

[image: ]




WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

PANTOMIME TERROR

This book starts with the countless provocations that surround us in the ambient war on terror. However, rather than retreating into either loathsome self-pity or indignant self-righteousness, Hutnyk responds with the thumping provocation to think and get real!

Nikos Papastergiadis, University of Melbourne

For two decades, Hutnyk’s research on diasporic music and politics has been at the political and scholarly cutting edge. Moving from ADF and Fun-Da-Mental, to MIA and Wagner, his work is always contextualised with relevance and an unstinting anti-racist, anti-imperialist commitment. Here in the not-so-great British tradition of pantomime parody with its Molotov cocktail caricatures of hero(in)es, villains and sidekicks, Hutnyk urges us to look at how horror is accompanied by the ludic, and how the culture industry is reined into the post 9/11 war on terror: ‘the pantomime of politics, the theatre of power, the double-plays of deception’. War peculates through every cell and membrane in our numbed bodies, only to be resigned to the waste basket of disposable culture. With its cogent attack on what have become cultural icons, Pantomime Terror updates Adorno for this terror-saturated age – masterful in its sweep, engaging in its style and thought-provoking in its analysis.
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Introduction

The war on terror thrives on pantomime demons. Whatever the actuality of threat or ideological purchase, a repetition compulsion operates a monstrous theatre. Grotesque characters are created and maintained by political opportunism, convenient stereotype and, I have to say it, an uncritical celebrity scholarship. Osama, Saddam, Gaddafi are, indeed, cartoon caricatures, but to a lesser extent, any public figure can be misrepresented – a musician or performer for example. Musicians who dare say things that disrupt polite keep-calm, carry-on complacency are targeted. The so-called ‘suicide rap’ of Aki Nawaz, the Gaddafi opera and street politics of Asian Dub Foundation, the blood-splattered schlock video of Roman Gavras and British Sri Lankan musician Mayathangi Maya Arulpragasam, aka M.I.A., are popular culture works that critique – and are each contextualised within – a white supremacist political drama which pays them back with censure. This pantomime offers equal parts reassurance and complicity, with war over there and a low-intensity commuter paranoia here.

There is a recurrent symbolic or regulatory terror alongside the real horror of war. Not just an imaginary smokescreen or backdrop to actual killing, but part of the production of death. The war is not only a battlefront, or rather, the battlefront is distributed, diversified, intimate, and often up close. Singing the same war-weary songs, our image of conflict has been contained in cinema and television newscast as fantasy horror, while vicious narratives of the everyday masquerade, in ways to be recounted, as less explicit, but nonetheless military, operations in the cultural zone. The dramaturgy of war involves us in a killing field in the war theatre and a theatre of war where we live – the latter also the mundane everyday of business-as-usual injunctions to ‘keep on shopping’ and ‘look after yourself and pay no attention to your unlucky neighbour’ as the airport security guards swoop (Mitchell 2011:162). Terror alerts and ethnic profiling, a culture of fear and a national chauvinist resurgence; these are the syncopated facets of a secondary conflict that impacts upon us all, with devastating consequences. Even the most anodyne and superstructural, culture industry, rarefied genre specific, mere entertainment, sonically obscure corners of our lives are recalibrated on a war footing. With this in mind, and focusing upon music television, internet video, streaming news and the pop promo, this book documents some of the ways contemporary war stories play out in the capitals of capital. The operations assembled here amount to a commentary on the ways soft or media power supplements force of arms. NATO plus newspapers, security announcements and ipods, Police checks and advertising.

London Bus.

The red double-decker bus is the iconic symbol of London. So much so that it appears in almost any movie about the city, with access via a step platform at the back, an internal staircase, and red livery. The London bus was reimagined and updated in the twenty first century by Wrightbus when the older Routemasters were deemed too rickety for use. A stylised double-decker was used as a prop in China for the handover of the Olympic flag in 2008, and in 2012 in the London games the bus was the least incongruous of the many props deployed in the opening and closing ceremonies – also featuring a not-so-veiled critique of austerity cuts to the National Health Service, an ‘amusing’ celebration of the smokestack pollution of industrial Britain – itself now demoted to service sector, finance and entertainment ‘industry’ – and of course the bus, always the bus. London’s buses are iconic, even though perhaps the most noticed one to come along in recent years was a disaster. I refer to the devastating terrorist attack on London on July 7th 2005, in which three tube carriages and a number 30 Dennis Trident 2 bus (#17758) were destroyed, leaving 56 people dead. This tragedy is potently captured in the image of the wrecked bus in Tavistock Square, photographed by US-based photojournalist Mathew Rosenberg. One of his pictures, appearing in most newspapers the next day, showed the bus from a 45% frontal angle with a film advertising placard visible on its side. The placard was for the film The Descent, due to be released the next day (2005 dir. Neil Marshall). The Descent was a schlock horror-thriller about a group of friends visiting a cave, who become lost and are subsequently killed off one after the other by inhuman monsters. The cave is the least of the coincidences however, as a stunned London read reports and looked at grainy mobile phone video footage from the underground, absorbing the irony that the portion of the film placard left intact on the bus after the explosion clearly displayed the message: ‘Outright Terror, Bold and Brilliant – total film’.

As this book will be a sustained critique of culture industry war-mongering, perhaps we should remember Theodor Adorno for his comment on Ernest Newman’s exhaustive biography of Richard Wagner: that to follow up the facts of a story so passionately means you may ‘ultimately become aware of the dubiousness of the concept of the factual itself’ (Adorno 1947/2003:404). Fact: a British South Asian youth, Hasib Mir Hussain, was said to be the bus bomber. This is questioned by some people who must be called conspiracy theorists, even though any ‘theorising’ here seems somewhat limited. Conspiracy, like stereotyping, does duty for an altogether more pernicious ideological maintenance, contained yet public. Hiding in the light, palimpsest, a strange mysterious appearance form of that which dare not appear except as farce. Paranoid examples would include the bus passenger and witness Daniel Obachike in his book The Fourth Bomb (Obachike 2007), or the allegations of Maud’Dib – a Dune inspired sci-fi pseudonym for John Hill – in The 7/7 Ripple Effect (2007), in which the events of that day are registered as a ‘training exercise’ used to frame, and kill, innocents to drum up support for the war on terror (also see Rudin 2009). Describing himself as being accused of ‘thought-crime’, Nick Kollerstrom details incongruities and other disputed interpretations of the July 7 Inquest briefings, and in particular alleges that the Tavistock Square bus was pre-engineered with electric saws to enable the roof of the bus to be destroyed with spectacular, sardine-can like effect (Kollerstrom 2011). Others allege Hussein was a stooge and patsy set up by MI6, and that various training exercises, inside knowledges – and more believably, agency bumbling – led to the tragic events. In 2008, the Inquest was welcomed by ‘Graeme’ commenting on Andrew McGregor’s guest post on Kollerstrom’s blog: he wrote, ‘The pantomime season began early this year when a brand new stage production, called the “7/7 INQUEST“, opened at the Royal Courts of Justice’ (McGregor 2010). Amongst the varied and sometimes shrill scenarios, some make the effort to narrate something they fiercely call ‘truth’, others fuel speculation and uncertainty, usually with the very same ‘crusader’ attachment to ‘the facts’. It is the case that testimony and evidence has been officially sifted and sanctioned, and while some significant evidence remains unavailable – for example CCTV footage from the underground system and the bus, testimony from certain identified passengers on the bus – this book is not about judging the actual and the real. Rather than scrutinising the facts of the case, might the framing be questioned – the parameters of interpretation, the whys and wheretofores of speculation and explication, what knowledge or theory is deployed, and by whom. For example, motives: while it is widely accepted that it was indeed Hussain who detonated his bomb some 52 minutes after the three tube explosions, so much of the commentary revolves around asking why there was this delay? We might find this revealing. The predominant suggestion was that, having planned to also blow up a tube carriage, Hussein had lost his nerve and was fleeing the scene, perhaps accidentally and incompetently setting his bomb off while trying to diffuse it – there were reports of him fiddling with his rucksack, dropping his rucksack, buying a new battery, being generally confused and in panic. Equally, there are reports that do not mention a rucksack, that picture him making phone calls to his alleged co-conspirators for 20 minutes after he would surely have assumed they were dead, and he is only placed on the Tavistock bus by disputed witness identification. Hussein of course cannot be called upon to testify, because, like any ‘successful’ suicide bomber, he is dead. Suicide is an extreme mode of self-censorship – ‘their message will never be heard’ (Spivak 2012:386) – so it is not possible to decide if Hussain had intentionally targeted this particular bus with this particular sign on its side. All very convenient both for government intrigue and conspiracy theory alike. Attributions of indecision on Hussein’s part were not uncommon among academics. For example, Victor Seidler says the Tavistock Square bus bombing was ‘unplanned’ (Seidler 2007:10). Was there a plan? Was there a message? What is written on the side of the bus becomes a semantic marker just as much as the explicit and planned message bequeathed to us by Hussain’s co-conspirator, Mohammed Sidique Khan in his justificatory videos. Broadcast afterwards, there is no mention of any buses.

The July 7 attack was a troubling episode. It transformed the city, shook its population and ushered in a new anxiety that had ramifications far and wide. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, writes on suicides, and suicide bombing – from Bhubaneshwari Bhaduri, in the essay ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ (Spivak 1988), who kills herself to avoid betraying comrades, through to contemporary incidents in Palestine or Kashmir and in the generic ‘War on Terror’ (Spivak 2004, 2012). For Spivak, suicide is ‘an exceptional death’, and writing this is itself an ‘impossible phrase’ (Spivak 2012:386). Perhaps what is to be learnt from such difficult-impossible thought is an obligation upon the scholar of the humanities that would strive to train the imagination so as to take a chance on an understanding that does first rush to judge. Planned or unplanned, a great trouble in this theatre is, I think, that we have been far too quick to decide there is nothing more to be discussed once our most prominent Euro-American scholars have had their say. In this book I want to read explanatory narratives of theory from the likes of Slavoj Žižek, Susan Buck– Morss, Alain Badiou, and others, alongside the sign on the side of the bus. I feel we should read more carefully, slowly, not to confirm any conspiracy, nor because any particular incident in the ten-plus years of the war of terror should be singled out for more special attention, but because much of the commentary on representation since the advent of the terror war has been, somewhat, lacking. A too-fast-and-loose theory of one-to-one representation and ascription of motive and meaning has had deleterious consequences: from the multi-billion arms industry bombing of innocents abroad, to increased racist conflict on the streets and immigration policy fear at home – in between, every manner of pathology and unthinking prejudice to the extent that a common reaction seems to have been to stop thinking at all. Conspiracy theorists and ‘regular’ theorists have been guilty of this, both.

Alongside the bus, another ‘major event’ (Jacques Derrida, in Borradori 2003:88) is immediately conjured here. It might by now be a commonplace to acknowledge that the twin towers have been so often represented that it is barely possible to see them today for fug and smoke. ‘The date has become a cognitive fetish’ suggests W.J.T. Mitchell, a ‘fabulous gift’ for neoliberal ‘Post 911 pundits’, who ‘declared an end to postmodern irony and scepticism, an end to critical thinking’ (Mitchell 2011:162). The images replayed over and over, watched aghast from the street and on all our screens. In a certain sense, and for some critics, the question of representation itself collapsed on that day in September, 2001 – with ‘collapse’ a favoured inappropriate trope, for example see Jacques Rancière (2010:98). The symbolic order crashed, it was even sublime, and everything has already been said about it, if nothing heard. The towers are silent, the lives erased then, and the many more taken since – and the billions in war credits – are also verbosely inarticulate. Both the ‘terrorists’ and those who were intent on the ‘War on Terror‘™ had a common interest in a high televisual visibility which had the images say what they wanted them to say. Derrida calls this a ‘pervertability’ of the image (in Borradori 2003:109). This pervert characterisation is also true of the July 7 bus sign ‘Total Film.’

Pantomime.

In his book Film Fables, Rancière offers the provocation that documentary fiction ‘invents new intrigues with historical documents’. It ‘joins and disjoins – in the relationship between story and character, shot and sequence – the powers of the visible, of speech, and of movement’ (Rancière 2001/2006:18). Rancière is talking of Chris Marker’s film The Last Bolshevik (dir. Marker 1992) and Jean-Luc Godard’s ‘Maoist theatricalisation of Marxism’ in the pop age. These fictions, which use historical documents and make pointed reference to political struggles and current events – the collapse of Soviet power in the USSR; the cultural revolution in France – are glossed by Rancière as an indication that it is premature to lament the vacuity of contemporary commercial culture. Mass television is not yet the death of great art, nor are we talking about the impossibility of cinema after Auschwitz. The pop culture screen is not just a ‘machine for information and advertisement’ (Rancière 2001/2006:19). Rancière has a more nuanced, even Adorno-esque critique – and I do not mean the Adorno as rendered too simply as an elite critic of mass culture, but the Adorno that wrote of the stigmata marks of the two torn halves of bourgeois culture, the ripped promise of freedom, which cannot, perhaps should not, be repaired (Adorno 1977:123).

Rancière writes:


cinema arrives as if expressly designed to thwart a simple technology of artistic modernity, to counter art’s aesthetic autonomy with its old submission to the representative regime. We must not map this process of thwarting onto the opposition between the principles of art and those of popular entertainment subject to the industrialization of leisure and the pleasures of the masses. The art of the aesthetic age abolishes all these borders because it makes art of everything (Rancière 2001/2006:10).



Although there is no explicit reference in this passage to Adorno, nor even to Marx’s notion of real subsumption, there are reasons to consider the predicament of the political fable here. We should do this as the problem Adorno brought into Marxism, in however European a way, and consider the possibility that the question of art remains a ground of struggle for representation and politics in the widest sense. Adorno’s sentence about the ‘secret omnipresence of resistance’ (Adorno 1991:67), so often quoted, seems apt yet again here as I try to bring forward the discussion of the soundtrack of war and terror to include not just the art-house staples that reach from Eisenstein’s battleship montage through to Marker or Godard’s radical Maoism, but also the much more prosaic film art of the pop promo, surveillance video and television documentary. In the high visibility slow-motion moments of the period immediately after Rancière’s text was delivered, we can ask if representation self-combusts, or if there is, rather, a secret resistance to be revealed in the strange political silence of the images about which we hear so much? One iteration of this present book is as an attempt to work with and through these sounds and scenes towards something more than the melodrama or melancholy that Rancière diagnoses as innocence become a guilty sacred mission (Rancière 2001/2006:186). It is a brilliant scene when he recognises that what he calls the burlesque body – and what in a minute he will call pantomime – provides us with a ‘dramaturgic machine’ for cutting ‘the link between cause and effect, action and reaction’. I will argue, against Rancière perhaps, that the best pop promos do this by throwing ‘the elements of the moving image into contradiction’ (Rancière 2001/2006:12). Did not Godard already register this in the versioning of Maoist discourse that held what Rancière calls a ‘pantomime’ verbal power over the little-red-book-waving Parisian students in La Chinoise? (Rancière 2003/2007:37; La Chinoise dir. Godard 1967). Reaching back into a critical-political musicology so as to reanimate, or resonate, Rancière’s critique, I take pantomime as both a symptom and consequence of the current conjuncture, in which we see this secret contradiction at work.

Pantomime is what Siegfried Kracauer identified in another field, discussing Offenbach, as a publicly recognised distraction:


People wished at all costs to be distracted from politics and memories of the year of horror through which they had just passed. Pantomimes took them out of the banal, everyday world in which they lived, plunged them into a world of magic, and effectively prevented them from thinking by bombarding them with lavish spectacle (Kracauer 1937/1972:321)



Kracauer was talking here of Offenbach’s Paris in the wake of the war with Prussia, the capitulation of the city, the end of the Second Empire, the Commune, and the repression that swiftly followed with the Second Empire reformed. In contemporary times this scenario is instructive, and we should ask sharp questions about why any musical or artistic style gains prominence alongside a certain political conjuncture – think of dada, surrealism or constructivism after the trauma of WWI and the hope of the Bolshevik Revolution. Or think of the decade of Seattle Grunge and YBA artists in London in the last years of the twentieth century, where a heady mix of heroin-fuelled alienation and conceptual posing fits neatly with a political repression that does not exactly found a new Empire, but anticipates one in both neo-liberal and ‘alter-globalisation’ form. Radical chic academic sentiment is its theoretical articulation in both art theory as architectural institution – aka Tate Modern – or in post-communist rapprochement in Michael Hardt and Toni Negri reviewed by Francis Fukuyama in the New York Times (Fukuyama 2004). Whatever the fortunes of the theory of Empire, I think what is key here is how pantomime has become a trope of the media war that fetes despots one minute only to tear them down the next. Demonised figures abound and for a time, sometimes annually, dominate our screens – and always without reference to the ways we know these are political distractions. ‘He’s behind you!’ is the old audience participation call. Ignored. Osama was a nurtured agent of American interests, Saddam a loyal paid friend, Gaddafi flip-flopped from demon to LSE pal to fiend again. The real screaming terror for me is this observed and consciously deferred delinking of cause and effect. And in front of this distraction we are expected, and too often indeed choose, to remain verbosely silent. Head down, shuffling in step, chanting a mantra.

In this book, more detail will be needed on pantomime figures, on the caricatures of this mutation and the blindness of representation, but is it enough at first only to usher the villains onto the stage and note that in his 2008 book Violence, Slavoj Žižek called all terrorist attacks and suicide bombings a ‘counter violence’, a ‘blind passage à l’acte’ and an ‘implicit admission of impotence’ (Žižek 2008:69)? We will go over this terrain again and again in the chapters to come. Similarly, and earlier, Alain Badiou writing of September 11, 2001, starts his essay on ‘Philosophy and the War on Terror’ by saying ‘It was an enormous murder, lengthily premeditated, and yet silent. No one claimed responsibility’ (Badiou 2006:15). Susan Buck-Morss, in her book Thinking Past Terror, offers: ‘the destruction of September 11 was a mute act. The attackers perished without making demands … They left no note behind … A mute act’ (Buck-Morss 2003:23). As we will see, Buck-Morss qualifies this with a question ‘Or did they?’, yet the choice of an absent verbal – twice mute – message is something we should return to, listen closely to, consider again, and not just with our eyes scanning for evidence on the side of the bus, but with our ears and minds as well. The horror is that those on the bus themselves become mute, and those of us who saw it become blind to what the text may say. The very terms used by Žižek, Buck-Morss and Badiou in their widely circulated books, addressing violence and terror, are just these words that confirm distraction – mute, blind, silent, ‘act’. I cannot but contrast this register with the perverse refrain of former British Prime Minister Blair in defending British foreign policy in the wake of the London bombings: ‘there was no link between … [the] … bombings in London and the Iraq war’ (Blair 2005).

Should we pass over the curiosity that Žižek chooses the infirmities of blindness and impotence to characterise the terrorist suicide bomber, as if the twin towers indicated a doubled scene of masturbation and castration – too much and you lose your sight, or worse. The greater loss is impotence, and with the symbolic castration of the towers, the old masculanist psychoanalytic staples are invoked. In later works this complex will be called a parallax, and still later, in Less Than Nothing, the attacks on the towers, the bus and such ‘zero-level’ protests like the car-burnings in Paris in 2005 and the August 2011 uprisings in London, are mere ‘violent outbursts that wanted nothing’ in a ‘post-ideological society’. The ‘problem’ is that these protests are ‘reactive, not active, impotent rage and despair masked as a display of force, envy masked as triumphant carnival’ (Žižek 2012:998). Here Žižek’s links between London in August 2011 and the banlieues of 2005 and the attacks of September 11, 2001, proceed by way of the language of theatre in which the participants are ‘masked’ like pantomime figures. This makes me think, with Kracauer, that we should diagnose reference to masks, indeed, to double masks, as words of distraction too, because the task of a critical commentary is not just to stop and stare, it is not a matter of listing ever more detail on the symptomatic eventuality which is then pathologised, via fables and pantomime, in order for it to be impotently dismissed.

War Diary.

With due acknowledgement of Gil Scott-Heron, the revolution may not be televised, but a counter-insurgency war of oppression is obsessively screened. Catatonic heads nod not so much in agreement as if to a rhythmic bludgeoning that is ideological through and through. Television news and media reportage trope the stereotypes to shuffle through a kaleidoscope of nationalist images and cycles of pain. While Mitchell points out ‘it is never enough to simply point to the error of a metaphor, or the lack of reality of an image’, the critique of terror imaginaries must renounce the ‘easy victories’ of exposing unreality, and instead ‘trace the process by which the metaphoric becomes literal’ (Mitchell 2011:xviii). This is why I argue that it might be more useful to listen up to images. Open your ears to see (Henriques 2011:99-104). It might be more than a cliche to insist music expresses a widespread opposition to global injustice – war on terror, urban anxiety, destruction and death – while simultaneously acting as a soundtrack for violence (as Goodman 2009 points out). That this can even effect a violence without violence, which registers on screen as background, as soundtrack, while running on unacknowledged it nevertheless affects us to our core. Music as an expressive form of culture can articulate alternate versionings of a world at war, and yet the predicaments in which musicians, and fans, find themselves are rife with contradiction. This book explores the efficacy of music as organising platform while recognising the risks, and the disconnects, in a climate that simultaneously exhibits resignation and fear.

The book runs through a playlist of popular culture performance, from Aki Nawaz and Fun-da-mental being banned as ‘suicide rappers‘; Asian Dub Foundation screening La Haine and The Battle of Algiers and performing operatic versions of ‘Gaddafi‘; Guantánamo interrogators blasting Van Halen and Madonna at the inmates; to M.I.A. stereotype-bashing that gets the stereotypes to sit up again, convoluted. Along the way mediation from lyrical terrorists, false dossiers, missing CCTV, the Eiffel Tower, Freud, the underpants bomber, the Kumars, Dick Wittington, Frank Zappa and Haussmann’s Paris. The theorists are Theodor W. Adorno, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, and Jacques Derrida, while Michael Ignatieff, Vic Siedler, disgraced British PMs and US Presidents all put in an appearance. We travel from Hunan to Lagos, the Whitehouse Situation Room to Vietnam, rural Bengal to East London, with Naxalites and Nazis, with anti-racists and Assange. Each chapter has a major distraction: an exploration of the publishing history of the Arabian Nights in chapter one, the ethnography of urban crowding in chapter two or the fantasy playgrounds of Wagner’s opera in chapter three. Extended asides play out the pantomime argument beyond music and video, but I hope deepening the analysis rather than distorting. The reader will judge, not too quickly I trust.

The book has a South Asian diasporic inflection, but I am no advocate of desi identitarianism. I am convinced there are reasons to attend to a Muslim and South Asian orientation to public debate worldwide, but the stakes are higher than any faith-based, subcontinental or diasporic telling. As will become clear, there is a popular, wider, performative and fashion element to all of this – masks, dress-ups and exotica. But it is not quite enough to simply invoke Walter Benjamin’s storyteller in oriental drag to explain how the narratives of Asia seep into an ideological crusade and geo-political power game, too often glossed merely as ‘emerging economies’ or ‘rising India’. As I will explain in detail, I have in mind the overture from Benjamin to the storyteller, in his 1936 essay, where the old hashish-muncher mentions Scheherazade three times. A story itself repetitive. In present times, I fear, orientalism has become counter-insurgency and punitive detention, such that a negative speculative dream version of the Scheherazade tale would have our virtuoso narrator kidnapped, rendered and interned in Guantánamo, as will happen in the first chapter. Kept on her own in a cell except for a daily interrogation when she is brought before her captors who demand she dance a tune. She obliges them with compositions that serenade in ever more siren tones, yet which also provoke yet more draconian crackdowns and higher and higher terror alert ratings. The production of this narrative, which might also be known as the Afghan War Diary, must be read as an indictment of us all. War Diary is what this study pretends to be, in its most insecure and paranoid moments, hoping one day to look back and see where the tunes led the way. The copyright of the phrase War Diary is probably Wikileaks, but I get it from the performer M.I.A.’s sometime pseudonymous persona ‘Vicki Leekx’. By the end of this book I will argue that such music does not yet organise, but at least signals an almost forlorn and wistful hope, and it is what Adorno meant about poetry after Auschwitz – a crisis point of a dialectic that also undermines critical reflection. The need to cut through this impasse is clear.

I feel any adequate scholarship for a book like this is not a matter of the critiquing of essences or complaints about reductions and omissions as such, but of rounding out the fables, the pantomime and the morality tale, the melodrama and the anecdote, as both ideological tricks and as rhetoric, as forms that themselves are condensations with a perverse intent, and ones which can also be expropriated. The storytelling morality-tale melodrama reduces the world to narrative for sure, but such forms bank on an economy that perhaps makes it all worthwhile, on several sides. It could be transmitted in shorthand: codification saturates all areas, trinketisation abounds – the message is telegraphed and as a cipher and works all the more. It is not that Žižek’s or Buck-Morss’s moves are irrelevant, but for me, a presentation of grand theoretical or ethical erudition is less urgent than the question of adequacy. What storytelling would be adequate – theoretically, politically – to win with regard to anti-racism, anti-capitalism, anti-war? Interwoven between the tales of modern monsters and contemporary atrocities, villainy and crime, another set of stories. Following the lead of Gayatri Spivak, as well as Gargi Bhattacharyya and Marina Warner, this book risks a gamble that confronts power with intimacy, orientalism against orientation, exoticism operationalised, even doubled in a long uncertain embrace. The political diagnostic is one that risks complicity and involvement with colonial and neo-colonial knowledge regimes – the institutional power of the book, publishing, the university, the archive, the military, the surveillance, the ‘homeland’, the televisual and monetised matrix. Affective, seductive, even ‘informed’ – the storyteller in the 1001 Nights must still time the intervention carefully, mute sometimes, verbose at others. It remains uncertain at what point just one more sentence will do – if it is better to call a tactical halt before the brutal dawn. The episodic engagement of story is also superseded, necessarily. This is the epic outrageous, quixotic, a romantic disposition that flies in the face of those that advocate realism: pundits of despair, annotators of compliance. The radical posture is an odd move too, accusing engaged theorists with obscurantism and non-committal is itself perhaps ‘smugly exaggerated … [and] … reactionary’ (Adorno 1966/1973:35).

In a world of mere appearances, the music promo can think through all this in a way that accesses a wider audience, even if we are hard pressed to agree the video advert for a pop band product might also have a transformatory import. Perhaps in an unguarded moment we could suggest this – ‘bold and beautiful’, the bus-borne image – was a little like a twisted kind of Zen, or a postmodern haiku. This reference to haiku is Eisenstein glossed via Rancière (2001/2006:25), with Rancière again doing nothing Adorno had not already denounced – in this case with respect to Benjamin’s obsessions with kitsch (see below). But even to comprehend the magic of this haiku, we would need to train endlessly at attending to the silence of a profound contradiction – the bus is terrifying and comic at the same time. Pantomime.

Mediation.

The point of worrying about the theoretical status of music and politics, after Adorno, would be to insist that this is where the illustrative or representational material offers much more than it will explicitly portray. There is also a critical theoretical component to assimilate. With regard to literature, Benjamin seems to concede this when, in 1939, in the essay ‘On Some Motifs in Baudelaire’ he writes:


A story does not aim to convey an event per se, which is the purpose of information; rather, it embeds the event in the life of the storyteller in order to pass it on as experience to those listening. It thus bears the trace of the storyteller, much the way an earthen vessel bears the trace of the potter’s hand (Benjamin 2003:316).



Here Benjamin’s tendential agreement is with Adorno. To take the trinket, metaphor, or content at the level of information would be to miss what work the connections and associations of the story, or of the diagnosis, or the theoretical reflection are meant to achieve – at each level these are not exactly the same.

This agreement was thrashed out between Adorno and Benjamin in a now famous exchange of letters. World War Two had not yet begun in earnest, but there is no doubt the anxiety of circumstance pervades all they do – Adorno is writing articles on Jazz under a false name – Hektor Rottweiler (see chapter four). He is in conversation with Benjamin more and more – and the letters were important to Benjamin, who includes a part of an August 5, 1935 Adorno letter in convolute N of the Arcades (Benjamin 1982/1999:466), though with amendments (Moore 2000:157). These letters seem helpful as a way to understand the role of pantomime, or to comprehend the theatrical performance of both politics and scholarship. In 1935 from Adorno we read his ‘formulations’ on Benjamin’s ‘dream momentum’: that ‘alienated things are hollowed out and, as ciphers, they draw in meanings’ Benjamin adds to this: ‘it should be kept in mind that, in the nineteenth century, the number of “hollowed out” things increases at a rate and scale that was previously unknown’ (Benjamin 1982/1999:466). In a letter of November 1938 we see Adorno insisting on a more dialectical rendering of the dream theatre, and arguing the case for a theorised understanding of the players, and insisting on a dialectical theory of mediation.
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