
events, Davis’s text maps “movement” as a function of the human body. The
repositioning of the body signals the influence of power; the forces and exentabns t

alter movements through space trace violence, the lurking threat and finarsoluti
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through which those who have power ensure its preservatiogelaattempts to graph
these forces, producing a textual body marked by anonymous state agentsrasis,inte
clandestine operatives engaged in the rewriting of personal narrativesiddoting
complex dynamics that organize less ominous edifices of power such asedhlcatd
cultural institutions.

As a project authorized and sanctioned by the state’s system of higher education,
Davis’s unfinished doctoral dissertation in philosophy holds a special place among the
movements and transformations that her autobiographical narrative reconstructs. Whe
she is not working with various political organizations, the dissertation consumesssDavi
time. Explaining her activities in the summer of 1970, Davis writes, “under ordinary
circumstances—that is, if the UCLA affair had not exploded into an all-consunpagtas
of my life—the dissertation would have already been done” (274). The unfinished
dissertation will thus provide her with an alibi—her use of resources housed in the
University of California’s Berkeley libraries as part of her dissiertaesearch—when
authorities suggest her visits to the Bay Area are part of her etiaid donathan
Jackson in his takeover of the Marin Courthouse. Abandoned by necessity when she
goes into hiding, the dissertation continues to cast its shadow over the narrativeg, nami
the intellectual task to which her energy would be devoted, were it not for her
imprisonment. By the conclusion of her trial, Davis’s interest in acadehaarship
appears to have greatly diminished. The last few pages fail to mentioralemac
work, describing instead her immediate plans to organize and agitate on behalf of
political prisoners. Nonetheless, the chapter that follows asserts thatdisoguaphy

effectively becomes the dissertation in philosophy otherwise left inceen#lagela
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Davis: An Autobiographgoes not stand in for a dissertation in philosophg,at
philosophical work.Angelds straightforward narrative constitutes an innovative,
oppositional, politically-motivated effort to remake the discipline of philosophy giirou
the movements the narrator witnesses, and to which she contributes. For Davis’s
narrator-philosopher, the disciplinary boundaries of philosophy, the body of philosophy
proper, begins with the body itself—racially marked, gendered, circumscribestbgyhi
geography, classAngelaproposes a philosophy unbound, one that engages the
relationship between the physical body and its material surroundings.

This compounding of autobiographical narrative and philosophical inquiry
represents a vital political and intellectual statement. The compositafafunction of
Davis’s text trespasses disciplinary territories as part of an ongwoimgple over voice
and discourse, power and knowledge, truth and value. Accordingly, such terms refer to
no “outside” authority or system of thought, but to the ever-present now in which
complex political and economic mechanisms influence distributions of pd\ngrela
traces its narrator’s efforts to map this machine, to understand its innengsgosgkid
organizing principles. If the ignorance of power allows an embrace of violencd, bruta
stupidity, Davis’s refusal to relinquish her analytical powers suggests her tes
counteract the dumb force that power wields. The subject is she who sets out to survey
this system, as well as the system itself, that which pushes againgotiey eedirects
her energies, takes inventory of her activities. Amidst the positionad gt push and
probe the forces of power, the practice of philosophy acquires a cartographisrfuncti
the narrator’s body becomes the legend for the map her movements trace &g narrat

The actions taken by government agents and authorities inscribe the idhexttitgr
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autobiography attempts to refashion. The body of her text records strategies and
movements in an attempt to resist the state’s repressive ideologies avehimes. Its
contours define a critical struggle, the meaning of which belongs to otheosittioene

of which she cannot control. As the embodiment of disparate modes and methodologies,
Angelagenerates yet another version of what other chapters have defined as apbparitiona
subjectivity. In this caséngelds apparitional subjectivity begins with the narrator’s
surrendering of the autobiography to the specific political events and moveihrants

define her experience. Employing storytelling, history, and philosophy as egiadlly

tools in the effort to comprehend the network of economic interests and ideological
structures that intervene and redirect oppositional forms of knowledge an@fserag,

Davis re-conceptualizes philosophy as an ongoing process of de-individuation and
disorientation. These are necessary consequences. The effort to unhinge ideologica
frameworks that authorize dehumanizing practices, varieties of governmpergsien
delivered through violent and non-violent actions of state juridical apparateses, s
bureaucratic agencies, and covert operatives, demands a process of resethatati
disavows notions of a fixed, stable identity. According to the historical and ablitic
engagement her autobiography maps, dominant ideologies from which state povger issue
define forms of identity that must be disturbed, divided, or disavowed. Actions and
movements—of individuals, as well as groups and masses—must be designed to disrupt
the functional dynamics by which state-administered forms of identitystadqge. In its
investigations of the relationship between movement as manifested in individual and
collective acts of dissidence, and state-administered efforts to contrdétiigies,

positions, and movements of the body poliingelamodels a philosophy of
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engagement in which individual actions probe apparatuses of containment and constraint.
In an effort to map weaknesses in state ideology or mark unguarded passagés throug
which power might be accessédgelasanctions revolutionary philosophical labor,
recruiting revolutionary actors to search for gaps in social mechanisms afl @ar
containment that might allow for movements and migrations, transformations eslwfdi

thought that also allow for changing relationships between physical bodies.

The Violence of the Threshold

Angelds opening paragraphs reflect the body’s centrality in the narrative that
follows. Dated August 9, 1970, her story begins two days after the murder of George
Jackson’s brother, Jonathan, during his takeover of the Marin County Courthouse. After
learning that an arrest warrant has been issued in her name, a friend hedpgr&zavie
to go into hiding. The mirror scene constructed by the first sentences thussreads a
masterful pastiche of the endless identity crises at the heart of ayrayihg:

| believe | thanked her but | am not sure. Perhaps | simply
watched her dig into the shopping bag and accepted in silence the wig she
held out to me. It lay like a small frightened animal in my hand....

| walked toward the bathroom and stood before the mirror trying to
fit the ends of my hair under the tight elastic. Like broken wings my
hands floundered about my head, my thoughts completely dissociated
from their movement. When finally | glanced into the mirror... | saw a
face so filled with anguish, tension and uncertainty | did not recognize it

as my own..... | looked absurd, grotesque. | snatched the wig off my
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head, threw it on the floor... | forced the wig back on my head. | had to
look normal; | could not arouse the suspicion of the attendant in the station
where we would have to gas up the car.
As the narrator recreates this abject scene of self-reflectipaidésngelanominates the
body as the corporeal, embodied product of historical forces, the material out lof whic
the state’s juridical apparatuses refashion “grotesque,” morbid, livingraschihe
opening passages of her text thus activate literary legacies rootedeimataative,
conjure the tactics of resistance commonly found in narratives of passing, angt emplo
rhetorical twists, personifying the wig while animalizing and dehumanth@garrator.
As introductions to the philosophical investigations that follow, these sentencés insis
upon the relationship between individual experience and the exterior forces of history
through which such relationships are formed or find meaning.

Beginning with her donning of the wig, the evasive maneuvers that define Davis’s
time in hiding establish themes of the body and movement as the text’'s dominant themes.
The subtle registers through which consciousness comes into bodily knowledgesserve a
potential foundations for transformative philosophies. The activity with which her ow
experience makes manifest the relationship between the physical body and the
asymmetrical distribution of force across social spaces and geographiitaties is
movement. She must call upon families and friends of friends whom she has never met,
strangers who have risked their own arrest under charges of harboring\e fingitrder
to take her in: “I left the car and timidly rang the doorbell. What if we had
misunderstood the house number and this was the wrong place? Anxiously waiting for

the door to open, | wondered what the people were like, how they looked, how they
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would react to me,” Davis writes of one such moment while in hiding (7). These
clandestine movements conjure cultural legacies of the underground railroad: ‘fideusa
of my ancestors had waited, as | had done, for nightfall to cover their steps, hadleane
one true friend to help them, had felt, as | did, the very teeth of the dogs at théi(Geels
6). The crimes with which she has been charged posit murder as the possible penalty of
her conviction. Traversing geographical, political, and cultural territoli@ssDavis to
record subtle shifts in relative degrees of power. Along the thresholds through which
bodies pass, asymmetrical distributions of power become palpable. ThroAglyeld
the violence of the border or boundary serves as the means with which power is made
flesh, becomes real, inscribes itself as brute force onto (or makes visitiesidweof
brute force against) trespassing bodies.

Her experiences in jail attest to the varieties of bodily knowledgeehtatat or
help to contain acts of resistance. After her arrest, Davis is placed in thgdvlew
Women’s House of Detention, a city jail in Greenwich Village. Prison officied¢sn
uncertain as to how they should handle a prisoner with the notoriety that Davis has
gained during her time in hiding; as they move her through various improvised cells in a
attempt to keep her out of the general population, Davis learns the basic featuissnof pr
life. Her experiences describe the terms through which the physical, badlbgdy
identifies itself or is classified by others. This process of idenificahakes manifest
deeply-embedded political constraints often understood as the “natural” products of
biological reproduction: “I was bewildered and awed by the way in which the vast
majority of the jail population had neatly organized itself into generations didam

mothers/wives, fathers/husbands, sons and daughters, even aunts, uncles, grandmothers
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and grandfathers” (53). This system at first appears to provide a refuge tloavens
prisoners and strengthens the bonds between them; over time, however, Davis comes to
see the voluntary institution of heterosexual family structures amongst-feenale
population of the prison—what she sarcastically refers to as the prisonmwvetrsihe
Gay Life"—as another manifestation of coercion and control: “Certainlyast away to
counteract some of the pain of jail life; but objectively, it served to perpetlidbe bad
things about the House of Detention... ‘The Gay Life’ was all-consuming;viepted
many of the women from developing their personal dissatisfaction with the coisditi
around them into a political dissatisfaction” (55). The jailhouse relocationftioat
her capture measure the interior of the prison as a continuum that moves fronoépaces
relative freedom to the unknown immobility represented by the corpses of those who die
inside. Rather than reading the improvised family structures that rewritketiteies of
individual prisoners as a sign of enduring resistance to prison’s institigigshal
homogeneity, Davis discerns the evisceration of a politics of resistantepiace, a
“resistance of desperation” emerges, “based on the assumption that the preonvaifst
continue to survive”; prisoners colonize whatever spaces their jailersthkboavto
control, elaborating their own systems of control and coercion that ultimatilyt e
will of their captors.

The threats of violence that provide the ultimate means with which the House of
Detention’s authorities maintain control result in dramatic tensions made niustlpa
as prisoners are transported from one space to another. Like the sudden rushood air int
vacuum, the movement from one policed space to another results in quick and violent

bursts of energy. Near the end of the first chapter, Davis is escorted througiwthe N
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York House of Detention; she has been told that her lawyer is waiting to see her, but i
fact, New York authorities are preparing to extradite her to Californidusieg to
submit to a strip search, Davis sits down, explaining that she would prefet fomeer
lawyer. Prison officials begin to assemble, including two officers, ail#orand a front
desk clerk, who have always appeared unusually kind to Davis. Their presence proves
disorienting; as she tries to understand what is happening, Davis notices “two men in
guard’s uniforms” coming up behind her; forewarned by a fellow inmate thatrttedee
guards are always on duty, but only called upon when brute force is “deemed necessary,”
Davis takes action:
| jumped up, took a battle stance and prepared to defend myself. One of
them grabbed my arm. | kicked him. When the other man came to his
aid, they both knocked me to the floor. By the time | could get up, the
deputy warden and some of her female helpers were in on the action—as
if two male prison guards weren’t capable of subduing me.

At this moment, the two officers standing on the sidelines threw
themselves into the fight. Their entrance into the battle was a shock—
were they too willing to go to bat for the enemy? But it was even more of
a shock to discover that they were not trying to subdue me but rather were
beating the men who, by now, were really roughing me up.

The fight turned into a free-for-all. No one really know who was
on whose side. In all the confusion, both men managed to grab me, each

one seizing an arm....
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Bruised and breathless, there was nothing | could do to prevent

them from locking the handcuffs. (68)
This scene establishes a limit case regarding the threat of viokataistinguishes
Davis’s experiences of thresholds and boundaries throughout the narrative. Following
her extradition to California, the narrative turns to Davis’s life beforernesta
chronicling her childhood, her education, and her travels, repeatedly exploring the
curious territorial apparatuses according to which movements acro$sttisaisecome
manifestations of violence. These experiences rewrite the Americatiéffas a series
of checkpoints, border crossings, and closely-guarded territories.

The second chapter tells the story of Davis’s childhood, beginning with another
border crossing marked by violence: her family’s move to the Birmingharhbeeigood
that would become known as “Dynamite Hill” after a series of bombings ordeelskna
white residents that targeted their new African American neighbors. @nlesserges:
irrespective of the distances traversed, the slightest shift in positidngger violent
responses and evoke the brute force with which power enforces absolute limits:

The big white house on top of the hill was not far from our old
neighborhood, but the distance could not be measured in blocks. The
government housing project on Eighth Avenue where we lived before was
a crowded little street of little red brick structures—no one of which was
different from the other. Only rarely did the cement surrounding these
brick huts break open and show patches of green. Without space or earth,
nothing could be planted to bear fruit or blossoms. But friends were

there—and friendliness.
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In 1948 we moved out of the projects in Birmingham, Alabama, to
the large wooden house on Center Street. My parents still live there.
Because of its steeples and gables and peeling paint, the house was said to
be haunted. There were wild woods in the back with fig trees, blackberry
patches and great wild cherry trees. On one side of the house was a huge
Cigar tree. There was space here and no cement. The street itself was a
strip of orange-red Alabama clay. It was the most conspicuous house in
the neighborhood—not only because of its curious architecture but
because, for blocks around, it was the only house not teeming inside with
white hostility. We were the first black family to move into that area, and
the white people believed that we were in the vanguard of a mass invasion.
(77-78)
The relationship between power and space exceeds mere delineation$ooy.teidier
spending a summer with a childhood friend in New York, Davis sees Birmingham
differently; in downtown Birmingham, “if we were hungry, we had to wait until we
retreated back into a Black neighborhood... if we needed to go to the toilet or get a drink
of water, we had to seek out a sign bearing the inscription “Colored.” Most Southern
Black children of my generation learned how to read the words “Colored” and “White”
long before they learned ‘Look, Dick, look™ (83). As features that shape the very
process of learning, legacies of violent boundaries and thresholds—as reflettied by
history of segregation—infuse the acquisition of knowledge with danger and violence.
The spaces themselves harbor contradictions bred by the asymmetnidaltthst of

power across a society that professes ignorance by perpetuating an eoiotyyidf
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equality. Thus, the transition from a bunker-like housing project to a beautiful neele-li

residential neighborhood paradoxically signals a move from a sanctuary for human

warmth to a battleground teeming with deep-seated animosity. Such contradigiibns

the lessons drawn throughout Davis’s narrative, in which dialectical analysasimdi

historical injustices provide the impetus for recollections of individual experienc

Amidst the relocations th&ngelamaps, the narrator traces her growing

frustration with the ideologies of race and class that shape Birminghéanls

community. In describing her reaction to the middle-class values to which hesparent

and many of their friends ascribe, language abandons the narrator, who mppist grth

the imprecise but more intense, more threatening sensation of impending bodily harm
At fourteen, in my junior year, | felt restless and exceedingly limitdee T
provincialism of Birmingham bothered me ... | could not define or
articulate the dissatisfaction | felt. | simply had the sensation ofghing
closing in on me—and | wanted to get out. The time was fast approaching
when, in order not to be outcasts, girls my age in middle-class circles had
to play an active role in the established social life of the Black
community.... | had to get away. (103)

Movement and sensation overwhelm discourse; the body provides varieties of knowledge

for which language appears insufficient. Davis’s path out of the stiflingsgtinere of

Birmingham'’s aspiring middle-class culture includes a symbolicogadl trip to New

York. “As the Jim Crow train moved through Alabama, Georgia, and up through

Washington, my friends left the train in small groups.... By the time the train slid out of

Washington, | had been abandoned to the company of strangers and to the strangeness of
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white people entering the car and taking seats which had been ‘For Colored™ (105-6).
The exchange of passengers as the train passes northward, emptying o&frehidiag
with strangers who inhabit a world beyond the territorial violence of segregation,
emblematizes the dialogical movemenioigela Every step involves a negotiation of
positive and negative consequences, and no easy resolution exists to the incompatible
facts that surround each new experience. In its careful elaboration ofosaplexities,
Angelapursues modes of analysis that exceed the ambitions of conventional narrative.

The repeated insistence on the multi-dimensional ramifications of each apd eve
event emerges alongside a recurring symbolic figure, a “Janus head.im&bes first
appears as Dauvis reflects upon her train ride to New York, where she attendshbalh s
“It was as if | were two persons, two faces of a Janus head. One proéid star
disconsolately into the past—the fretful, violent, confining past broken only by
occasional splotches of meaning... The other gazed with longing and apprehension into
the future” (106). Through her host family and the leftist faculty at Elisdbein High
School, Davis becomes thoroughly educated in socialism and Marxism, and pasticipate
in protests against the hiring practices of Manhattan’s Woolworth department store
Nonetheless, as the Civil Rights movement gathers steam, she is torn between her love
for her education and the events that surround her family at home: “The Janus head was
still fixed,” she writes, “one eye full of longing to be in the fray at Bigmam, the other
contemplating my own future” (113).

After her freshman year as a scholarship student at Brandeis Univieesity,
receives funding that allows her to attend the World Festival for Youth andn8tude

counter-cultural gathering in Helsinki, Finland. “l was eager to meetugeoéry youth
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from other parts of the world,” Davis writes, “but my decision was also motivatad by
simple desire to leave the country in order to get a better perspectivegst (1i20).
An FBI agent greets her upon her return: “What were you doing at that Communist
Youth Festival this summer?’ the agent wanted to know. ‘Don’t you know how we feel
about Communists? Don’t you know what we do to Communists?™ Her boarder
crossings thus register as features of her life story that matter te bdsedes herself,
seemingly serving as important pieces of a biography constructed by unkgemia af
the state. Nonetheless, the festival in Helsinki inspires her subsequisbfistudy,
encouraging her to expand her knowledge of languages by majoring in French, which
also allows her to pursue her interest in existentialism. Davis’s inviestigaf
segregation’s curious territories have already employed French ama ofdraversing
otherwise impermeable boundaries; Davis remembers visiting a shoe stdeenager
and speaking French with her sister, Fania. Claiming to be from Martinique réhey a
allowed to shop in the “White” section of the store until they can’t help but let their
audience in on the joke (86-7). The decision to study French as a college student thus
articulates a complex relationship between the body and the study ofdengiisa
form of knowledge with geographic or territorial links, language facilitétes t
trespassing of thresholds that state-sanctioned collaborations betweamaognand
violence otherwise prohibit.

Davis’s studies also provide her with access to the arena of theory. As noted
throughout this project, theory informs the work of the many writers identifiddtiag
contemporary American literary avant-garde. During her second tyBearadeis, Davis

happens upon the work of German exile and Frankfurt School philosopher Herbert
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Marcuse. She pursues the study of philosophy with Marcuse himself, who wds at tha
time teaching at Brandeis, during weekly, individual meetings. After spendifgninar
year in France, she travels to Frankfurt and attends Theodor Adorno’s ledtates,”
Davis writes, “I read all of Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s works that had been treasla
into English or French, in addition to Marcuse’s writings. In this way | had adedai
myself with their thought, which was collectively known as Critical Theat$5§. Her
undergraduate career concludes with an honors thesis “on the Phenomenological
Attitude,” Davis writes, “which | thought | had discovered in the works of the
contemporary French novelist [Alain] Robbe-Grillet” (135). These detajgest that
Davis acquires a familiarity with avant-garde literature not enjoyed by the
autobiographers discussed in preceding chapters; this familiarity malastrentional
features of her own autobiography all the more distinctive.

The following year, Davis returns to Frankfurt, planning to pursue a doctorate in
philosophy under Adorno’s tutelage. “When | boarded the boat sailing for Germany,”
Dauvis recalls, “Watts was burning. | felt again the tension of the Janus hesadrgl the
country at that time was hard for me” (138). While living in Berlin before lneliest
begin, Davis repeatedly visits East Berlin. Checkpoint Charlie thus proetiasgther
memorable threshold experience: for the first time, her racial identnies an
advantage. The East German guards process her passport with startliig réaphnis
was their way of showing their solidarity with Black people,” Davis wr(te10). These
travels imperil her study; the West German police later detain her,jmtpthat she has
violated the terms of her passport by living at multiple Berlin addressiesuwi

registering with the closest police stations. Narrowly avoiding deporiddavis
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concludes that she was “positive that the harassment was a little regadietion for my

trip to the GDR” (142). As much as it furthers her intellectual development, Davis
explains that studying in Frankfurt leaves her feeling too far remogedtfre Black
Liberation Movement. Her ongoing correspondence with Marcuse (who had moved on
to the University of California, San Diego after his political positions forceduster

from Brandeis) convinces her that the best compromise between her interes¢s tegjui

to leave Frankfurt and join Marcuse in San Diego, where she continue her doctorate in
philosophy while also becoming active in the political struggles over Blacktglent

American imperialism.

Olson’s “Proprioception,Angelds “Natural Clumsiness”

In addition to providing a metaphor for the narrator’s divided allegiances, the
multiple perspectives captured in the figure of the “Janus head” demonstvagis Da
commitment to epistemological models that evade the closed parentheseatuesay
mathematical set, models capable of elaborating ever-more intriegiesgand thus
incorporating the real contradictions of human existence. This determinatiaras by
the American poet Charles Olson, whose work provides a means of articulated) shar
varieties of political, intellectual, and philosophical compromises that OlsorDé#ies,
repeatedly refuses. In locating the origins of his own appreciation for catitvadi
reflected in the open parentheses that appear in his own poems, conjuring uncertain or
indefinitely deferred conclusions, Olson cites John Keats. Paraphrasits) fide@us
letter, Olson writes that Keats, “thought to himself all that irritabéehing after fact and

reason, it won't do. | don't believe in it. | do better to stay in the condition of things. No
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matter what it amounts to, mystery confusion doubt, it has a power, it is what | ynean b
Negative Capabilityy(Collected Prosg120¥°.

Forms of inquiry that refuse the suspect limits imposed by the history ohghifti
notions classified as “fact or reason” appear to influence the careaodsdisat lead
Olson into a life of poetry. In 1937, after studying English as an undergraduate and a
M.A. student at Wesleyan University, Olson began research for a book on Meltille tha
would emerge some ten years lateCafl Me Ishmae(1947). The interim years were
marked by repeated opportunities to climb career ladders, first in the acadehtien
in the federal government. In 1936, Olson entered Harvard as a graduate student in
English; in 1937, he was accepted into Harvard's new American CivilizationaPmogr
1938, he won a Guggenheim Fellowship that allowed him to pursue his research on
Melville; in 1940 Olson began pursuing a new career as a civil servant; between 1940
and 1945, Olson moved through various governmental and non-governmental
organizations, including the Office of War Information, where he served in thgfrore
Language Division (1942-1944); his power within the Democratic Party continued to
grow, and in 1944, Olson was named director of the party’s Foreign Nationalities
Division; after working for the Democratic Party throughout Roosevelt'scgeh
campaign, Olson’s interest in politics diminished; soon after Rooseveltls idebd45,
he had forsaken politics entirelgélected Lettersxvii-xxx).

Olson’s death in January of 1970 preceded the date of Davis’s wig episode by

mere months. Among other things, his oeuvre remains notable for its consisteiarattent

%% Keats defines his terms in slightly different lange: “that is, when a man is capable of being in
uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without anyahi reaching after fact or reason” (quoted innbies
supplied by editors Donald Allen and Benjamin Haeder for their edition of Olson®ollected Prosg
399).
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to the body as the first principle and manifestation of history. Olson’s poeunlarteg
touch upon his incompetence at sea, a disgraceful reality, given the canoaessof his
childhood; having spent much of his early life in small fishing towns on the
Massachusetts coastline, his awkwardness distinguished him in a sea:fi#tung; “|

have had to learn the simplest things / last. Which made for difficulties. / Evea lat s
was slow, to get the hand out, or to cross / a wet deck. / The sea was not, finally, my
trade” (The Maximus Poem56). Like Olson, Davis’s autobiography notes childhood
humiliations stemming from an inability to learn particular forms of movement
“Saturday mornings | joined scores of leotard-clad girls at the Snidi@iemmunity
Center in the projects where we used to live.... Ballet during the first part cetds

then tap, soft shoe. My natural clumsiness defied the delicate ballet stepbyaysl

tried to find a place to hide” (98). Both of these writers understand the body as an
expression in and of history—and history names a concept of far greater imptwtance
either writer than developing sea legs or the perfect plié—that has long béssietkg
Recognition of this fact requires a radical reorientation. In a serieses enotitled
“Proprioception” (originally published in journals edited by Amiri Baraka—theRoi
Jones—in 1961 and 1962), Olson proposes a comprehensive reworking of knowledge as
such, beginning with the acquisition of sense perception. Olson’s reflections in
“Proprioception” build upon inquiries he began formulating much earlier, in works such
asCall Me Ishmael(1947), and that remain crucial to his five volume magnum dphes,
Maximus Poemsompleted shortly before his death in 1970. “I take SPACE to be the
central fact to man born in America, from Folsom cave to now,” Olson writealirMe

Ishmael “I spell it large because it comes large here. Large, and without n{@y”
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In “Proprioception,” the title names the concept with which he suggests new ¢earnin
should begin. In his words, “proprioception” refers to “the data of depth sensibility / the
‘body’ of us as object which spontaneously or of its own order produces experience of,
‘depth’ Viz. SENSIBILITY WITHIN THE ORGANISM BY MOVEMENT OF IS

OWN TISSUES” Collected Prosgl81). As part of the developmental process from
infancy onward, proprioception describes the physiological changes through which an
improving sense of balance allows one to stand, and eventually, to walk. Movement
hones the senses and allows for some sense of scale, of “depth.” As refashioned in the
notes Olson organizes under the term, “Proprioception” describes the literalgabrpor
and developmental processes, themselves evidence for the embodied forms that
knowledge assumes. It also serves as a metaphor to emphasize the penethaltang, ce
proliferation of the institutional or officially-sanctioned forms of knowledge.

Olson’s choice to abandon two promising careers, first as an academic, and then
as a Democratic operative and would-be Washington power-broker, suggests his
committed resistance to institutional forms of knowledge that essays such as
“Proprioception” ultimately embody. As noted in the introduction, his decision to
abandon politics was in and of itself a political decision. In the wake of Franklin
Roosevelt’'s death, the Democratic Party’s policies and positions underwenthiéigid s
Newly-empowered Democrats adopted accommodating stances toward damestic
foreign policies that would define Cold War politics for decades to come; suclodecis
proved unpalatable to Olson. His correspondences mark his increasing discomfort with
the informal ideological formations and institutional structures that fomeleint forms

of American ignorance; after establishing a friendship with Ezra Pound, Qissofti
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Pound’s racist rants against immigrants. In a letter expressing his outRagend’s
ignorance, Olson also condemns the very institutions to which he had dedicated his labor
over the previous ten or more years of his life:
BUT you have to deal with us Olsons, Leite-Rosenstock-Huessys; your
damn ancestors let us in. (AND AS ABOVE | DON'T THINK THE
BATHTUB WAS SO CLEAN WHEN THEY DID.) We're here, and to
tell you your own truth, you damn well know anglosaxonism is
academicism and shrieking empire: LIFE out of Yale, CULTURE out of

Princeton, and THE BOMB out of Harvard....

...The breakdown of the cells: the Indians of the Northwest used to call all

whites “Boston men.” Yr. gd damn Euopeans (I speak of my ancestors)

(and yrs) acted from the start like a fucking bunch of G.l.s on leave in

invaded country.

(Selected Letterg5-76)
In pointing to “academicism and shrieking empire,” Olson thus targets tlds,fie
academia and American foreign policy, that have defined his work history. Other
features of this letter suggest the expansive terrain covered in thectepeojects that
replace such abandoned pursuits and that Olson begins pursuing soon thereafter. His
observation that, “the Indians of the Northwest used to call all whites ‘Boston men’”
indicates his understanding of the tremendous conceptual constraints imposed by

particular cultures. Knowledge, Olson suggests, is local, historical, particu
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Previous chapters examine what | have called “apparitional subjectizty,”
elusive, de-individuated, shadowy form of subjectivity. Apparitional subjectivipsttel
disguise, shelter, or shield the autobiographical subject. It requires @ tefeagage
with the temptations of the idealized, unified image of selfhood constantly repdoduce
throughout popular, material, or commercial culture. This version of self-possession
represents a culturally, socially-bound understanding of individuality reflectthe
obsessive persecution of America’s criminalized underclass, whose courtrdgrison
experiences have yet to witness any material benefits of the sgdiritems of
subjectivity ostensibly manifested in visions of the postmodern, or whatever éndless
looping “simulacra” stands in for this epoch otherwise known as the present. For the
collective body that authotook for Me in the Whirlwindthe “butcher shop” they call
subjectivity begins at the level of one’s own organs. Similarly, Olson’sstter
“proprioception,” the body’s awareness of itself in relationship to its surroundiags1o
relationship to ego psychology; on the contrary, Olson’s interest in sense perception
concerns the concentrated impact thus registered, the dense confrontati@m betoes
and priorities, what Robert Creeley would cleverly describe in a perfect tatdarent
as, “a complex occasion, both inside and out” (OlSatected Writingsvi).

If it must be defined as such, “poetry” provides Olson with what appears to have
been, in retrospect, the only space available for the pursuit of his inquiriesostis m
famous essay, “Projective Verse” (1950), provides the formal framework opasition
by field” through which Olson’s research projects come to occupy poetttises
(Collected Prosg239). In her bookareer Moveg2000), Libbie Rifkin attends to the

confluence of factors by which Olson and other postwar avant-garde American poets
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(Robert Creeley, Louis Zukofsky, and Ted Berrigan) come to occupy positions of
considerable importance within the poetry establishment. Rifkin notes thatéadisely

by assuming oppositional stances against this establishment, championing forms and
practices derisively described as “experimental” by the poetrglettanent’s more
conservative members, that Olson and his cadre gain influence. The publication history
of Olson’s most famous essay provides one of her first examples: “Publishaityimti
Poetry New Yorkn 1950, ‘Projective Verse became known within the avant-garde
community... and by 1960 its call for ‘composition by field’ to counter the ‘closeeVvers

of the New Criticism-sanctioned poetic mainstream was generally coegithee mantra

of the ‘raw’ poets.”

Rifkin credits Olson’s rising reputation amongst this group of poets to “Donald
Allen’s placement of Olson at the beginningldfe New American Poetand of
‘Projective Verse’ at the beginning of its poetics section” (21). Acogrth Rifkin,

Allen’s use of Olson’s essay results in an undeservedly reverential staassdy and
poet alike; “Projective Verse,” Rifkin explains, provides a “theoretical ¢antek[a]

patina of unity” to the anthology’s “otherwise errant energies” (21-22). Indiwese of

her analysis, Rifkin quotes briefly from a portion of Olson’s essay most freguentl
criticized by readers of poetry. In an apparent embrace of a kind of orgamjc for
“Projective Verse” imagines a seamless exchange between the mind araf buelpoet
and the written word: “the HEAD, by way of the EAR, to the SYLLABLE / the HEART
by way of the BREATH, to the LINE” (quoted in Rifkin, 22). Olson and “Projective

Verse” thus become test cases in Rifkin’s analyses of the contradictibesirge as
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“oppositional,” anti-establishment poetics become mainstays within the poetic
“establishment.”

Unfortunately, Rifkin’'s own analysis replicates the fundamental error ¢thetn
by the self-segregating practices through which the “poetry estabh$hfae unwieldy
combination of small presses, independent journals, reading series, and academic
institutions) preserves itself. Rifkin appears to accept the conventional wisdanding
“Projective Verse”: that its “radical” aspects emerge as elébosof the essay’s oft-
guoted slogan, a phrase with which Olson, in the essay, credits Robert Cre@lei “F
IS NEVER MORE THAN AN EXTENSION OF CONTENTQollected Prosg240).

The fundamental error committed by Rifkin—and, in fairness, the vast tyapbri

Olson’s readers before her—is to assume that Olson’s comments regardingefarhat
mark his essay as “revolutionary” and significant. On the contrary, thesgsaspthe
essay ease its assimilation, however gradual, into the poetic establishimemb.odt
radical element of “Projective Verse” concerns the questi@omtent notform: “It all
comes to this, this whole aspect of the newer problems. (We now enter, actually, the
large area of the whole poem, into the FIELD, if you like... It is a matter, yfireil
OBJECTS, what they are, what they are inside a poem, how they got there, and, once
there, how they are to be use@oflected Prosg243). The question of content is, as
Olson recognizes, above and beyond anything else, a political question: “the yojecti
involves a stance toward reality outside a poem,” Olson writes, “as wehas stance
towards the reality of a poem itselfC¢llected Prosg246). In his mind, this “stance”
requires “getting rid of the lyrical interference of the individual ego... tdeaiimar

presumption by which western man has interposed himself between what he is as a
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creature of nature... and those other creations of nature which we may, with no
degradation, call objects. For a man is himself an object... the more likely tmiaeo
himself as such the greater his advantagéstlécted Prosg247).

By “getting rid of the lyrical, individual ego,” Olson recognizes in “field
composition” what today’s academicians might call an “interdisciplinasgthodology.
Olson’s interest in proprioception reflects his recognition of the body as theesurfa
boundary, or threshold upon which this “complex occasion” is enacted. The archaic,
mythological aura that surrounds poetry, the dense linguistic historiededfladhe
parts of speech its practitioners employ, the awkward English adherenceataesyemd
syllabic quantifications derived from Latin, these legacies and traditions yot onl
discipline pages and volumes full of pages within archives, they also indicatedbrm
discipline enacted upon the physical bodies of their readers. The history of poetry
represents but a tiny selection amidst a much wider array of discipliningaayges. In
his adoption of poetry as his own field with which to understand the legacy of human
history, Olson’s imperative is not to represent his individual experience, but to
understand the dynamic means through which inequities of power and history inscribe
themselves upon the body of the writer, as well as the body of the text. “Pwayar a
with time,” Olson writes in “La Préface,” “come into space.” This poem sgpits one
of Olson’s earliest attempts to locate his writing firmly and unequivocatlye
particularities of his historical moment. In “La Préface,” Olson desldre need for a
new methodology with which to understand life after the Holocaust, nominating the
inscriptions left behind by victims of the death camps as the first manibestati art in

this new epoch:
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“| will die about April I*...” going off

“I weigh, I think, 80 Ibs...” scratch

“My name is NO RACE” address

Buchenwald new Altamira cave

With a nail they drew the object of the hunt.

(Selected Writingsl60)
“La Préface” can be read as Olson’s response to the set of concernatadiaul
Theodor Adorno’s famous statement: “To write poetry after Auschwitz mabat
(162). The ancient paintings in Spain’s Altamira cave depicting “the objdug diuint”
present images of a mythological innocence long vanished from human history;
Buchenwald’s inscriptions articulate a reality that demands new tools lgé@naAs
Olson develops his “composition by field,” transcribed documents and fragments of
history such as the Buchenwald inscriptions become increasingly promineeth&wpg
Olson’s interest in the “complex occasion” of humanity that extends far beyond the
narrow concerns of individual perception, subject formation, or self-representation.
Davis’s own preface to her autobiography indicates a shared sense of the need to

eliminate, as much as possible, “the lyrical, individual ego” in an effort to arapd
the present. Her comments frame the autobiographical forrAtigaiainhabits as the
paradoxical result of the actions of others, of historical “forces” beyoncdomérol:

| was not anxious to write this book. Writing an autobiography at my age

seemed presumptuous. Moreover, | felt that to write about my life, what |

did, what | thought and what happened to me would require a posture of

difference, an assumption that | was unlike other women—other Black
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women—and therefore needed to explain myself. | felt that such a book
might end up obscuring the most essential fact: the forces that have made
my life what it is are the very same forces that have shaped and misshaped
the lives of millions of my people. Furthermore | am convinced that my
response has been unexceptional as well, that my political involvement,
ultimately as a member of the Communist Party, has been a natural,

logical way to defend our embattled humanity.

The one extraordinary event of my life had nothing to do with me
as an individual—with a little twist of history, another sister or brother
could have easily become the political prisoner whom millions of people
from throughout the world rescued from persecution and death. | was
reluctant to write this book because concentration on my personal history
might detract from the movement which brought my case to the people in
the first place. | was also unwilling to render my life as a personal
“adventure”™—as though there were a “real” person separate and apart
from the political person. My life would not lend itself to this anyway, but
even if it did, such a book would be counterfeit, for it could not convey
my overwhelming sense of belonging to a community of humans—a
community of struggle against poverty and racism. (xv-xvi)

Davis’s discomfort with the autobiographical form anticipates the “autobiographical
paradox” described by Leigh Gilmore in her bddie Limits of Autobiograph{001).
Even as she seeks to represent histories, events, and political movements, the

autobiographical act suggests that Davis’s “unexceptional” life is quxaitatlifferent
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from the lives that others experience; in this way, Gilmore writes, “theuahas
unrepresentative life becom[es] representative” (19). In the face gfatadox, Davis
attempts a preface that strives for the collective spirit that embibeiédew York 21's
autobiographyl.ook for Me in the Whirlwind1971): however individual its specifics,
her story represents historical forces at work behind the apparition a#tjedtsvity.
Rather than deny or ignore the paradox of autobiography, Davis redefines the
parameters. By attributing “the one extraordinary event of [her] lifefa@és” and “a
little twist of history,” Davis undermines the valuations and ideologies tivat $teaped
the development of autobiography as a genre. In her discussion of Davis’s,preface
Margo Perkins notes that even as Davis follows in a long tradition of autobiographical
works, she nonetheless writes “against this tradition.” In Davis’s hands, Perkins
suggests, autobiography is “a vehicle used less to explore and glorify... individual
uniqueness than to examine those experiences that connect” Davis to her canpatriot
(10). Rather than draw a portrait of an agent of change in, on, or through history,
Davis’s text presents a phenomenological model in which accident, chance, and
opportunity carry far greater weight than the choices or actions taken by aduadlivi
The fact that the same forces have also “shaped and misshaped the livesw$'milli
refashions the paradox that Gilmore associates with autobiography. ThHeatd2avis’'s
text becomes a part of the cultural record makes evident the continual loss gf histor
only the extraordinary event allows one among millions of silenced voices to spkak. L
Olson’s transcriptions from Buchenwald, Davis’s preface thus establishésotprint
for a kinetic socio-political form of documentation in which the individual and his text

are but residue of and conduit for larger, more encompassing phenomena.
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Movement as Philosophical Imperative

The object-body of the narrator moves at the mercy of the forces that act;upon it
Davis’s effort to understand these forceé&ngelawagers on the possibility that
autobiography’s origins at the heart of the very cultural paradigms and lethetiske
hopes to change might also make it a useful form through which to pursue a
transformation of these selfsame paradigms. Once again, her evocation of aapdiyiogr
as a speculative form for the investigation of movement(s) reinforcesitimaan values
her work appears to share with Olson. For Davis, as for Olson, relinquishing one’s sense
of self-importance is but one necessary step toward such an investigation; Davks’s w
assumes that understanding the concealed or deeply-embedded forces thaeitifeienc
present requires attention to the local, the specific, and the particulanteRbep
seemingly conventional autobiographical form in which it arrives, her work thusshare
the investigatory imperative set forth by Olson in “Proprioception”: “SENSTBf
WITHIN THE ORGANISM BY MOVEMENT OF ITS OWN TISSUES.”

Drawing upon her experiences as a prisoner, Davis continually assesses the
boundaries and forms of knowledge that define what might be called into discourse with
the word “experience.” Shaped by and reacting to territorialized spatasg to and
confined by the unpredictable events of history, Davis’s narrative traces himgshift
position across space and time as the evidentiary material for a philostpdsca Like
the historical and geographical explorations that complicate Olson’sgeass-works of
poetry and prose, Davis’s effort to understand America’s citizens and therigired

spaces in which they live as products of events concealed beneath the existent
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institutional, material, and commercial edifices demands that she creataptra

discursive form to suit her needs. The autobiographical form allows her to frame her
analyses within a populist form, and a form that allows her to expose, and then to analyze
in a convincing, first-person mode, the bodily forms of violence enforced with, or more
often without, the state’s employment of brute force.

Throughout Davis’s text, knowledge is embodied, and it is the body that must
confront the violent thresholds according to which various powerful entities—thge state
capitalist interests, the university—attempt to police access to knowlddige w
reinforcing preferred modes of ignorance.

We spent a week in the small village of Santa Maria Il, located in
the sugar center, Antonio Guiterras, living in log cabins with cement
floors... The toilet was a rectangular outhouse... The shower was a
cement stall into which we took large buckets of cold water fetched from
the one faucet on the grounds.

We were roughing it, even by Cuban standards. We followed the
routine... Cane-cutting was fare more difficult than work in the coffee
fields. But again, | was determined to do at least my share, and |
meticulously followed the system: A powerful stroke at the root of the
plant; careful strokes down the leaves; then the last motion of slicing the
stalks into pieces the right size for processing. It was hard, and the heat
was even more intolerable because our clothes were blue jeans, heavy
long-sleeved work shirts, high-top boots, and gloves. All this was for

protection from the liquid that seeped out of the cane... One day |
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remarked to a Cuban how | admired his skill in cutting cane—it was
almost like an art, the way he did it. He thanked me for the compliment,
but quickly added that his skill was a skill that needed to become obsolete.
Cane-cutting was inhuman toil, he said. Before the revolution thousands
had had to depend for their survival on working like animals during the
cane season. Many of them would end up having to cut off a finger with
the machete for a little insurance money to make ends meet.... the
business of cutting cane was not work fit for human beings; it made you
old before your time.... In this way he subtly criticized me for having
romanticized something that was really nothing more than terribly hard
work.” (208-9).
These paragraphs demonstiatgelds repeated insistence upon embodied knowledge as
the final test against which any theory must ultimately be tested. Her own
"romanticized” vision of cutting cane overlooks the physical struggle to whicbviner
weariness testifies, and which, in the end, proves more telling than the re&se/avith
which her Cuban colleague accomplishes the same tasks.

Charles Olson’s work helps to magnify the literary and philosophical dynamics a
play in the explorations of embodied knowledge that repeatedly irkogelds political
analyses. Olson’s embrace of a revolutionary “stance” in writing, one Hiatsnise of
the actual and most immediate facts influencing the poet’s experiencehatsks t
practitioners transcend disciplinary boundaries in the attempt to bring thesenslimgs
into the space of the poem. The conventional surface of Davis’s text belies its

remarkably similar, extra-disciplinary functioAngelais equal parts a work of
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experimental literature, a document of political resistance, a philosopieaasée, and a
manifesto on the relevance of the body to each of the above forms: it revwréesonal
history as a responsibility to engage in bodily self-reflection and setfism. A
collective historyAngelasuggests, must begin with the physical laws and forms of
knowledge that structure the body’s movements through space. The materiaicdyna
arrangement of words in Olson’s works, the experimental, fragmented, willfull
misshapen splay of text across paper, exhibits Olson’s determination to nzaakbéele
transgression and trespassing necessary to transform American politicstared c

As in previous chapters, my intention is to illustrate the value in reading what are
at this point, largely neglected writings by Black Liberationists;elests provide
alternative trajectories within African American literature ad a®lAmerican literature
and American Studies, broadly defined. In juxtaposing works of white avant-garde poet
with those of Black Liberationists, this project is not intended to establishensesa
hierarchy, be it real or imagined; rather, the purpose is to insist upon the value of such a
form of analysis, in which seemingly disparate texts are placed alongsideather.
As Davis’s autobiography and long career as an anti-prison activist deatessthe
status and power of the prison regime, deeply-embedded within a vast arrayrafafsne
economic, cultural, and political systems, demands that we find ever new, nuaxced, a
creative strategies with which to resist its devastating influencaddition to
elucidating the hidden role the prison regime plays in texts seeminggnarved from
its influences, we must seek to understand the ways in which works of political @t prote

literature might be better understood by reading them alongside works of the
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contemporaneous avant-garde poets who drew from such protests while attempting t
effect change from within the poetic establishment.

Olson’s observation that “the Indians of the Northwest used to call all whites
‘Boston men’ signals his expanding awareness of the cultural and politicatlelsstia
knowledge. These obstacles are not arbitrary; their contours are tracedibglgotites
designed to ensure imbalances of power. Olson recognizes that the “tradition”
championed by New Criticism serves as rose petals scattered over senftuoiting
corpses scattered the New World over. Increasingly fascinated fagtarof ancient
North American cultures, Olson’s investigations anticipate subsequent tnends i
“multiculturalism” as well as Ethnic and American Studies. His selietberesearch
incorporates cave paintings and dwellings, Native American langubggset-

Columbian cultures of the Mayan peninsula, the confused encounters between the first
Americans and their European counterparts; such collisions between ancient and so-
called modern cultures become source materials for his massiveTwerkjaximus

Poems This series, begun sometime in the early 1950s, would occupy him until his
death in 1970.

The Maximus Poentmbine forms of knowledge and lines of research that most
institutions of higher learning continue to segregate to this day. For literaras;
Olson’s notes on “Proprioception” may appear to invoke the titular term in a purely
metaphorical fashion. Such a misreading of the essay might view its corfpanealas
an elaboration of the notions of “organic form” associated with “Projective Vénge
source from which Libbie Rifkin lifts Olson’s lines emphasizing “the HEAD, lay of

the EAR, to the SYLLABLE / the HEART, by way of the BREATH, to the LINE.” Suc
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readings undermine the explicit purpose behind Olson’s projects. The closelyeguarde
cultural and political institutions that Olson abandons have been constructed to prevent or
exclude the interdisciplinary— trans-cultural, trans-historical, geograhluiological—

forms of research realized in Olson’s poetic projects.

According to Rifkin, the crowning moment of Olson’s ascension amongst the
American avant-garde was ensured by his appearances at the Berkatgy Poet
Conference. Held in the summer of 1965 and thus arriving on the heals of a year’s worth
of arrests, strikes, and protests that marked the beginning of the Free Speecleiovem
Rifkin suggests that this conference signaled a sea change in the poktrogrdan
poetry, the moment when the wayward children of the avant-garde consolidated
themselves as a cultural force and at last began to assume positions of pbingheit
poetry establishment. Even as (and because) they had positioned themselves as ant
establishment outsiders, numerous Berkeley conference contributors grgaoatithe
tenured ranks of the university system, assuming what Rifkin describdgeastanny
role of permanent revolutionaries” (Rifkin, 14). Olson was booked to close the
conference with a final reading that has since “been viewed both as brilliatthentaof
the open-form poetics that Olson is credited with founding, and as a drunken ramble”
(14). Three days earlier, he delivered his “Causal Mythology,” from whimR
quotes:

| think we live so totally in an acculturated time that the reason why we're
all here that care and write is to put an end to that whole thing. Put an end
to nation, put an end to culture, put an end to divisions of all sorts. And to

do this you have to put establishment out of business. It's just a structure
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of establishment. And my own reason for being, like | said, on the left
side and being so hung up on form is that | feel that today, as much as
action, the invention, not the invention, the discovery of formal structural
means is as legitimate as—is for me the form of action. The radical of
action lies in finding out how organized things are genuine, are initial.
(Quoted in Rifkin, 20)

The last sentence reads awkwardly; its possible meanings appear uncefkan. R

claims that it demonstrates a belief that “The goal is radical (gegmiine,’ ‘initial’)

organization, not anarchy, and the action called for is the measured, backward movement

of recognition, not revolution” (20).

As in her reading of “Projective Verse,” in which Rifkin implies that Olson’

essay outlines a prescribed form—thus effectively undermining the lessitbxpli

literary, more radical potentials according to which his essay outlinesceut of

“composition by field"—Rifkin’s treatment of this passage confines Olsstaisce to the

narrow field of literary study. Her reading demonstrates the compound purposes behi

this form of textual analysis, which in a single stroke attempts to cemstutiis as the

measure of specialized, “professional” expertise, designates Olsoksgvtire right and

property of this limited field, and confines readings of Olson to similarlyrélig

topics. In effect, Olson’s work is thuacculturated by Rifkin’s book Career Moves

into a field increasingly sparse but for its literary points of refereheeyarious cultural,

historical, and scientific topics to which Olson devotes so much of his own writing

recede. By further acculturating Olson into the poetry establishmekity Bifiscerates
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the power behind Olson’s institutional and political critiques that emerge asigart a
parcel of his formal arguments.

Rifkin’s assumption that “Causal Mythology” (the very name of which suggest
renovation of the past in order to change the future) calls for a “backward mveim
recognition” closes what appears in fact to be an open-ended, or at theastryal
“Janus head-like combination of perspectives. Olson’s refusal of magicahtion&in
favor of a more laborious “discovery” exemplifies his efforts to reconfitheedeology
of poetry through an engagement with the world. When he writes that “The radical of
action lies in finding out how organized things are genuine, are initial,” Olson is not
advocating “organization,” as Rifkin suggests; he is suggesting that “revolution” mus
begin with a thorough investigation into the organization of the establishmentas suc
To “put establishment out of business” requires an understanding of the organization
behind its structures. The claim that “organized things are genuine, aié timitsa
echoes the work of the Frankfurt School philosophers whose works influenced Angela
Davis. While reflecting on the legacy of the Holocaust in “The Meaning of \Wgrki
through the Past” (1960), Adorno argues that the persistence of fascism’scajppea
attributed to “the fact that the objective conditions of society that engendsoestria
continue to exist.” “To see through the nexus of deception” would require “that painful
intellectual effort that the organization of everyday life, and not leadt atcalture
industry inflated to the point of totality, prevents. The necessity of such adaptd
identification with the given, the status quo, with power as such, creates the péientia

totalitarianism” (13).
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Rifkin’s misreading is important because it so precisely recapitulateptisive
work of acculturation that Olson hoped to resist; by forcing his work back into thé selec
poetic circles Olson himself rarely entered, Rifkin fulfills the teahker
professionalized “literary study” while ignoring the anti-disciplinamti-literary frame
through which Olson constructs his work. As much as he achieved over the course of his
lifetime the hard-won, mythical status of the bohemian poet par excellendagttizat
Olson began writing poetry reflects the space available for the methods etickprhe
wished to pursue, as much as it does any deeply-rooted desire to become a poet. Indeed,
this decision ultimately led to his living a life of poverty in the rather remiiegye of
Gloucester. Despite his meager means and distance from the nation’s celttzed,

Olson cultivated an impressive and diverse intellectual community. His corregfonde
included the psychologist Carl Jung, choreographer Merce Cunningham, anthropologist
Ruth Benedict, geographer Carl O. Sauer, and economist Oscar Langey#lo

senators and other government officials, painters and photographers, writers and poets.

In his book reviews and essays, Olson occasionally surveys the relativel\cmyopi
views peddled as new scholarship in the academic world he had rejected. iRedflacti
the publication of yet another “close reading” of Melville, Olson writes, “solm
academicism has wasted its time on classic American literature plaite of allegory
and symbol in Melville and his contemporaries.... It is rather quantum physics than
relativity which will supply a proper evidence here, as against naturalismhatf
Melville was grabbing on to when he declared it wiag#letruth he was after”

(Collected Prosgl24). Olson goes on to frarivioby Dickaccording to the discoveries

in quantum physics, concluding that, “matter offers perils wider than man if he doesn’
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what still today seems the hardest thing for him to do, outside of some art and:dcienc
believe that things, and present ones, are the absolute conditions; but that seey are
because the structures of the real are flexible, quanta do dissolve into vibrditibmss a

flow, and yet is there, to be made permanent, if the means are equal” (125).

Disciplinary Boundaries and the Ignorance of theeMiae

In Call Me IshmaelOlson famously locates the American dilemma in the

problem of space, “large” and “without mercy.” As America’s first glolaglitalist
enterprise, whaling providédoby Dickwith endless models from which Melville
constructs th®equod the industrialized machine that carries his narrative. The machine
has been America’s answer to space, Olson writes: “It is the only masparcefthe
average person ever knows, ox-wheel to piston, muscle to jet. It gives trajectory”
(Collected Prosel7). In his influential critique of contemporary soci€ye-
Dimensional Mar(1964), Herbert Marcuse writes, “Today political power asserts itself
through its power over the machine process and over the technical organization of the
apparatus... The government... can maintain and secure itself only when it suoceeds
mobilizing, organizing, and exploiting... the machine process” (3). The figure of “the
machine” famously prevails throughout the dissident rhetoric of the sittiesfFree
Speech Movement leader Mario Savio’s famous declaration, delivered on the steps of the
University of California’s Sproul Hall in 1964:

There’s a time when the operation of the machine becomes so odious that

you’re so sick at heart, that you can’t take part, you can’t even passively

take part, and you’ve got to put your bodies upon the gears, and upon the
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wheels, upon the levers, upon all the apparatus, and you have to make it
stop, and you've got to indicate to the people who run it, and the people
who own it, that unless you are free the machine will be prevented from
working at all. Berkeley in the Sixti¢s
Angelarepresents the intersection whereby Marcuse’s critique of the machiesgroc
resistance to which Savio articulates so brilliantly, that which incrglysirives and
controls modern life—churns through the vision of space Olson discovers in Melville.
Like Olson, Davis’s text pursues a thorough investigation of space as the condition that
defines personal history and experience.

Angelaallows movement—as both activity and event—to structure its plot and
provide the enduring goal its narrator continues to seek at the book’s conclusion.
Although the book concludes with Davis’s acquittal, this event fails to satisfy the
conditions necessary for her book to be considered finished, as established byatbe narr
herself in the preface. The fact that the narrative provides no resolution accorttag
conditions she prescribes proves crucial to its experimental nature: thiatgeziosure
provides epitomizes the philosophical orientation Davis’s book challenges. Such an
orientation would also limit philosophy as a discipline to a specific set of pnslae
guestions; for Davis, philosophy’s most important questions exceed such boundaries,
emerging as the result of injustices that permeate the socio-pdjticate, challenging
and undermining rhetorics of capitalism and democracy.What machine Angetds
narrative? In essence, the book’s meandering narrative represen&s gt aitanswer
this question. Through no fault of its own, this attempt ends in vain. The “machine” it

confronts is too all-encompassing to occupy a single symbolic vehicle; morgamtpgor
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the “deep politics” that lead to Davis’s arrest remain shrouded in secrecy. Ant thoug
the covert actors and interests represented by such events remain lakgelynyrtheir
discovery remains irrelevant to the events in Davis’s life that precederést; a

uncovering the primary players cannot illuminate the life story that pret¢bdearrest

itself. Rather than imbuing a symbolic machine with the task of representing a
convoluted, incompletely understood system of corrupt authorities and imbalanced
powers,Angelapursues a more realistic, more frustrating, less reassuring task,
documenting one person’s attempt to understand the hidden mechanisms through which
political and economic powers exert themselves.

Accordingly, the narrator becomes the reader’s own apparitional body, the host he
or she travels inside of, a vehicle designed to mobilize the reader. What théetesxt of
through autobiography is, as Davis tells us, not her experiences but the outcome of
historical forces her text attempts to track, map, and analyze. The patyafidhe
experiences is less important than the samples they provide of Amerigaa,cr
formative systems of governmental and community organization, the geadsitbats
mechanisms of power and oppression, the ways in which its citizens are deformed or
paralyzed as socio-political actors. Davis’s mentor, Herbert Marcuseatiesdmuch of
his work to these topics, insisting upon the continuing obfuscation of power through the
construction of false freedoms of the market. In his analyses, economiqalytagive
interests and classes use governmental actors beholden to their influenceapdwer
money in order to curtail fundamental political rights, to contain the growth of anti-
capitalist modes of thought, and to control a potentially uncooperative populace. In the

machine that Davis’s narrative measures, the threshold appears as theelefemient.
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The threshold marks the limit and boundary at which the violence that defines the
arrogance and ignorance of power moves from the imaginary that cotieetiiseat, into
the brutality of the real; as a record of the narrator's movement through tlcese pa
Angelamaps the state violence as violence of the threshold; the prison regime, & regim
defined by constraints, boundaries, fences, walls, and borders, is the state’s irffoubator
threshold violence. The autobiographical form allows her to construct a stance, a
methodology or critical framework, through which one might begin to understand one’s
own experience as a political and historical development, a fragment dtedlgdse

sought by the rag pickers Benjamin saw as emblems"bédstury Paris and as models
for the historian himself, each rag an essential piece of history the mgtauigt seek out

as his essential resource, and, as a political being, as his potentred lifieial fact or
solution to the overwhelming political obstacles that confront him in the present.

As ground zero for “disciplinary” learning that seeks to limit, silence, alicate
thought, the prison regime and its attendant ideologies demand forms of intellectual
inquiry that refuse simple categories or containers. The effort to confiméniga
constitutes a curious manifestation of threshold ideology, binding “acadeeomé to
the seemingly contradictory directives of disciplinary classificatidnshisFragments of
an Anarchist Anthropolog{2004), David Graeber argues that ignorance defines the
exercise of power:

Academics love Michel Foucault’'s argument that identifies knowledge
and power, and insists that brute force is no longer a major factor in social
control. They love it because it flatters them: the perfect formula for

people who like to think of themselves as political radicals even though all
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they do is write essays likely to be read by a few dozen other people in an
institutional environment. Of course, if any of these academics were to
walk into their university library to consult some volume of Foucault
without having remembered to bring a valid ID, and decided to enter the
stacks anyway, they would soon discover that brute force is really not so
far away as they like to imagine—a man with a big stick, trained in
exactly how hard to hit people with it, would rapidly appear to eject them.
In fact the threat of that man with the stick permeates our world at every
moment; most of us have given up even thinking of crossing the
innumerable lines and barriers he creates, just so we don’t have to remind
ourselves of his existence.... Such a theoretical emphasis opens the way to
a theory of the relation of power not with knowledge, but with ignorance
and stupidity. Because violence, particularly structural violence, wHere al
the power is on one side, creates ignorance. If you have the power to hit
people over the head whenever you want, you don’t have to trouble
yourself too much figuring out what they think is going on... the sure-fire
way to simplify social arrangements, to ignore the incredibly complex
play of perspectives, passions, insights, desires, and mutual
understandings that human life is really made of, is to make a rule and
threaten anyone who breaks it. (71-3)

Graeber’s disarticulation of the knowledge / power axis in order to descrilbmkiace

with which power practices ignorance provides a useful frame with which to approach

Angela Davis: An Autobiographyin the first chapter, | noted the seemingly irreparable
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divide between the prison-house murder of George Jackson on August 21, 1971, and the
publication of Fredric JamesonT$ie Prison-House of Langua@®972). | suggested that

the successful career of Jameson, then a professor at the Universityarh{aalSan

Diego, and the murder of Jackson, then a famous political prisoner housed in California’s
San Quentin prison just 500 miles up the coast from San Diego, serve as emblems for the
coterminous elaboration of what | have called the “language regimeadeatc

departments, and the massive expansion of what others have called the Ameiscan “pr
regime” in other arenas of American lifdngelathus returns to the awkward moment of

this disengagement, when language-oriented forms of critical theory toefipurish

alongside elaborating structures of imprisonment.

Angelareconsidered as a dissertation illuminates the edge of philosophy as a
discipline. The covert agencies and operatives employed to silence David slgges
degree to which her modes of critique and analysis exceed academic boundahes. Int
years since her arrest and acquittal, American philosophy departmentsebanse
increasingly hostile to the modes of social, political, and historical asdhg inform
Davis’s autobiography. Indeed, Davis’s works remain exiled from the field of
philosophy in which they were born. The transformation of philosophy departments
raises crucial questions regarding the policing of discourse throughoutcameéfe; the
allocation of disciplinary territories within American universities appéart one
manifestation of larger trends involving the restriction of speech, the banishithdpof al
the least dangerous (and most benign but distracting) of controversies from public
discourse, and the continual shrinking of critical scope or attention so as to encompass

increasingly specific, de-contextualized, and ever-more limited subjéterma
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As test case for the development of strictly limited discourse, philosophyspaove
useful example. In 1967, when Angela Davis began studying for her doctorate in
philosophy at the University of California, San Diego, she entered a recently
reconstructed field still cluttered with the debris of demolitions and remodela. As
student of “Frankfurt Marxism” (Mike Davis’s term for the collection of Wairax-
patriots who gathered in California and that included Theodor Adorno and Max
Horkheimer, in addition to Marcuse), Angela Davis entered philosophy through a door
that the discipline would soon slam shut. She was a student of a philosopher whose
interests spoke to politically-engaged thinkers, students eager to understamhe how t
intricacies of capitalism and liberal democracy could result in the idarewar in
Vietnam, the widespread impoverishment of millions of Americans, rampasir,sand
so on—in short, as a philosopher of what Rorty labels the “old school,” interested in
problems philosophy had not solved, aradinterested in the invention of new games
that might be solved on their own, apart from the real-world of human beings and their
interactions.

“In the early fifties,” Richard Rorty writes, “analytic philosophy begarat@t
over American philosophy departments.... By 1960, a new set of philosophical
paradigms was in place” (214). Hans Reichenbach’s BidukRise of Scientific
Philosophy(1951), serves as Rorty’s emblem for this transformation. According to
analytically inclined thinkers such as Reichenbach, philosophers of the “old school”
lacked critical tools necessary to keep pace with their field: * ‘the philesayf the old
school is usually a man trained in literature and history,” Reichenbach writdso has

never learned the precision methods of the mathematical sciences or exddhence
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happiness of demonstrating a law of nature by a verification of all its consequénc
(quoted in Rorty, 215). The pursuit of “the ‘scientific’ style” results in whatyRor
characterizes as a peculiar brand of highly-educated debaters. The jpriafesgional
achievement available to philosophers working in the waKéefRise of Scientific
Philosophyis the invention of “new language-game[s],” “putting together arguments and
pulling them apart”:
Perhaps the most appropriate model for the analytic philosopher is now
thelawyer, rather than either the scholar or the scientist. The ability to
construct a good brief, or conduct a devastating cross-examination, or find
relevant precedents, is pretty much the ability which analytic philosophers
think of as “distinctly philosophical.” It is sufficient to be a good lawyer
or to be a good analytic philosopher that you be able to see at a glance the
inferential relationships between all the members of a bewilderinglg lar
set of propositions. (221)
Rorty’s description of remodeled philosophy departments provides a useful context for
the autobiographical surrogate that stands in for Angela Davis’s dissertaticse The
former meeting places for historically-minded individuals engaged in the stimyman
thought’s most arresting conundrums now house (in an exaggerated paraphrasing of
Rorty) collections of ambulance chasers hoping to salvage some new form of
argumentation from the latest crash in logic. Although many of his own works might
deserve the same critique, Rorty realizes that the foremost analyticophios dismiss
earlier methods—methods that find crucial questions deserving of philosophicay inquir

at play in the world itself, amidst the injustice, exploitation, or outright vielgmacticed
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by its inhabitants—for the pursuit of logical dilemmas raised by their own &ngui
games and logical puzzles.

To his credit, Rorty recognizes that his cannibalistic system offersstaimo
practical means of making the world more humane. As much as this goal sitemest
in this instance his engagement with such questions appears to be largeiytac@de
consequence of his conjuring of the lawyer as a model for the analytic philosopher. The
figure of the lawyer that Rorty employs inadvertently gestures to thergoent’s use of
the criminal legal system to disrupt Angela Davis’s career as a philasdRbgy’s
description of the scientific philosophers as having abandoned interest in the questions
most relevant to human existence captures the oppositional factions in the philosophy
department at UCLA during their debates over whether or not to support Angela Davis
and challenge the Board of Regents decision to fire her. “The philosophy department...
had been initially divided,” Bettina Apetheker writes. “The logicians and thaysis
didn’t see the desirability of retaining a scholar of Marxist persuasion. dleetitians
and Hegelians did” (2).

In an effort to reinstate considerations of serious socio-political distissas
proper topics within the discipline of philosophy, Richard Rorty writes, “The quresti
what propositions to assert, which pictures to look at, what narratives to listen to and
comment on and retell, are all questions about what will get us what we want (or about
what weshouldwant)” (Consequences of Pragmatisxiiii). Davis’s autobiography
suggests that the disciplinary boundaries that classify academic labor ianed def
disciplines of study remain dangerously unaware of the foundational role that gaptivit

plays in the structure of American society and culture. The varietiesarhigre she



302

traces, whose origins lie buried in the unmarked graves of the enslaved, whose
contemporary forms are bred by the prison regime, are reinforced byiedatat
institutions. Her own career as a member of such an institution serves ag@troaxc
that proves the rule; even in an instance wherein the academy provides some form of
shelter for a revolutionary thinker, its modes of operation remain bound up in the
delusions of knowledge, far removed from the “brute force” that defines the igaoranc
and violence of true power.

The subject whose story drives Davis’s text remains ancillary to the text’
organizing principle: the book has as its stated goal the political mobilizatitsn of
readers. Concepts of movement—the movement of its narrator across nationsrand thei
segregated territories—in addition to “movement” as a political event, &toohef
forces for revolution or resistance—provide its fundamental structure. Tisetdshces
of her book refigure the supposed climax of the story, her trial victory, as the beginning
announcing the life of political activism that follows. On the one hand, this move marks
a complete break with the academic subplot that surrounds her incomplete tssertat
philosophy; on the other hand, she never explicitly explains the material that he
unfinished project would have covered. The dissertation thus serves as an open-ended
parenthesis, an opening in narrative that can only be filled by the author’s aagtinui

efforts as a political activist.
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Conclusion

In an Oregon folktale | learned in my youth, a family out for a hike happens
across a bear. Immediately, the parents begin to bicker. It's a blaclapsang, the
best thing is to scream and yell, make yourself big. You always want évégjlone
what to do says the other, you're always wrong, what's more, nobody listens tmgou, a
anyway, as everyone knows, that's a brown bear, and with a brown bear, the best thing
do is to retreat slowly and stealthily, make clear that you're fearfulraimaidated, back
away. You always want to back away says the other, for once in your life stand up for
yourself, for god sakes, stand up for your family. You always want to screamland ye
says the other, well go ahead then, scream and yell all you want, if yolisesezd to
me you'd already know that nobody’s listening to you, and so on. Meanwhile, the bear
eats the children.

As literature departments have bickered over the fine points of various critical
stances and analyses, the prison regime has feasted on America’s edbnomica
devastated communities. While writing this dissertation, | have occagiov@idered
what it might have taken for a serious critique of the American prison regimedo ha
emerged with the fervor that has accompanied language-based theoreticatjraguor
anti-prison activists to have achieved the influence and notoriety granted tadangu
writing’s foremost practitioners. In such moments | have often returnedrtefa
anecdote that introduces the final chapter of Angela Davis’s autobiographlapteran
which the drama of her courtroom battle plays out. This chapter begins with a
recollection of the trip Davis takes to Charles Olson’s hometown: “Early oned8gt

morning during my first year at Brandeis,” Davis writes, “my friend laard | decided to
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hitchhike up north to see the fishing boats in Gloucester, Massachusetts. We haal plans t
stay the night. But since we knew no ‘adults’ in Gloucester, we had to engageat a sm
transgression... Signing out of our dormitory, we indicated that we had permigsion fr
our parents to visit a family in New York.” With vague plans to sleep on the beach, two
friends make their way to the coastal village. “Gloucester was magnjfi€avis
recalls, “with its multicolored autumnal trees, the massive beauty obggdseboulders,
its throngs of ships and fishermen. For hours we walked along the coast, then we toured
the little streets dating from the eighteenth century. Though we werecphgcti
moneyless, a nice man in a little restaurant gave us as much food as weatauldl e
wouldn’t hear of letting us work off our meal” (349). The cold air of the late afternoon
convinces Davis and Lani that they would be better off sleeping in their own beds. Afte
hitchhiking back to campus, they arrive long past curfew. In order to evadethigyse
guards, they take refuge in the less heavily policed men’s dormitory, whezadHas
offered to give up his room for the night. Despite their careful efforts to avadtbet,
someone reports their transgressions to the dean, and they must undergo a tribunal in
order to avoid expulsion from Brandeis.

The coincidence of Davis’s visit to Olson’s seaside village augurs future nea
misses in the parallel histories of the language and prison regimes. Avanwgedse
are confronted with their own series of shakedowns and trials as part of thergents
counterintelligence campaigns. As Allen Ginsberg points out in his report fBEiNe
American Center, “Outline of Un-American Activities” (1983), the governnsecdse
against John Sinclair marks a unique turning point in this history. Sinclair, “a rock and

jazz impresario,” as Ginsberg puts it, and “a poet much beloved of Charles Olson,”
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became a COINTELPRO target because of his efforts to unite white and tisisk a

musicians, and activists in and around Detroit (40). In addition to his efforts as an

underground publisher, and as the organizer of various workshops for activists and artists,

Sinclair founded the White Panthers, an anti-racist group formed in solidahtyheit

Black Panthers. As Ginsberg tells it, the government’s campaign agaiolstiiSivas

plodding, deliberate, and not especially sophisticated:
The narcotics police sent in a young married couple to hang around with
John Sinclair and wash his dishes and do mimeographing and distribute
papers, and they were constantly harassing him: would he please give
them a joint, would he give them some grass? Which he didn’t do,
fortunately, for a long long while. Finally, one late night, they were really
on his back to give them some grass, so he gave them a stick of marijuana.
He was busted several weeks later, set up for a long trial, had to pay a lot
of money for that, was convicted of peddling marijuana, and sentenced to
nine and a half to ten years. (40)

Sinclair’'s case outraged activists; most famously, it attractedtérgian of Yoko Ono

and John Lennon, whose concert on behalf of Sinclair preceded his early release, so that

in the end, he served but a fraction of the original sentence. Of course, as Ginsberg

points out, Yoko Ono and John Lennon were themselves targeted by the government and

ultimately forced out of the country, thus disrupting their plans to campaign for the

release of political prisoners throughout the country, including Angela Dagslhe

“They had an itinerary: they were going to wind up in 1972 at the Republican Convention

in Miami... It might have resulted in enormous cultural changes, a sort ofatultur
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revolutionary shot... [instead, they] had to drop their whole political campaign, [and] not
go to Angela Davis’ trial” (Ginsberg, 41).

As Ginsberg recounts the government’s efforts to disempower writers and the
press, he repeatedly notes the ways in which these efforts focused on discouraging
alliances between black and white activists. At the same time, his focus onettesl]et
the literate, and the politically active citizen prevents him from rezognthat the
strategies used against such individuals become widespread in the years, ingeme
contributing to the prison regime’s rapid rise. Despite Ginsberg’s best antgnlis
seems a rather limited awareness or concern, one that fails to incorpoaatdsis of
the government’s active, continual persecution of its most economically andaghiliti
disenfranchised citizens. Rather than expand his vision to include attacks agaenst mor
vulnerable and less familiar Americans, Ginsberg appears most concetimeléfending
his personal cadre of relatively well-known writers, activists, musscieelebrities, and
intellectuals.

This myopic vision (coupled with a disdain for those who do not share it) is one
of the criticisms leveled against Ginsberg by fellow poet Robert Duncan. Inaimetes
he provides for the planned 1959 republication of his essay “The Homosexual in
Society,” Duncan admonishes Beat writers (what he calls “the’*Bea#) for the
“intolerance” that members of the cult direct toward “the hated ‘squeBelefted Prose
41). From Duncan’s perspective, the Beats dehumanize those they view as@memie
the same way that those affiliated with the movement are dehumanized bydsieir m
hateful, most conservative critics. For Duncan, the notion that his own status as a

“queer” might serve as some kind of ticket into a supposed club of outsiders demonstrates
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the flawed ideology at the heart of the Beat movement. “Where being ‘queer’ o
‘junkie’ means being a pariah (as it does in beat mythology),” Duncan wiigsavior
may arise not from desire but from fear... paroxysms of self-loathing in winech t
measure of human failure and sickness is thought so true that the measure of human
achievement and life is thought false” (42).

Duncan’s groundbreaking yet little-known essay first appeared in the journal
Politicsin 1944. Duncan (who would later become a close associate of Charles Olson
and Robert Creeley) was just twenty-five years old when the essay wahpdbliThe
essay primarily reflects upon Duncan’s complex emotions after discovetmgraunity
of gay intellectuals with whom he can begin to explore his own sexuality. Thivergc
is followed by a devastating realization: amongst this group, Duncan notegehssts
forms of snobbery and inhumanity as brutal as any forms beyond its selective inilieu.
response to this disconcerting revelation, Duncan insists upon the need for a refusal of
such identifications: “Only one devotion can be held by a human seeking a cliéative
and expression, and that is a devotion to human freedom, toward the liberation of human
love, human conflicts, human aspirations,” he writes. “To do this one must dadlown
the special groups (nations, churches, sexes, races) that would claimmedegia hold
this devotion every written word, every spoken word, every action, every purpose must
be examined and considered.... The old protective associations will be there, offering for
a surrender of one’s humanity congratulation upon one’s special nature and value” (47
48).

Like Duncan, the writers whose works | address in this dissertation seek the

freedom of others by repeatedly resisting memberships in a varietyugfsgto which
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they might easily claim allegiance. Their acts of resistancedacfforts to resist
monolithic varieties of Black Power and Black Liberation, suggesting thee the
movements entailed forms of identity and identification far more complex thateis of
assumed. Most importantly, such acts of resistance frequently requiyeatesis of
selfhood, individuality, and ego. The courage in seeking the company of those celegate
to the periphery requires repeated gestures of self-denial and unbecomirgwiaythi
the determination to remain separate may nonetheless be considered an act imsupport
the collective, rather than a recapitulation to the more vigilantly defenddd/i@ently
asserted) varieties of “individualism,” out of which America’s most dangeaotis
communal ideologies have been built.

The works discussdd the Butcher Shop of Subjectivéyperiment with
disavowals of the most “natural” and familiar allegiances. In a moeatend closely-
related bookThis Side of Glory: The Autobiography of David Hilliard and the Black
Panther Party(1993), the tradition of anti-individualist autobiography continues.
Hilliard de-centers his narrative by quoting freely from the autobiograiethers,
including those discussed in previous chapters. In addition, he does not hesitate to
confess his own missteps; at one point, he remembers firing drunken potshots aiga passi
police car (152). Hilliard confirms his resignation of individuality and autyharihis
painful confessions of addiction that conclude his narrative. As a member of Aésoholi
Anonymous, Hilliard notes the ways in which his participation in a depersonalized
community of self-confessed addicts paradoxically restores a senseadrgetii and

agency. Although the focus of his book is not the prison regime, Hilliard’s book suggests
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that its dismantling might begin with an acknowledgement of the prison regime a$ on
America’s most deeply-entrenched addictions.

This Side of Gloryhus continues the tradition of innovative autobiography
established by the four works that inform this study. By seeking uncertaargacs in
the underground or on the periphery, by recognizing in the comfort of “individual” self-
image a duplicitous relationship to socially-policed groups and oppressiveesoiet
identity, by experimenting with disguise, self-denial, and self-betrayatrafficking
outside the political and philosophical limitations of America’s formative ages, by
exploring ancient, foreign, forgotten, officially unsanctioned, or seditious wowdyiey
dissolving notions of personal narrative for collective articulations, and by egghg
collaboration between ignorance and violence through which power patrols the thresholds
and boundaries of knowledge, these works imagine innumerable processes through which
the powerful, deeply-repressed, perpetual forms of state-sanctioned violembedded
in andembodied byhe public secret of the prison regime—might be transformed. The
tasks necessary to enact this transformation remain; my hope is that more wekhde
encounter these books, and through these books, develop the determination their authors
possess to change the way this nation practices its methodologies of zetimaknd

imprisonment.
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