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        william allegrezza
      

            Introduction

         

         Charles Bernstein has been and continues to be a central figure in U.S. poetry debates. Often associated with the Language poets, he writes poetry, theory, librettos, and reviews. Early in his career, he was considered an outsider, an anti-poet of sorts, but his work has gained acceptance, as evidenced by the recent publication of his selected poems, All the Whiskey in Heaven, by Farrar, Straus and Giroux. The debate that centered on his work and that of other Language poets has largely dissipated, yet critics, including a few in this book, are trying to figure out still how a poet who takes a stance against the “Official Verse Culture” fits into the American poetry scene.

         In Bernstein’s poetic works, he examines meaning through language. He reworks syntax, challenges the notion of an authorial voice, deconstructs the reading experience, and in general upsets preconceived notions about how language signifies. Bernstein uses a variety of techniques to achieve this disorientation or deconstruction, such as using indeterminacy, abstraction, parataxis, and fragmentation, being non-representational and poly-referential, and avoiding closure. His poetry does not allow one to sit back and accept a standard narrative. In addition to his poetry, Bernstein has written many theory articles, and he has helped foster a poetic community by publishing others’ works, by teaching, and by presenting. His practice has aided in creating a space for poetry outside of any use value, of which it has little under capitalism, and has helped offer poetry as a space where the individual, not the collective, is important. His outreach projects influenced many poets, and many of his students have followed his example and created presses and reading venues themselves; thus, his works influenced many poets.

         Throughout the decades, Bernstein’s poetry has changed significantly. For example, Girly Man, a somewhat recent work, largely relies on humor and accessibility. His early books are not known for accessibility. Nonetheless, his themes of making a space for the individual in a consumer based society, of the importance of poetry for intellectual life, of the need to challenge mainstream thought and power are still apparent. Moreover, the process of writing poetry is more significant for Bernstein than the actual outcome, for the process itself makes one question preconceived notions, preconceived language, and/or deceptive language. The process of reading and writing poetry helps make one an individual, and the process of reading Bernstein’s work also pushes one to rethink language itself.

         Bernstein grew up in New York. He attended Harvard and studied philosophy and avant-garde literature. Years after graduating, he and Bruce Andrews started the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E magazine, which was a starting point for the Language poetry movement, a loose group with similar poetic penchants that includes such writers as Ron Silliman, Lyn Hejinian, Barret Watten, Ron Silliman, Michael Palmer, and Susan Howe. Bernstein became a professor at the State University of New York–Buffalo, where he co-founded the Electronic Poetry Center, a web portal for innovative poetry. He has since become a professor at the University of Pennsylvania, where he co-founded PennSound, an extensive online library for poetry and poetry related sound files.

         Many scholars have written articles about Bernstein’s works, and his poetry and poetics have been the subject of several dissertations; still, this collection is the first to bring together a variety of articles on his work in book form. Part of the motivation for this book is to foster a wide discussion of Bernstein’s poetry and poetics. Up to now, his theoretical articles have received more published attention than his poetry, but the writers in this collection examine his poetry, theory, pedagogy, sound projects, and influences. The book includes poetic reactions to his work from friends, students, and writers not personally connected to his work.

         The collection starts with a nice introduction to Bernstein’s work by Caroline Bergvall that is useful both to the first time reader of Bernstein’s work and to scholars. Having an introduction from a British poet also signals Bernstein’s international interests, interests that have become more pronounced in recent years due to his work with poets from many countries. In fact, he currently directs Sibila, a journal based in Brazil, with Régis Bonvicino. In the past four years, he presented lectures in Korea, Denmark, France, Portugal, Canada, Britain, Sweden, China, and Finland.

         The other articles in the book cover his major influences like Wittgenstein, Marx, Brecht, Stein and compare his ideas to those of many writers, such as Baudrillard. The articles examine his outsider status and explore his use of poetic techniques like poly-referentiality, anti-absorption, and defamiliarization. The authors examine his use of sound, explore changes in his work, look at his composition theory, and examine his poetics in relation to reader-response theory. For example, Kimberly Lamm discusses the influence of Gertrude Stein on Bernstein’s work, claiming that Stein’s work pushed him to explore the way identity is retained in language and to critique ideas of masculinity. Lamm argues that Stein’s works do not allow one to use contemporary notions of identity, and her works provided a starting point for Bernstein since much of his work explores identity as a social construct, one which he tries to deconstruct in his early work by writing against authorial voice.

         Discussing similar ideas, Thomas Fink argues that Bernstein uses the list poem to complicate single perspectives by providing a large number of competing perspectives or objective perspectives that do not seem so objective. Fink explores a variety of list poems in which the lists deal with war, poetic fashions, and cultural correctness. Fink suggests that Bernstein complicates the way the reader sees the identity of the poet, but he also claims that Bernstein is pointing with the list poem to the myriad poetic selves that a poet uses, has to use, because of the nature of language. In other words, numerous discourses occur in any given poem, acknowledged or not, and Bernstein points that out in his work.

         This idea of multiple voices is explored further in Steve Salmoni’s article, for he explores the shadow of Shadowtime partially by examining the legacy of Benjamin in Shadowtime and in Bernstein’s work as a whole. In this exploration, he shows the way the shadow can be other texts (literary, social, and/or political) behind one’s text and the way in which those things intrude or condition the text. Ultimately, Salmoni see the shadows as a connective device constructed in a non-productive way to show us language as constructed.

         Michael Angelo Tata picks up this theme by looking at Bernstein’s pointing to the myriad voices embedded in language, but he examines Bernstein’s use of language as open allowing for direction/misdirection and multi-referentiality and how this aspect of his work grounds it and makes it more politically useful. Like Salomi and Fink, he focuses on Bernstein’s ideas of language, but he examines how Wittgenstein’s work provides a theoretical background to Bernstein’s ideas.

         Tim Peterson’s article also discusses the political nature of Bernstein’s poetry, but Peterson tackles the question of change in Bernstein’s work from the early poems to the more recent ones. He compares Bernstein’s defamiliarization, fragmentation, and general anti-absorptive techniques to those of Berthold Brecht. He then goes on to ask how one reconciles the commodified self of the early work with the clear self of Girly Man. He argues that Bernstein complicates the self of Girly Man by giving us a divided self who embraces similar liberation strategies as the GLBTQ community. Bernstein has essentially taken Schwarzenegger’s girlie-man slur of the Democrats as a rallying cry after 9-11 for responding to co-opted language.

         In a related article, Carlos Gallego explores the function of anti-absorption in Bernstein’s work, how it both pushes the reader back from normative thought patterns and pulls the reader into the alternative patterns of poetry. Gallego argues that with his focus on materiality Bernstein forces us away from abstraction and back to the real world and that this refocusing makes us realize our individual importance. In his discussion, Gallego ties Bernstein’s thought to both Marx and Wittgenstein.

         Paul Stephens turns away from these two influences to explore the idea of the sophist in Bernstein’s work. He suggests the sophist makes us question sincerity and irony and how Bernstein’s use of the sophist helps explain his idea community/uncommunity for Language poets. Stephens pays close attention to Bernstein’s use of irony and contrasts it with writers like Richard Rorty and Hegel and argues that Bernstein’s irony is rhetorical and that it shows his writing as being embedded in larger language networks.

         Like Peterson, Megan Jewell starts out with a discussion of Bernstein’s place as an insider and outsider in academia, but then she takes a different direction than the other writers by looking at Bernstein’s compositional theories related to Composition Studies as taught in the U.S. She argues that Bernstein stresses situational reading strategies and that his stress is similar to that of recent composition theorists like Gerald Graff. She also argues that his push against a normative I, as in The Sophist, is similar to contextual reading in the academy and that his innovative pedagogy is connected to his poetry practice, suggesting that Bernstein sees the process of questioning literary practices in all aspects of his life as important.

         Also quite different than the other writers, Michael Hennessey explores Bernstein’s interest in sound and recording by discussing Bernstein’s early work Class. Hennessey provides close readings of each track, focusing on the techniques of recording/composition. He argues that Bernstein’s early work in sound experimentation sets the foundation for his poetics later and for his recording projects, such as the reading series and PennSound.

         The other articles in the book cover equally fascinating topics, such as the relation of Bernstein’s poetry to conceptual art in Allen Fisher’s article, the argument in Peter Monacell’s article that Bernstein’s work is firmly anti-suburban in nature, or the close examination of visual poetic strategies that occurs in James Shiver’s article. Overall, the twenty-five writers in this book explore the most often debated aspects of Bernstein’s work, and I hope the publication of the book will help deepen the discussion around his work, especially his poetry.

         Lastly, beyond the joy of seeing so many articles on Bernstein’s work published, I consider this book a tribute to one of my primary influences. I found Charles Bernstein’s work while scanning the book stacks during my graduate school years. At that point, I knew the Modernists and some of the first Post-Modernists, but I did not know many names in the innovative American tradition. Their books were not being sold in bookstores in the South, and one could only get them from a small press or a library that paid attention to the small press world. His early poetry volumes led me to his theory, and from there, I became engaged with the innovative tradition in the United States.
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        caroline bergvall
      

            
Charles Bernstein or an Insistence to Communicate1


         

         I have read, used, and admired Charles Bernstein’s work ever since I came across it in the early 90s when I first arrived in the UK. They were selling his poetry and criticism, alongside a rack of other poets and all sorts of radical literary, philosophical and political works, in a great bookshop now long gone called Compendium, which sold a great number of European and American imports. It was a time when counter-culture still visibly had bookshops in the high street. The As and Bs under poetry could only be reached by standing at the top of a high ladder, which was so much fun that my introduction to contemporary English-speaking poetry for a long while never got beyond Brathwaite. For years, I carried Bernstein’s collection of early essays, Content’s Dream, in my bag. And when Dark City came out, that took its place. There was so much stuff in this deep, two-leveled bookshop that magazines such as the essential Re/Search compilations were being sold in a box on the floor. Their shelving was strange and wonderful, in itself a lesson in social science. In a section reserved for “male cult writers,” they had shelved Kathy Acker, and that’s how I came across her work. Compendium had to fold in the year 2000 when the whole of Camden Lock was sold to real estate developers and the area was drastically turned into a highly lucrative commercial avatar of its former anarchist and punk years, now selling chains and torn T-shirts made in China. But for the first decade of my life in London, it introduced me to many of the English-speaking writers that have come to have such a strong influence on my own work. 

         It’s impossible to summarize Bernstein’s impact and reputation in just a few words, so I approach the aspects of his work that have been the most important for me. At its very heart, Charles Bernstein’s poetry signals the idea of performance, in the sense of its constructedness, explicit artefactuality, and distantiation. One recognizes this from LANGUAGE Poetry, and he was one of the main voices of this intellectual, anti-movement in the 70s. And although his poetry has changed radically since that time, it continues to be poetry as a sample of a thinking process. It is a thinking process that plays, but refuses to be played by the romances of poetic production. Its inner life is the bolts and screws of language. He doesn’t want his reader to necessarily agree or emote with the text. Rather, he makes the reader become aware of some of the ambient politics of language in use, and poetic knowledge in use.

         There are lot of voices, and a lot of fighting and conflict in Bernstein’s poetry. Nothing heroic — it’s more like a rumour, a small ulcer, a meal with friends, an urban ambience. Usage of the English language is presented as a chaotic, compounded mode of behavior, full of interjections, half knowledge, gossip, verbal games, juxtapositions, junk mail and recyclings from mass culture. This allows for a whole range of verbal personas, ventriloquised from official and unofficial sources. These personas are often at odds with one another; they seem unhappily housed alongside one another; they want more room; they fight for our attention. This makes for a crowded, noisy space of unresolved disagreement that’s very irritating to read, and also very funny. It’s like being in a crowded bar, or on a bus stuck in a traffic jam, when you can’t get out. Such a poetry bases its hope and its foundation on what Bernstein calls language as a “commonness of being, through which we see & make sense of & value.”2 It wants to show you how language and social performance think you, think for you, not with you, as soon you don’t pay attention.

         Bernstein is always aware of the complicated, interrupted, re-interpreted history of the language that he uses, working explicitly as he does with a poetry written in American English. He writes somewhere that American poetry is a poetry that historically was written by writers for whom English is a second language. For a poetry such as his and that of many others (he mentions especially Stein), it is also the history of such an actual foreignness and the processing of language acquisition, which carries over into the make-up of poetry. It makes it a poetry concerned primarily with language, and secondly, with literature. In fact, one could nearly say that it is secondly concerned with music, and then with literature. I say this because of the way Bernstein uses music to reflect on recent poetic history, notably that of the Objectivists, but also of the revolutionary influence of African American music and linguistic history on American modes of poetics. He sees how American resistant poetics are not only inspired by “non standard language practices” largely inherited from a Eurocentered modernism, but also by the inclusion of strands of previously ignored, rejected, localized and homegrown, yet also always diasporic language practices. 

         Then there is the level of re-sounding, resounding and presenting. Bernstein’s highly favourable approach to live readings is well known. He is himself a lively, acerbic reader, a great performer of his own work, a poet not adverse to entertaining. For him the live reading is a complementary, not a secondary, mode of poetic involvement. His interest in the audiophonic impact of poetry is also very clear from his dedication to PennSound, a now truly vast archival site that he founded, providing online storage and free access to readings, performances and talks by poets. No doubt, the early 21st century’s digitalisation is revolutionizing access to the written text away from publishing. It is also rapidly changing the way and value some poets put into audio recordings for our writing practices. Bernstein’s own interest has largely stayed close to the spoken text and its demands on the live reading, but of course audiographic texts are applicable beyond this to audioworks, sounded installations and even vaster ongoing fields of aural manifestations that use language structure as their basis.

         His best poetic work for me so far is his recent full-length libretto Shadowtime around Walter Benjamin’s life, death, and thought. He calls it a “thought opera.” It starts at the excruciating moment of Benjamin’s final night and thereafter is a reflection on the philosopher’s work through various characters, such as the Angel of History, Einstein, Hitler, Hölderlin, as well as Bernstein’s own Marx brothers, Karl and Groucho, and Madame Moiselle. This arc dynamises Bernstein’s language games and critical voices, his connection with Continental Philosophy and its Jewish legacy into a powerful dramatic structure. It is as though such a demanding motif and the collaborative work with a composer had placed an added, external pressure on to the composition of the textual matter itself.

         To conclude, let me just mention one more recent piece where the connection between written and spoken performance is so tenuous as to be nearly reversed. Or rather, where the performance of speaking assists the writing and where the politics of engagement take place at the point of the delivery. His recent piece Recantorium is a piece based on models of historic and frequently religious acts of public recanting. Such acts of recantation, frequent in the early Catholic church, notably to contain intellectual dissent, were written mainly to be spoken. This was part of the act in its humiliation. By being spoken, the words would be signed. There is coercion and the disciplining of belief in such an act, whose function it is to force the individual to renege on their convictions prior to allowing them re-entry into the collective group. It is a performative act in the strictest sense. It stamps and gives the individual back to the collective — Only If. It conventionalizes the rule of the strong into a rule of law. This is of course the whole point behind the very idea of “heresy.” Bernstein uses the heretical analogy here to declare his new found allegiance to the rule of the one poetic aesthetic, mainstream culture, what he calls “official verse culture,” and he gives himself over to this dominant culture. Here are the opening lines. “I was wrong, I apologize, I recant. I altogether abandon the false opinion that National Poetry Month is not good for poetry and for poets.” Implicating the listener in a satirical piece that blends cultural coercion against a backdrop of religious and political trials is a masterly, timely, well-shaped comedy. The Aristophanes of the Wasps would have been proud of this. The Jarry of Caesar Antichrist would have endorsed it with relish. The repetition, the sloganeering, the simplistic formulations of allegiance are also timely reminders of the bloated bombast of the conservative culture we find ourselves in. At another level, it also recognizes the poetic act as one that must at times disengage from the perniciously consensual demands of poetry’s besieged micro-collective to provoke instead strident gestures within one’s own group as much as towards a larger cultural group. What the British thinker Paul Gilroy has called “the necessity to practice a form of local disloyalty for social change.”

         The piece is subtitled “Recantorium (A bachelor machine after Duchamp after Kafka).” This of course references a history of literary modernity that has long since gone full circle. As a duchampian principle, it is tied up in the visual arts and does also remember that it is a model for a self-perpetuating, non-functioning machine-sculpture of the future. Now a useless piece of libidinal machinery with a suitcase full of notes to go with it. The suitcase is a sign that all is not well, that departure is imminent. It then projects itself back to the nihilistic and fantastical world of that alienated European, Frank Kafka, the perpetual prisoner — now that’s you and me, without many keys and none that seem to fit in a tightening, walled-in world of freedom.

         Bernstein’s Recantorium and its vast field of polemics does beg the question: when the radical terms and tactics of one’s artform seem either archaic or thoroughly commodified, how does it find the ideological terms and methodological tools that will enable new modes of disloyalty and heresy? On what terms and to what end shall we continue practicing poetry, and perform its poetics? As he writes: “The question may well be art versus culture not art as culture.”

         
            1 Slightly edited from the Opening Address, Oslo Poetry Festival, 23 Oct 2009

            2 Charles, Bernstein, Content’s Dream (Los Angeles: Sun & Moon, 1986), 32.
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            tim peterson

            Either You’re With Us and Against Us: Charles Bernstein’s Girly Man, 9/11, and the Brechtian Figure of the Reader

         

         The twentieth book of poems by Charles Bernstein, Girly Man, signifies a departure and a renewal in this poet’s oeuvre. These changes seem to have been prompted by the political climate following the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center. Whereas Bernstein’s earlier range of multi-voiced styles created an analogy between the goals of Language poetry and Brecht’s alienation effect, Girly Man adopts new methods of critique, responding to the new political situation that stifles public dialogue and dissent.

         1. The Brechtian Figure of the Reader

         Bernstein’s sharp-edged, often sarcastic earlier poetry frequently employed a multi-voiced social critique and was known for being humorous and critical rather than empathetic. A range of critics have previously noted key characteristics of this classic Bernstein style. Tenney Nathanson, in an article on Bernstein’s 1980 book Controlling Interests, argues that this poetry’s critique of the commodified cold war self was achieved by collaging together multiple reified versions of this self. According to Nathanson’s reading, this earlier style in Bernstein’s poetry saw the self and narrative as linked symptoms of underlying cultural malaise, and adopted a strategy of interrupting this narrative by destabilizing the traditional notion of the speaker’s monologic voice in poetry. This strategy in Bernstein’s early work offered what Nathanson calls a “rather chilling demonstration of that fading of person into discursive position” as a kind of post-Fordist allegory in which “there is less of a sense of people using language to say what they mean than of discourse recruiting them to mean what it says.”1 A related approach is offered by Hank Lazer in his review of Bernstein’s 1992 book Dark City; Lazer discusses how Bernstein’s work foregrounds cultural modes of “manipulation and targeting,” achieving a “subversion and defamiliarization of the ‘transparent’ communication used in the world of commodification and consumption.”2 This process occurs in Bernstein’s poems through a dysraphism or “mis-seaming” of multiple utterances from different contexts.3 Both critics’ interpretations point to an over-arching strategy for a certain portion of Bernstein’s early poetry: the achievement of social and aesthetic critique through anti-absorptive techniques, meaning gestures through which the reader is alternately drawn into and bounced out of the text being read.

         This anti-absorptive strategy is not unlike that of playwright Bertolt Brecht, who proposed a concept of “Epic Theater” in contrast to Stanislavski’s naturalistic emotive Method. Others have noted these similarities before: in “After Language Poetry,” Jena Osman draws an explicit analogy between the Aristotelian model in theater and the epiphanic model in poetry, placing Bernstein’s work in the context of the anti-Aristotelian or Brechtian theater.4 The cornerstone of Brecht’s Epic Theater became the “Alienation Effect” or Verfremdungseffekt, an approach to acting in which the viewer of the play was to be at all times reminded that he or she was watching a play. Brecht wanted to prevent the audience from lapsing into complacent absorption in the entertainments, and instead argued for the importance of keeping the viewer’s mental faculties active at all times. The key work for establishing a connection between the alienation effect and Bernstein’s anti-absorptive techniques would be The Threepenny Opera, Brecht’s musical which presents a multi-voiced, shifting collage of emotional and ideological perspectives while adopting a gleefully critical attitude towards all of them. The theme of Brechtian critique first coalesced as an overtly stated poetic strategy for Bernstein’s readers with the publication of his essay “The Artifice of Absorption,” which drew explicit connections between the anti-absorptive and Brechtian devices in the writing: 

         
            Brecht figures prominently in my verse essay ‘Artifice of Absorption’ because I am interested in the dynamic of both being absorbed in the textual ‘action’ and at the same time remaining aware of the structures producing the effect. Like the Russian futurist’s idea of ostranenie (making strange), Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt is a crucial model for breaking the empathic connection between reader and poem, where one reads through the words to get to the idea of content ‘on the other side.’5

         

         This influential critique by Bernstein of voice, speech, and the self-forged a space of resistance in poetry outside of “Official Verse Culture” throughout the eighties and nineties. As Nathanson notes, claims for the value of the argument went hand-in-hand with a liberatory rhetoric regarding the freedom of the reader to make meaning. Such claims ranged from Steve McCaffery’s emphasis on “producing one’s own reading among the polysemous routes that the text offers” to Bruce Andrews’ insistence that “The constitutive rules of meaning are not taking the words away from us. We can create those rules as we go along.”6 These are all compelling claims. Yet is Bernstein’s writing so open to interpretation that it can be easily misread or read against its own values by an unsympathetic reader? On the contrary, I think there are an abundance of clues, hints, directional vectors, and especially metaphorical framing devices which in retrospect make the politics of Bernstein’s critique abundantly clear.

         So we might ask, how does the aesthetic form of the poetry in some ways guide us toward this politics, and how does the reader figure in? Walter Benjamin in his essay “What Is Epic Theater?” made an observation about Brecht’s work which I think illuminates the political use of alienation throughout Bernstein’s earlier writing. Benjamin in this essay describes the goal of the Alienation effect as being “to discover the conditions of life” in a way that diverges from the assumed version of naturalism, and his figure for this phenomenon is the eyes of a stranger: 

         
            This discovery (alienation) of conditions takes place through the interruption of happenings. The most primitive example would be a family scene. Suddenly a stranger enters. The mother was just about to seize a bronze bust and hurl it at her daughter; the father was in the act of opening the window in order to call a policeman. At that moment the stranger appears in the doorway. This means that the stranger is confronted with the situation as with a startling picture: troubled faces, an open window, the furniture in disarray. But there are eyes to which even more ordinary scenes of middle-class life look almost equally startling.7

         

         Benjamin’s description of this stranger coming in from outside and seeing the bourgeois family from a startling new viewpoint is like the perspective often adopted by Bernstein’s earlier poetry, in which the detritus of commodified capitalist selves are collaged together and held up for critical examination as if “exhibit A,” “exhibit B,” and so on. For example, this passage from “Emotions of Normal People” in Dark City:

         
            
                                               At which point

            

            
               You can connect a bi-directional

            

            
               Buffer or dumb terminal to the

            

            
               Module’s digital inputs & relay

            

            
               Outputs with crystal-controlled

            

            
               External trigger for jitter-free

            

            
               Duplex data compression & protocol

            

            
               Source codes.

            

            
                            Dear Fran & Don,

            

            
                            Thanks so much for

                            dinner last night. You two

                            are terrific — we knew that about

                            you, Fran, but, Don — we don’t

                            meet rocket engineers such as

                            yourself very often and so

                            meeting you was a special treat!

                            Next time — our little

                            Italian restaurant!

            

            
                                         Warm Regards,

            

            
                                                 Scott & Linda

            

            
               Suddenly, in spite of

               worrisome statistics that had unnerved

               the Street, we

               developed conviction and acted on it. Aside

               from the arbs

               and the rumor mill, the major trend remains up regardless of

               street noise.

               The liquidity is there, so any catalyst

               should hasten the major direction. The market’s internal tec-

               hnical condition is far from overbought, which leaves

               room to rally back to October’s

               2500.

            

            
               I think our big problem is inhibiting post-normalization.8

            

         

         This poem collages together a number of recognizable personas through abrupt transitions. The cloying “Fran & Don” correspondence (probably the closest thing here to “the bourgeois family scene” discussed above) is revealed from an outside perspective as just one of a number of different technological and jargonized languages. The “personal” message is exposed here for Bernstein as a language which traffics in something very different — emotion, comfort, and perhaps sycophancy as a means for creating a false sense of intimacy. The eyes of Benjamin’s stranger which cause middle class life to look startling and strange are like the perspective of the implied or ideal reader for Bernstein’s poetry. This readerly perspective is here provided by cues created partially through the actual tone of utterance and partially through an overlay of sarcasm implied by the collage juxtapositions. As a consequence, all speech acts in the language have a pervasively doubled quality for any reader, creating explosive moments of humor when the transition from one scene to the next incongruous one occurs. None of these speakers seem trustworthy or authoritative in any sense. As in Nathanson’s readings of Bernstein, the poem therefore has a kind of built-in dramatic irony which destabilizes all the discourses that inhabit it. The critique of our situation under capitalism, the polemic, is not directly spoken but rather negatively implied through tone and through juxtaposition of evidence, much like in a documentary which coyly encourages the reader to form his or her own conclusions. But the fact remains that the writing itself takes a political position through its formal technique, and in doing so allows us direct access to the view of Benjamin’s stranger walking in on the bourgeois family from outside. 

         So who might inhabit this perspective and these eyes, and how does that relate to the politics in Bernstein’s earlier poetry? In Brecht’s writings about theater, there is this note about the playwright’s early developing interest in Marxism:

         
            When I read Marx’s Capital I understood my plays. Naturally I want to see this book widely circulated. It wasn’t of course that I found I had unconsciously written a whole pile of Marxist plays; but this man Marx was the only spectator for my plays I’d ever come across. For a man with interests like his must of necessity be interested in my plays, not because they are so intelligent but because he is—they are something for him to think about.9

         

         In Bernstein’s work, as in Brecht’s, it might be argued that the stranger coming in from the outside and seeing the bourgeois family from a strange new perspective is implied to be Marx himself. This stranger is an absent figure for the utopian reader of Language Poetry, a possible reader who would adopt a critical eye towards the facile naturalism and emotions of art under a capitalist society.

         2. Either You’re With Us or You’re With the Terrorists

         By the time we reach Bernstein’s book Girly Man, everything has changed. Rather than sarcastic Brechtian collages, this work demonstrates an entirely different tonal range. Early on in this new book, one encounters passages such as the following:

         
            At about 6, Felix, Susan and I walked down to the Hudson. I wanted to see New Jersey, to see the George Washington Bridge. The sun gleamed on the water. The bridge was calm. Folks were bicycling and rollerblading. The scene was almost serene; just five miles from the Trade Center.10

         

         Sincere and urgent statements here such as “I wanted to see New Jersey, to see the George Washington Bridge” make it initially hard to believe that we are dealing with the same poet who wrote the earlier caustic multi-voiced scenarios. Perhaps the most vociferous critic of the self, the memory poem, and the voice in previous years, Bernstein is noticeably breaking several of his own earlier rules about poetics in “Some of These Daze” and is writing for the first time in an overtly biographical and narrative style. Where are the sardonic ironies, the collage assemblage, and the multiple voices used as polemical props? Where is the implied perspective of critique? Instead we are presented with short prose paragraphs, a way of evoking bits of narrative in a process that flits between relating a clear story and figuring the process of writing (“By mistake I first wrote “Word Trade Center.”). The tone seems bleaker and perhaps foggier, as if the speaker is working through the process of enduring a shock:

         
            They thought they were going to heaven.

            I find myself walking around making up arguments in my head, but when I try to write them down they dissolve in a flood of questions and misgivings. I value these questions, these misgivings, more than my analysis of the situation.

            A new sport is checking not what stores have put up flags but which ones don’t. Still, there is one Afghani joint in midtown that has no flag in sight. Stu and I head over to try out the lamb kebab.11

         

         In this poem ‘Report from Liberty Street,’ an outside voice (“They thought they were going to heaven”) is introduced, but the earlier poetry’s atmosphere of pervasive irony regarding outside voices is now absent. Instead the statement “They thought they were going to heaven” becomes quite literal, a symbolic or thematic rhyme which chimes in between the note-taking gestures of this piece. The emphasis on the value of doubt here (valuing one’s own questions and misgivings, eating at the only Afghani restaurant without an American flag) causes “They thought they were going to heaven” to stand in contrast to the stunned speaker’s distrust of a confident argument that might be brandished as a weapon. Narrative and the self are no longer seen as symptoms of monologic discourse as they were in Bernstein’s earlier writing. The Self that is reintroduced in these new poems is not a monologic construction but is rather internally divided in a continuous process of reflection, as in ‘Broken English:’:

         
            
               What are you fighting for?

            

            
               What are you fighting for?12

            

         

         The speaker-as-poet has been reintroduced as only one of many possible witnesses for getting at the real subject: the attack on the world Trade Center and its aftermath in the culture.

         Why does this poetry feel so different from Bernstein’s earlier writing, yet so timely? What is it about the old form of multi-voiced Brechtian critique that seems no longer tenable after 9/11 for this poet? Perhaps there’s something about the new political context which appears to be itself at times pre-emptively Brechtian, as in the case of Dick Cheney shooting someone and then making jokes about it at a press conference. How does one parody or even critique that, for instance? As Bernstein notes in a recent article on Bob Dylan’s legacy, “We are all Brechtians now.”13 Given this political climate, that already-appropriated poetic strategy is potentially headed for a place that’s too bleak or cynical, a dilemma which becomes clear in Bernstein’s hilarious poem “Self Help,” originally published on the Buffalo Poetics List shortly after the reelection of George Bush in 2004: 

         
            Hurricane crushes house. — You never seemed so resilient.

            Brother-in-law completes second year in coma. — He seems so much more relaxed than he used to.

            $75 ticket for Sunday meter violation on an empty street in residential neighborhood. — The city needs the money to make us safe and educate our kids.

            Missed last episode of favorite murder mystery because you misprogrammed VCR. — Write your own ending!

            Blue cashmere pullover has three big moth holes. — What a great looking shirt!

            Son joins skinhead brigade of Jews for Jesus. — At least he’s following his bliss.14

         

         The attempt here to consistently find the upside to a bad situation creates inadequate aphoristic solutions that try to project boosterism but continuously fail. These ridiculous responses demonstrate an Orwellian way of naming the current political situation (like a “Clear Skies” initiative that in reality poisons the environment) and also a way of rushing to the wrong solution to a dilemma too quickly. Yet the poem also evokes a larger political difficulty for liberals under the Bush administration after 9/11, the fear that language itself has truly become an inadequate means for changing reality — it is almost as if language itself has been co-opted in advance and rendered unable to refer directly to reality or to solutions that might solve a real problem. From such a perspective, “anti-absorptive” comes to have a much less triumphant meaning. In “Self-Help,” reality happens (and is correspondingly silenced) during that repeated em-dash which acts as a bridge between phrases. The poem reveals and performs the limits of satire through its exasperated tone, demonstrating in the process how this approach is ultimately a rhetorical (and perhaps a political) dead end because the poem is ultimately trapped in its own closed circuit. Fortunately, the angle of critique is torqued at the end of the poem where there is an attempt by the author to impose a frame: “Self help—other drowns.” We might recognize the old critique of the self here from Bernstein’s earlier work, yet it’s barely recognizable as the carnivalesque collage of the earlier writing. Instead it feels bleaker and more frustrated, much less sure of its own moral superiority. 

         While we all may be pre-emptively Brechtian in a post-9/11 context, pre-emptively “performing,” only some of those performances are considered worthy of being recognized or legitimized by the news media. In the months and years following the 9/11 attacks, a certain critical function of journalists toward our government was suspended, and for a significant period of time there was less toleration of public dissent. A “with-us-or-against-us” mentality developed in which disagreeing with President Bush’s ideas was translated as “Bush-bashing.” Judith Butler recounts this period in her book Precarious Life, published in 2004 the year Bush was re-elected and the Iraq War was already in full swing:

         
            The voicing of critical perspectives against the war has become difficult to do, not only because mainstream media enterprises will not publish them (most of them appear in the progressive or alternative print media or on the internet), but because to voice them is to risk hystericization and censorship. In a strong sense, the binarism that Bush proposes in which only two positions are possible — ‘Either you’re with us or you’re with the terrorists’ — makes it untenable to hold a position in which one opposes both and queries the terms in which the opposition is framed ….At the beginning of this conflict, to oppose the war meant to some that one somehow felt sympathy with terrorism, or that one saw the terror as justified.15

         

         After 9/11, hawkish politicians and media personalities alike obviously made it clear that they thought they were going to heaven. A famous example of this phenomenon was a speech by Arnold Schwarzenegger, the newly-elected Governor of California, in which he denounced the democratic legislature resistant to his outrageous budget proposal as “girlie-men” for supporting “special interests” such as the Unions.16 Bernstein’s title, a parody on this quotation, evokes the state of emergency in which dissent was silenced, in the process gesturing toward a possible realization of that negative capability in which “one opposes both and queries the terms in which the opposition is framed.”

         The dilemma Butler articulates, where to participate in public dialogue was to risk hystericization, has been accounted for in a slightly different way by linguist George Lakoff as a dilemma in which liberals lacked the proper cognitive and metaphorical frames to get their ideas across. In his book Moral Politics and the post 9/11 popular version Don’t Think of an Elephant, Lakoff described two underlying cognitive and metaphorical frames for all public discourse between conservatives and liberals, the conservative one being the “strict father” frame, and the liberal one being the “nurturing parent” frame. Whereas in the conservative worldview, “the strict father is the moral authority who has to support and defend the family, tell his wife what to do, and teach his kids right from wrong,” the liberal alternative of the nurturing family is focused on “empathy (feeling and caring how others feel) and responsibility (for taking care of oneself and others for whom we are responsible).”17

         Given these options, what is a liberal to do in an argument? Nurture the heck out of his or her opponent until they cry “uncle”? Is it possible to develop a rhetorically strong activist poetics out of those twin themes of empathy and responsibility, and what would such a poetics look like? For Bernstein, there is still a certain distrust of the empathy inherent in getting absorbed in the performance too readily:

         
            That still, small voice may not be the root of all evil but it’s no innocent bystander either.18

            War is an excuse for lots of bad antiwar poetry.19

         

         As these lines from ‘Sign Under Test’ and ‘War Stories’ indicate, The poems in Girly Man consistently explore a range of alternate paths to the with-us-or-against-us rhetoric of the popular media as well as the binary posed by Lakoff which suggests that liberals quite literally cannot fight. Bernstein accomplishes this by shifting the target of critique. Rather than the earlier poetry in which a monologic consumer Self appeared as chief symptom of cultural malaise, Bernstein’s more recent writing is a battle cry against the monologic implications of Unilateralism. At a reading for the anthology “Enough!” in 2003, Bernstein noted:

         
            At these trying times we keep being hectored toward moral discourse, toward turning our work into digestible messages. This too is a casualty of the war machine, the undermining of the value of the projects of art, of the aesthetic … ‘Unilateralism’ is not just the course the Executive branch is pursuing, with disastrous consequence, in foreign policy, but also the policy it pursues domestically, in its assault on our liberties, on the poor, and indeed on our aspirations for a democratic society.20

         

         This is one of the challenges taken up by Bernstein’s book: how is it possible to take a political position in one’s writing without being prematurely “hectored toward moral discourse” and reducing one’s work to “digestible messages” that are always already co-opted?

         One answer is to celebrate one’s own dividedness, emphasizing the parallels between provisionality, doubt, and dissent. Bernstein’s book makes these connections through the figure of the Girly Man who acts as a synecdoche for many of the work’s central concerns. The position of the author, too, is multiple and complex; rather than adopting a signature style, more than ever before Bernstein seems to be many different poets within a single volume. Girly Man is divided into seven sections, each of which pursues a different style (and some of which were originally published as discrete chapbooks): “Let’s Just Say”, the aforementioned “Some of These Daze,” “World on Fire,” “Warrant,” “In Parts,” “Likeness,” and “Girly Man.” In addition to the personal narrative of 9/11 recounted in “Some of These Daze,” some other styles the book employs include wide-ranging philosophical fragments: 

         
            Now I am getting weary of ideology and would like to give it up entirely but it seems the more I give it up the more it has me by the throat. I write so I can breathe.

            Or let’s say trying to re-imagine the possibilities of sentience through the material sentience of language.

            Don’t ask me to be frank. I don’t even know if I can be myself.21

         

         In this poem, ‘Sign Under Test,’ the leaps between sections represent a kind of note-taking rather than a collage in the sense of the earlier work. The troubled, haunted utterances come from one speaker who appears at times to be addressing himself, at times talking to someone else. There is no over-arching rhetorical perspective or implied reader supplying a Brechtian critique in the earlier sense of The Threepenny Opera. If there is a Brechtian aspect here, it would be more redolent of something like the Brecht who wrote Galileo, the (rewritten) last scene of which portrays the protagonist at once angered at being silenced by the papacy and troubled by his own discoveries and the role they have in creating a notion of “progress:”

         
            Threats and bribes fill the air. Can the scientist hold out on the numbers? For what reason do you labor? I take it that the intent of science is to ease human existence. If you give way to coercion, science can be crippled, and your new machines may simply suggest new drudgeries.22

         

         The diminished role for sarcasm in Bernstein’s work evokes a similar kind of troubled sadness. In the spirit of Butler’s comments about hystericization, it is harder “to be frank” when one is compelled to respond to ridiculous ultimatums such as “Either you’re with us or you’re with the terrorists.” While Bernstein’s older work saw the ironic anti-absorptive as a way to evade commodification, it is no longer necessarily possible to accomplish this when everyone is Brechtian. Rather, in this new book there is a certain attempt at sincere communication of a multitude of ideas. The strategy has become a mobile, localized questioning of what values are in operation from moment to moment.

         This theme of the divided self in the book extends to the micro level of how certain utterances are constructed and then reversed. More than anything else, the aphoristic seems to be the emphasis here rather than the ironic or the sarcastic. At times a barrage of skewed aphorisms, the book proceeds from one cockamamie truism to another through a clustering of flatfooted cliché expressions given new life through minor surgery. In “A Flame in Your Heart,” such rhetorical turns act as an underlying framework for the play of sounds:

         
            
               As slow as Methuselah and as old as

            

            
               molasses, time passes but nobody ever

               does anything about it — the soda water

            

            
               at the club on Tuesday so much more fishy

            

            
               than it used to be and the giant marmoset

               in the bedroom wants more cookies and milk

            

            
               before fading into memory’s skipped disk.23

            

         

         The wan, lingering irony in this passage may be seen as influenced by John Ashbery’s deadpan befuddled gestures recalling a vague colloquial American idiom. Yet in Bernstein’s version, the wan statements derive their humor from allusions to pre-existing aphoristic structures such as folk sayings. One example of this occurs in the poem ‘Let’s Just Say’:

         
            
               Every lake has a house …

               & every house has a lake24

            

         

         And as these lines from ‘There’s Beauty in the Sound of the Rushing Brook as It Forks & Bends in the Moonlight’ indicate, Bernstein’s version is also spun in a decidedly bleaker, more Althusserian mode than Ashbery would ever attempt:

         
            
               When I die I’m

               sure America

               will have

               taken hold.25

            

         

         3. The Girly Man


         The final and most memorable piece in the book, the title poem “Ballad of the Girly Man,” reveals this dividedness of the author to be a volatile, politically transgressive principle by embodying that dividedness in a speaker who is an allegory for (and a solution to) many of the book’s larger concerns. Also a stylistic departure from earlier Bernstein modes, this poem stages a direct polemic articulated in song form:

         
            
               The truth is hidden in a veil of tears

               The scabs of the mourners grow thick with fear

            

            
               A democracy once proposed

               Is slimmed and grimed again

               By men with brute design

               Who prefer hate to rime26

            

         

         The first few lines feel at once simple, innocent, awkward, and somewhat archaic, in the manner of a nursery rhyme or doggerel verse. The vatic, incantatory language stands in stark contrast to the irony in many of Bernstein’s other poems; any Althusserian smugness has disappeared and been replaced by a sense of bemoaning, a mythic performance mapping the political dilemma:

         
            
               Thugs from hell have taken freedom’s store

               The rich get richer, the poor die quicker

               & the only god that sanctions that

               Is no god at all but rhetorical crap27

            

         

         The Bernsteinian tendency toward aphorism here emerges in the warped truism “The rich get richer, the poor die quicker,” as a strategic, provisional prompt to turn away from the Orwellian “rhetorical crap” that makes that aphorism possible. Dedicated in the epigraph to Felix, Bernstein’s son, the poem is recited by a single speaker who gives the sense of explaining something extremely complicated to a child in a simplified way. This speaker’s Cassandra-like cry demonstrates a divided voice that is vulnerable yet defiant, fretting in protest, finally mapping the poem’s addressee onto the reader in an exhortation to action:

         
            
               So be a Girly Man

               & take a gurly stand

               Sing a gurly song

               & dance with a girly sarong.28

            

         

         In an unprecedented gesture, Bernstein intertwines Schwarzenegger’s epithet “girlie-man” with a Stonewall-like gesture of defiance, deliberately misreading the epithet and turning it on its head as a celebratory label, in the process shifting the entire metaphorical frame of the political discourse. Dissent, figured here as a kind of sophist doubt, is something to be celebrated rather than shamed by:

         
            
               We girly men are not afraid

               Of uncertainty or reason or interdependence

               We think before we fight, then think some more

               Proclaim our faith in listening, in art, in compromise.29

            

         

         While the earlier Bernstein would have been terrified of the pathos in such gestures, here he appears to be quite serious, and pathos against power is very much the point. The key turn in the poem, the place where the frames shift, happens in the second of the fugue-like choruses when the speaker says: 

         
            
               Sissies and proud

               That we would never lie our way to war30

            

         

         The first line here calls upon the legacy of the gay rights movement, and the second line calls upon the collective voice of the left’s protest against the war. This is an aphoristic gesture like so many of Bernstein’s skewed truisms, but upon closer inspection, it makes an inspired kind of sense. This pairing and intersection in a post-9/11 context is neither accidental nor forced, as Judith Butler reminds us in a discussion of feminist and LGBT responses to 9/11:

         
            We tend to narrate the history of the feminist and lesbian/gay movement, for instance, in such a way that ecstasy figured prominently in the sixties and seventies and midway through the eighties. But maybe ecstasy is more persistent than that; maybe it is with us all along. To be ec-static means, literally, to be outside oneself, and thus can have several meanings: to be transported beyond oneself by a passion, but also to be beside oneself with rage or grief. I think that if I can still address a ‘we,’ or include myself within its terms, I am speaking to those of us who are living in certain ways beside ourselves, whether in sexual passion, or emotional grief, or political rage.31

         

         Finding the ecstasy of the sixties revived in the current sense of being “beside oneself” post-9-11, we can start to see how Bernstein is forming this sense of a “we” and why it feels convincing. By queering language and queering the left, Bernstein’s speaker momentarily becomes a representative figure both for the poet speaking and for the state of being “beside oneself” in mourning for the victims of 9-11, angry at the aftermath and the U.S. government’s abuse of its own people. This defiant position snowballs as the poem continues, picking up additional identities, additional cohorts in a Hardt and Negri-like assemblage:

         
            
               The girly men killed Christ

               So the platinum DVD says

               The Jews and blacks & gays

               Are still standing in the way32

            

         

         The Girly Man becomes a kind of accumulative figure for the left in their protest against the neocon agenda and the dismantling of democracy. But we’re not out of the woods yet, the poem reiterates in its final lines, the same lines with which it began:

         
            
               The truth is hidden in a veil of tears

               The scabs of the mourners grow thick with fear33

            

         

         This is the menacing world of words we’re left with at the end of the poem. Does this move indicate, as in “Self Help,” the acknowledgement of language’s inability to directly change reality? Is it the poignant result of “turning our work into digestible messages” after entering discourse? Or is it a caution against being self-congratulatory, a reminder that much more needs to be done and changed “out there”? The interpretation of the ending is ultimately left up to the reader, inviting a different kind of participation and a different way of making meaning.

         
             

         

         The way in which the Girly Man figure turns an epithet inside out and draws strength from that position can be seen as a direct response to the dilemma that Lakoff describes for the left when he places the family in the center of his metaphorical schema:

         
            Conservatives know that politics is not just about policy and interest groups and issue-by-issue debate. They have learned that politics is about family and morality, about myth and metaphor and emotional identification. They have, over twenty-five years, managed to forge conceptual links in the voters’ minds between morality and public policy. They have done this by carefully working out their values, comprehending their myths, and designing a language to fit those values and myths so that they can evoke them with powerful slogans, repeated over and over again, that reinforce those family-morality-policy links, until the connections have come to seem natural to many Americans, including many in the media. As long as liberals ignore the moral, mythic, and emotional dimension of politics, as long as they stick to policy and interest groups and issue-by-issue debate, they will have no hope of understanding the nature of the political transformation that has overtaken this country and they will have no hope of changing it.34 

         

         Lakoff’s emphasis on the development of alternate myths here suggests that the family (the “Fran & Don” of Bernstein’s earlier poem) is not dismissable as merely bourgeois or merely a curiosity — on the contrary, it turns out to matter very much how we go about reconceptualizing this notion in liberal political discourse. Bernstein would perhaps agree with this assessment of the problem, but ambivalently, and that restlessness of perspective allows him to discover certain options that may not have been available to Lakoff. That very “we” in “Sissies and proud / that we would never lie our way to war,” bypasses Lakoff’s entire binary by evoking a different kind of family or community, one composed entirely of “sissies.” Here the return of the Brechtian occurs. In the poem’s doggerel moments and occasional flatfootedness as well as its overt political statement of dissent against the war, it achieves a moment more truly Brechtian than any amount of distancing attempted in other contexts. It accomplishes this by using pathos as a broad form of identification. It is joyfully and blatantly celebratory and blatantly manipulative — for a more overtly stated cause this time. The mobilization of queer rhetoric, iconoclastic values, and an implied notion of the family here in the figure of the Girly Man evokes once again the Brechtian figure of the reader, the ghostly presence of Marx himself. But in this situation Benjamin’s stranger is no longer the potential reader of the text. For the first time, this stranger appears in the position of the speaker who utters the poem and who exhorts others to be other. In a single and ingenious stroke, Bernstein at once reveals a way out for the left and proves that the opposite of liberalism is neither family nor morality, but empire.
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            The Cave Children of New York Are Never Free

         

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         A dime is no longer than the air of misery the day of yearning forgot. Who twisted when mounting all ages of wobbling. Hurry border. Hurray fits sat. Avenue child anagram. Who alerted taxi is the criminal of media of fight of knife a document. Sense tense, cent tense.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         I had six of that many. Under the newspaper delivery the door slipped like an ominous doorbell. Stake lock of who should come. E not satisfying by why show that matters. A done the first new year in platters a shelf of fingertips destroy destroy. Outer wear, terrain came, a plausible, dint he bite trigger, narrow lames of beautify them. As if it shall comment. Dont? Tariff protrudes almost twice the cracking. Book of Of. Every shelf in every dream bat. Only too long the vamber’s locked grooves undulate triumph after footloose furry fury. I bang enough impressions thought total like traps. No deloraloriolius. A cute as fire four fickle fingers blunt & mute.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         Ask a dispute the derivation conjugal. Nax of powerful tankas, ok brethren, navally. Deed or something like other than availability. A hundred & an estimate equals an astral length a-ma-bob, if you comp? Laid a fair enough away worth is esteem. Notch of agreement as if tandem in quadruple. Stationary Amsterdam swile the many jersied gamut as if the geomorph studied late for once. Checking up on occupations damned the noble. The church isn’t. But stood in line to exchange bread for chromatics. She rang “lay-lay” arenas after I’d already arrived extant. The last book suffered. Stood in lamb for watery game. Like the mouth likes. Ain’t avenue from the right the first on the left? Looking at the windows --

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         Plentus knew O was to rendevous with U. Mr Went included a marginal reminder. The damnedest to fathom, or went there thinking alike. Brags the haphazard unbecoming the literal. Tangent royalty waiting for shoe or grave machine. Qua ethnic sultry day in day out, rosy crucifix under a therapeutic garter. Honesty teller over library trouble waged ear after ear of fitness longings. Whom not, I’m one, core of bloodless A & a botched painting out of sight rocks the metropolis. “It’s what you do best” a doppelganger if ever the crust broke. Blind junk tumbles or feathers where flowers stumble. Stood up to & rusted shut a stipple afore the rackmount slavery.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         Gone over like a shower. Rocks plug the guiles, the willies, the afraid gone under without daytime. Somewhere England stands. Trying twisted from taking out of. One too many disjuncts proven fatality slivers proper dress a day as a tease. God bears withals & a hefty axe clefts Alexandria. All years occupation nailed it together. The signs in their eyes yelped data spewed. Maxims numbered alternately against a fraction of the instinct the cavern held. Many shelves-high I looked up. Natal reading habits pretend out thanks. Evidence to the contrary, even a light switch, held sway the consequent thinkers. The spindle, its latest, headed the chronology. Under no contions, be at remove, that is, codify dehibilitations.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         Bit much, the dread & her bakery lunatic kept quiet all these years. Lasting a pungent, curiosity mechanique an omnibus certitude. No good’ll be weary, street beneath warpage, thread whilst combat whistler imagines. Ho chilles men. Much read, must of been only keen trackest for the last gymnastic. In circles radios treble, a hermetic message-roper animates rorschach scenery. Reductive linguistics inordinate topical digression. Innkeeper’s wider screen (said beacon deconstructs …) private reference is what guarantee.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         A freedom feels. Like everyone tells. The kiss years from now. Deepened & opened out onto. Used to be how anxious. Decent tries attract buyers. Them that. Lessen fears unto the door. He isn’t, is he? But while the bravery smears…wakable laxation guillotine. Letters=attach=novelisme=guiltless=u tile=anti=gradule=envelope. Word aims diagrams arrive. At standing postal discretion avowed her another thankless. We as them operate. Youse badger the wiggins but doon power the mudder-be’s.

          

         Draconian measures is stanza understatement. Hopping swoggle blays toothe fin. My antics buy time. New York creams its afterlife, the single heroic villager. Man O man popping. Destiny player’s forgery. I cambert justice nor tackle Ho Chi Minh.

          

         Believer yesterday more than concession. Who would make, anyway?

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         Vector discussions are limited in climax but physical nomenclature has extensive masternation by giving, granted a disastrous diplomacy on my venue’s wavering, or it isn’t slightly baroque lecturnalia, ya know, stood by hence the legend reminder, but giving given prior stupor my client isn’t a thinker whose standard alientates a trimmed & plushest kind of bodice; that till now wore frankly tender but no more, please you to plare meece, a vint is no spoof worth drabbing around, I’ll titilate avuncular & speed head-wise lithe photography rank, bottle after the day a fester rose.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         Bouncing bondage nostalgia fled cabbies mixed tax-drop h’ors douerves at price net, bet a card the meant was enough rope. Lettrist fixates taper an irregular-only mark. Mark black & white dense city on a bank rot map, if teeth fit the cabinet trend, remember her when his whims killed the fair, slanted hermaneutics for centuries inspired. Day little consequence capsized flurries as if antiquity time line printed clearly ever. 2 tomes E held lanterny only lit dark stoops, pal distance carried distent concentrate. Twining vault-garret progress had the effect, nom plus career attache/down under went no fast spell & draft a worried terror dice.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         Kept budging but A fought. The diary changed the externals of chemistry, her crying made. Q jet continent met tomorrow on a hybrid. They played for days without making a decision. November started the weather landlubbers wanted. Keep it clean he jerks me more. Us ignore their hiding plenty, arms & everything, maybe if we spread everywhere, the test could work. Hoopala nightly, & a red lantern jury hung around well past the western lady. Lag of form or culture tongue bravado. May last. May last. Mr Went had dithers, corruption features & a masque of a spanish hero. No one had any time it seemed or the adventure index.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         Some shifting fortunes abbreviate distractions. A multiple riser lept uncontrolled, my many, her labor, them is altogether picked. & uncanny, yes under the popular we met there unhinged, quartz bride & bunches of tickets & fist-gamble in fits. Lo inept candies, overtry no. ll alento debaff, first heard in fragment (read fragments) & filled? Well, patter some since nobody wanted mentors or suitors or tremors. I kinda. A conversation dichotomy abrupts thence, cherokee hath swept but buried lip. Favor in the Letter. Splatter black without erasure, between red brown the splice is material. History women compress phallus ably. Of in ordinary plan or that edge term led benter the gammon. Now tool unlay anxious bridge-worn spiel, learn tapping at once. By stress a breath & not hot fence. Her beal chapped tidal. Of course heir child silent squeal.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         I should sit in the shrift of tiding there would amount to be that many. You are a tire defeated vocabulary. O tells the design to the planet there are many of … adle the milk laid for hours the fear of trying would not protect the other scheme. Do not say do not say only body lately. After taste dour work. Lip glaze the smack smashed. Do aunt try the O. About anything there is nothing of content inept. Intent. Or another blue see-thru mending. I blood the the then or up till gaffer stroke out of the way he jake the buck light. Nobody lays under rocks for long or even their head beside any boulder stopped short of.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         Honus Cobb met the ways his trap kelpt dustive turnder. No else could think talk that way. Why ways followed where O wanted, how tabulating counted for exit chase doomster. I ist nomeromerorder ismist. There a tunx, placent chabbers belded avouled ert trobuleyant. Come out of it as mobile pragmite, taken venom molder antiunti cursive, played out button ammo. Knock turn hammer change-up tool blend. Only looking yo U but not A vowelese. This modern whore furnace muscled down he’lls, else we’d all go where’d a noun clout could make it big, a bit like a legendary ball-hop back some game ago. A sport aches overly fluent rousting felt Roman, dirty ile & all that.

         THE CAVE CHILDREN OF NEW YORK ARE NEVER FREE

         Bank shrift mocks. Celt block some time ago. Distance story starred. Travel phallanx shifted motive or granite being stood chub & broad where happiness trog courted an alcove, a cove, an oven. Marry druther & shakespeare fetish blanced car dom vu — lape away twails, nasty gares, tell vernly blaws. Aerhoo blared coxhill wike my tuned-a-tune-o-total-o-tidal-u-teetography. Further tribs banked rare court & ravener trump. Her days Alice could keep undercover final literature & a taste mundane alphist dogmatizing, a spin round the hedge back of thirty, no gads the bibles left undone, undo. Thbook.
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            michael eng

            The Metaphysical Mouth and the Asylum of the Everyday: Charles Bernstein and Contemporary Continental Philosophy of Language

         

         Charles Bernstein’s notion of “the metaphysical mouth” offers us an opportunity to demonstrate the alignment of this thought with the reflection on language found in the post-Heideggerian continental tradition. For reasons that I aim briefly to address, the reflection on language in continental thought has not been considered as belonging to the field of philosophy of language as it is conventionally conceived. Thus, part of my aim in bringing Bernstein’s work into conversation with reflections on language following Heidegger is to show how he enables at once the possibility of thinking a contemporary continental philosophy of language, a view of what this philosophy of language might look like and perhaps most importantly, a consideration of what is at stake in the type of relation to language this thought advances. Both Bernstein and contemporary continental thought share a concern with language that places language itself at stake as part of the movement of that concern, a concern that I will argue is ultimately a reflection on the relationship of language to human finitude. However, the juxtaposition of Bernstein and contemporary continental thought makes visible the fact that this concern with language and human finitude is connected directly with to the possibility of a thinking life within institutions — in particular, that institution that passes for the institution of thought, viz., the university — and actually calls for us to engage this possibility as part of a relation to language.

         In order to unfold the formulations I just offered, my discussion will proceed first with a reading of Bernstein’s Introduction to his edited volume Close Listening: Poetry and the Performed Word (1998), in which the concept of the metaphysical mouth appears most prominently. After rehearsing the role the concept of the metaphysical mouth plays in Bernstein’s argument in the volume’s introduction, I will survey the connections to continental reflections on language his concept of the metaphysical mouth inspires, focusing specifically on what I described above as their shared concern with the question of language and the possibility of thinking within the university. I would like to conclude my analysis with a reading of Bernstein’s “Asylum” (1975) and consider the poem as both an intervention into the relation among language, finitude, and critical life in the institution, as well as an invitation to ‘sound the words’ of this intervention along with him. I identify “Asylum” as an exemplary instance of the relationships I seek to describe in this essay; in my assessment, the poem conveys Bernstein’s attempt and invitation to think at the same time, through a method of sounding, the limits of institutional language and language itself as an institution.1

         I. Close Listening: Sounding Language

         The volume Close Listening is devoted to bringing “critical attention to modern poetry and performance,” which Bernstein claims in his introduction “has been negligible” up until the present moment, especially concerning “the sound of poetry” in its performance.2 That attention to the question of poetry’s sound should remain ignored at the same time that its performance has become one of the primary vehicles for the dissemination of poetic works in North America since the 1950s is a contradiction that Bernstein attempts to explain through distinctions between listening and hearing on the one hand, and between “orality” and “aurality” on the other hand.3 Listening for meaning within the poetic performance obscures the ability to hear the language of the poem. Similarly, privileging the voice of the poet, which is what Bernstein calls “orality,” prevents the aural dimension of language from being sounded and heard. These distinctions are intended by Bernstein to make it clear that his aim is not to argue for a return to, or primacy of, the voice of the poet. Instead, Bernstein’s concern is with a fidelity to the poem as an event of language; in performance, language is sounded, and the poem appears in its material presence; it “matters,” as Bernstein is dedicated to saying.4 Performance is thus a pragmatics of language for Bernstein, one which “calls” the language of the poem “into use by saying, or hearing, the words aloud.”5 

         “Aurality” emphasizes the hearing of the poem’s writing over the poet’s “breath, voice, and speech,” or “orality,” which Bernstein designates with the phrase “the metaphysical mouth” because it implies the poet’s sovereignty over the poem as an object of his or her expressive creation.6 To be sure, and as we have already noted, Bernstein is also not denying the necessity of the material presence of either the poet or reader who would perform the poem. Nor does he deny the necessity of the material presence of the audience, of those who would be addressed by the poem. Both poet/reader and audience/listener are required by language in order for it to appear through the poem. Bernstein explicitly brackets listening from his theorization, for listening already implies a listening for meaning, while what he is concerned with is the sounding of language as a condition of meaning. Language in this way becomes the matter of poetic performance through a separation of sound and meaning. It is only “[w]hen sound ceases to follow sense, when, that is, it makes sense of sound, [that] we touch on the matter of language.”7 “This,” says Bernstein, “is the burden of poetry; this is why poetry matters.”8 A few lines further down in the same passage, Bernstein asserts, “Sound brings writing back from its metaphysical and symbolic functions to where it is at home, in performance.”9 

         Rather than appeal to or reinforce any metaphysical unity of either the work or the poet, Bernstein theorizes performance as demonstrating a poem’s “fundamentally plural existence” in each performative event.10 Were there no performance of poetry, Bernstein implies, the experience of poetry would be literally muted, and the poem would be identified solely with its form on the printed page. By attuning us to the sounding of language and the plural existence of the work, the performance of poetry is at once an experience of the language of the work and a gathering of “different, dissonant voices: a multivocality.”11 This multivocality, writes Bernstein, “foregrounds the dialogic dimension of poetry”; it makes audible the fact that the work calls for and invokes an audience that would be in dialogue with it as the condition of its appearance.12

         Bernstein’s claim concerning the power sounding language in performance has to free language from its metaphysical reduction to an expression of a creative self, or from its role as a vehicle of communication (also a metaphysical conception of language), resonates at first glance with Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (1951), which Bernstein appeals to periodically throughout his writings. In particular, Wittgenstein’s idea from §115 of the Investigations of being held captive to a certain image of language is a recurrent theme in Bernstein’s thinking. Bernstein powerfully combines Wittgenstein’s image of being held captive to specific modes of language to his own notion of “frame lock” elaborated out of Erving Goffman’s work on conceptual frames of reference. Sound, Bernstein contends in the present context, having been traditionally kept ‘out of the frame’ of poetic criticism, has the ability to disrupt established frames in which we approach and use language once we allow it to appear in performance.13

         Nonetheless, Bernstein’s conception of sound’s ability to liberate writing from a metaphysics of presence appears to echo most directly §116 of the Investigations in which Wittgenstein famously claims, “What we do is to bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use.”14 Of course, the question which immediately arises is ‘who’ answers to the ‘we’ Wittgenstein invokes. Closer inspection of this section of the Investigations makes it is difficult to say whether Bernstein actually belongs to this ‘we,’ since Wittgenstein explicitly criticizes philosophy for allowing language to ‘go on holiday’ or ‘run idle’ and privileges everyday uses of language over the reified language-game of philosophy.15 Whoever this ‘we’ is, they are not philosophers in the conventional sense, according to Wittgenstein.16

         In any case, it is quite clear in Bernstein’s writings that he does not share Wittgenstein’s privileging of the everyday. On the contrary, he routinely calls out the quotidian forms of popular media, such as Time magazine and The New York Times’ Op Ed pages, for the role they play in perpetuating what is in fact a metaphysics of the everyday.17 The concept of the everyday is metaphysical to the extent that it is structured to appear as commonsensical (i.e., as not a concept at all) and to mark as silly any kind of critical thought brought to bear upon it.18 The media through which the metaphysics of the everyday accomplishes itself gives us a relationship to language that, to paraphrase Heidegger, prevents us from experiencing language as language. We may use language in the everyday, but that does not mean we have a relationship to it. Or rather, our everyday relationship to language is only a simulacrum of one, buttressed with a host of metaphysical presuppositions of the nature of language. We therefore don’t have to look very far for the metaphysical mouth; it is speaking to us constantly from the likes of The Grey Lady and its derivatives.

         However, Bernstein’s reluctance to pursue a lockstep retracing of the Wittgensteinian project is significant, because it opens a space to think an alignment of his work with Heidegger, who articulated similar paths for recovering a fundamental relation to language. Moreover, while Wittgenstein shared with Heidegger a conviction that the question of human existence was tied up with the question of language, the same could not be said of the tradition of language philosophy inaugurated by Wittgenstein’s thought. Post-Heideggerian continental philosophy, in contrast, has taken it upon itself to elaborate the problem of language and human finitude in a manner that aligns with Bernstein’s reflections on language. Bernstein’s claim, for example, in Close Listening that “[i]n sounding language we ground ourselves as sentient, material beings, obtruding into the world with the same obdurate thingness as rocks or soil or flesh” brings him closer in sensibility to Heidegger, post-Heideggerian thought, and most importantly the stakes of this thinking than philosophy of language conventionally conceived.19

         
             

         

         In my next section, I should like to sketch the basic contours of Heidegger’s reflections on language, focusing specifically on what I would call his theorization of an “antagonism of language” and his reversal of the relationship of language and use through a provocation of language’s sounding. I do not wish to enter into a long exegesis of Heidegger’s texts, but since what I am arguing for in this essay is a consideration of Bernstein’s work as a thinking along with post-Heideggerian reflections on language, I feel I need to offer as a foundation for this argument more than a simplistic parallel between them.

         II. Heidegger and the Metaphysics of Language

         Heidegger’s engagement with language is typically considered not to have taken place until later in his thought and is also often reduced to his proclamation in his 1947 essay, the “Letter on Humanism,” that “Language is the house of Being.”20 However, Heidegger’s preparation for issuing such a claim, as well as for undertaking the reflections on language in the essays from the 1950s collected under the title Unterwegs zur Sprache (1959) (On the Way to Language),21 can be traced within his originating project of recovering the question of Being, which he named “fundamental ontology.” To use one of Wittgenstein’s phrases, the “struggle with language,” as Heidegger notes in the “Letter on Humanism,” was always present within the project of fundamental ontology, but this project was not fully able to overcome what Heidegger characterized as the language of metaphysics.22 

         At the center of the project of fundamental ontology is “Dasein,” which in traditional philosophical usage means “existence,” but which Heidegger employs to redefine human existence as fundamentally “being-there.” Heidegger’s casting of human existence as Dasein was an attempt free “the human” from traditional definitions of subjectivity and belonged therefore to the general task Heidegger identifies in Being and Time of “destructuring” the history of metaphysics.

         Traditional theories of subjectivity — specifically, the language of subjectivity — through which human existence was thought, had the result, so Heidegger claimed, of blocking access to human finitude. “Dasein,” therefore, is not simply a replacement for the names for the subject which philosophy furnished throughout its history, such as the Greek essence or “hypokeimenon,” the Latin substance or “subiectum,” or the Cartesian ego cogito. As da-sein, being-there, Dasein points to the fact that human existence is directed toward the future, always ahead of itself, not sub-jected, thrown under, but pro-jected, thrown ahead. “Dasein” un-grounds metaphysical subjectivity, but unlike the Cartesian subject who grounds itself in its self-representations, Dasein is also fundamentally un-grounded in existence.

         The project of recovering the question of Being through a theorization of human finitude as thrown existence required for Heidegger what one might refer to in basic terms as a defamiliarization of the language of metaphysics. This is one side of the antagonism of language that I argue unfolds in fundamental ontology, and if we were interested in maintaining some kind of alignment between Heidegger and Wittgenstein, then this is one moment in which such an alignment might be read. Establishing such an agreement between the two would only contribute to a simple scholarly accounting, though, rather than attend to what is at stake in the question of language for both these thinkers. 

         Seeing where Heidegger and Wittgenstein depart is more instructive than their convergence, for their departure also allows us to see how Bernstein’s critique of language aligns with the antagonism of language Heidegger articulates. While Heidegger engages one slope of this antagonism along the terrain of the language of metaphysics, he identifies the antagonism’s other slope within the language of the everyday, which Wittgenstein does not sufficiently interrogate in his later thought and instead privileges as a point of access to how language really is and should be used. For Wittgenstein, philosophy mystifies language by abstracting it from use, thus rendering it “idle” or letting it go “on holiday”; for some reason he never specifies, Wittgenstein does not consider philosophy a legitimate use of language.

         Heidegger, however, not only questions the metaphysical constructions of language; he views the language of the everyday (even the idea of the “everyday” itself) as an extension of the metaphysics of language. Everyday language, for Heidegger, belongs to the public realm (die Öffentlichkeit), which he characterizes as anonymous, impersonal and filled with modes of experience that distract the human Dasein from engaging in a thinking-questioning of one’s existence. Many will recognize the phrase “das Man” or the “they” Heidegger uses to name this realm. Within it, ‘our’ concerns are always conditioned, so Heidegger contends, by the fact that we have to accomplish certain tasks of everyday living. We have to get things done, and what we are presented with as goals to accomplish in our everyday experience has been given to us always in advance from an abstract “they”: we think and act as “they” tell us to.23

         We would not be thrown ahead of ourselves as beings ‘in-the-world’ if our existence were not conditioned fundamentally by our finitude — our understanding of Being that makes possible the fact of existence is a matter of our concern. However, the concern with our existence quickly threatens to be diluted the more we are absorbed by everyday existence. The demands belonging to our quotidian life easily eclipse attempts to reflect on the fact of our existence; we end up taking all things that exist — and therefore Being itself — for granted, lost in the “they,” as Heidegger says. 

         While lost in the “they,” we take language for granted, as with our everyday relationship to any other existing thing. In our ordinary engagements, we tend not to ask the question, ‘What is language?’ If we do, the typical answer, the answer shared by both linguists and ‘the man on the street,’ conceives language as an instrument of communication that expresses the thoughts of the subject who employs it. Though this conception of language seems self-evident, it is metaphysical through and through; it presupposes the stability of both language and a subject who represents the world to himor herself. For Heidegger, if we find ourselves in a struggle with language, it is not because, as Wittgenstein personified it, language bewitched us into believing it had powers it does not have; rather, our struggle is one of recovering a relationship to language that allows us to experience the question of Being as a question.

         In Being and Time, Heidegger claims the form language takes in the realm of the “they” is die Gerede — “idle talk” or “chatter.”24 In the everyday, language may be useful and may aid us in realizing goals pertinent to day-to-day activities, but it has ceased to be meaningful in attending to the fact of existence. In “Letter on Humanism,” Heidegger writes, “Language thereby falls into the service of expediting communication along routes where objectification — the uniform accessibility of everything to everyone — branches out and disregards all limits. In this way language comes under the dictatorship of the public realm, which decides in advance what is intelligible and what must be rejected as unintelligible.”25 Within the public realm, language is taken for granted, and so is the idea that everything can be communicated. Language in the public realm belongs to the structure of viewing everything that exists as accessible, available, and differing only in degree. There is no thought of difference as such from language in the public realm. Furthermore, in directing all language to reproduce itself in recognizable ways, the public realm is not unlike what Bernstein calls “official verse culture”: it decides in advance what can be said (and by default, what falls outside of the sayable).26

         With the essays of Unterwegs zur Sprache (On the Way to Language), Heidegger willingly acknowledges both the usefulness as well as correctness of the everyday conception of language. However, he quickly notes that both the ideas of utility and correctness belong to the logic of technocratic rationality which Heidegger joins many in diagnosing as the chief organizing force of modernity. Language is thus a subject of this modernity as much as its human inhabitants: it is allowed to appear solely within a utilitarian role as either a tool of communication, or, in the form of what is communicated as information, and it is theorized according to the very logic that determines the bounds of its appearance. In his essay “The Nature of Language,” Heidegger finds little help in attending to language as language from philosophy of language as it is has been formed by analytic thought. Concerning analytic philosophy’s self-characterization as “metalinguistics,” Heidegger writes, “That sounds like metaphysics — not only sounds like it, it is metaphysics. Metalinguistics is the metaphysics of the thoroughgoing technicalization of all languages into the sole operative instrument of interplanetary information.” With an appropriate flourish, he adds, “Metalanguage and sputnik [sic], metalinguistics and rocketry are the Same.”27
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