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PREFACE

¡Viva el Kitsch!

KITSCH IS KING IN THE HISPANIC WORLD. NOTHING is original, and all things are their own parody. I say this not in a condescending tone: counterfeit is beautiful. The region is hypnotizing in its artificiality; everything in it is bogus; the Roman alphabet is, in and of itself, an extraneous import, and so life must be lived in translation; likewise, democracy, condoms, Aristotle, TV soaps, clocks, blackness, money, violins, Satan, and antibiotics are all foreign idols. No wonder its citizens aren’t skilled at producing, but at reproducing.

In fact, kitsch, as a concept, must be fully and painstakingly redefined so as to capture its immense possibilities south of the Rio Grande. Clement Greenberg believed it to be a counterpoint to bohemian art. “Where there is an avant-garde,” he would argue, “generally we also find a rearguard, … that thing to which Germans give the wonderful name of Kitsch: popular, commercial art and literature with their chromotypes, magazine covers, illustrations, ads, slick and pulp fiction, Hollywood movies, et cetera, et cetera.” Walter Benjamin saw it as the automatic attempt to turn a one into a many, to make uniqueness into multiplicity. But these views apply solely to Europe and the United States, where kitsch, “that gigantic apparition,” is a mass-made product. In the modern Latin American orbit, it encompasses much more: high- and lowbrow culture and middle brow as well; the masses and the elite; the unique and the duplicated—in short, the entire culture. Everything in the region is slick, everything a postcard, everything a never-ending et cetera, including, of course, those manifestations striving to be pure and authentic at heart and designed to repel all foreign influences. What is its population without these foreign influences?

All this leads one to conclude that the triumphant entrance of kitsch into history did not come about, as Greenberg falsely believed, with the rapid population growth that affected the industrialized nations in the first third of our century. Nor was it born, as Benjamin misstated in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” as photography became a fashion in France and Germany. Instead, the origins of kitsch are to be found elsewhere; they are a product of the Spanish mediocrity, of its frivolity. Yes, honor to whom honor is due. If Spain can pride itself on any solid contribution to Western civilization, it is precisely that derivativeness, that hand-me-down-ness practiced from generation to generation light years before the Xerox machine was even invented. Only within its national borders is the art of copying, of imitating, a national sport, and it is apparent in all epochs, from the massively produced chivalry novels that accompanied the Iberian conquistadors in the colonization of the so-called New World to Pedro Almodóvar’s fashionable cursilería. Kitsch, in Western eyes, carries along a sense of fraudulence, of sin, of imposture, of plagiarism, but not in Spain, where talent must be found in the lack of talent, where fantasy is congenital to the trite and repetitive. What is Don Quixote if not first-rate art born from exhaustion and duplication? How to explain the Spanish Golden Age if not by invoking Lope de Vega’s 728 “original” comedias? What is baroque architecture if not a caricature of previous architectural modes? In fact, I am tempted to date with as much precision as is advisable the moment when kitsch became an inseparable stamp of the Hispanic idiosyncrasy: in 1614, when Fernández de Avellaneda, trying to beat a turtle-paced Cervantes, appropriated the characters of Don Quixote and Sancho and published the second part of Don Quixote. The age of illegitimacy was thus legitimated.

Analogously, the Americas, an outgrowth of Spain, are a sequel, an imitation of an imitation, a plagiarist plagiarizing another plagiarist, Velázquez’s Las Meninas within Velázquez’s Las Meninas. No wonder Simón Bolívar dreamt of becoming a South American Napoleon; no wonder the first modern novel in Spanish America, The Itching Parrot by José Joaquín Fernández de Lizardi, was modeled after El Lazarillo de Tormes; no wonder Cubans are called “the Jews of the Caribbean”; no wonder Benito Juárez is the Mexican Abraham Lincoln; no wonder Buenos Aires is London-on-the–River Plate; and no wonder Pierre Menard rewrites Don Quixote—that is, he doesn’t set out to copy it verbatim, but simply to recompose it from memory, word by word and comma by comma. To recompose, to recreate, to revive…. If Spaniards are semimodels, Latin Americans are hypermodels, countermodels, and antimodels: Frida Kahlo’s talent for turning pain into a fake emotion becomes a myth; Selena’s virginal beauty is a hybrid, an in-between confused with the Virgen de Guadalupe; Subcomandante Marcos is not a freedom fighter but an actor; Cantinflas is Charlie Chaplin without conscience. Nothing is real but the surreal.

I have been infatuated by this duplicity, by this all-encompassing artificiality, for quite some time. Its possibilities seem to me infinite. If asked to explain the reason behind my obsession, I am tempted to reply that I am myself a double entendre, a bit Jewish and a bit Hispanic and, lately, a bit American as well, neither here nor there—a faked self. The reply might not be convincing enough, but at least it insinuates what I’ve said elsewhere: that I live my life possessed by the feeling that others before me have already done the same things I do, that I am but a replica. So why do I matter? What are my role and purpose? To call attention to this deception, perhaps, to unveil this trickery only to find out, of course, that I am both the veil and the veiled, the searcher and the object of my search. In the present volume I have collected explorations of the ins and outs of kitsch-as-life in the Hispanic world. Beware of looking for sequence, cohesiveness, and conclusiveness in these pieces, though; they are but fragmentary sketches of my intellectual curiosity, germane to the culture they emerge from. Also, as a token of self-referentiality I have reprinted a couple of short reminiscences that show the fashion in which I myself became unadulterated kitsch—an image in the image.

[1998]
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Postscript of 2012: I have added several essays and three conversations to this expanded edition. Of the essays, “Immigration and Authenticity” began as a lecture at Congregation B’nai Israel, in Northampton, Massachusetts, and evolved into a disquisition on genuineness; “Mother of Exiles” is part of a dialogue I have with the Statue of Liberty, which started in “Immigration and Authenticity”; “A Dream Act Deferred” generated a vociferous response when first published in The Chronicle of Higher Education as the issue of immigration was contested in states like Arizona; “Arrival: Notes from an Interloper” recounts my origins as an social critic; “¡Lotería! or, The Ritual of Chance” celebrates a popular board game that is also a philosophical attitude toward life; “The Novelist and the Dictator” wonders if tyranny is good for literature; “Mario Vargas Llosa: Civilization versus Barbarism” is a statement about the role of intellectual discourse in our obscurantist present; and “The Art of the Ephemeral” ponders the value of posters and street art in general. Among the conversations, “Language and Empire” (with Verónica Albin) addresses the durability of the Spanish language; “Against Biography” (with Donald Yates) includes a series of feisty notes on becoming a biographer; and “Redrawing the Historieta” (with Neal Sokol) meditates on the subversive nature of comics.


IMMIGRATION AND AUTHENTICITY

I HAVE NEVER OWNED A SOMBRERO IN MY LIFE. NOR have my family, friends, or acquaintances. The reason is simple: I do not often socialize with mariachis. Sound strange for a Mexican like me? In fact, I do not know a single Mexican who ever had a sombrero.

Yet in the mid-eighties, upon my immigration to New York, one of the first things people asked me was, where is your sombrero? Of course, they were referring to the typical Mexican sombrero mariachis use in ranchera bands. The most common sombreros are made of felt and are black with golden or silver line decorations. But what makes them common is not their accessibility. To buy one, one must go to a Mexican specialty store. On the other hand, the touristy version of the sombrero is red, yellow, orange, and blue and is available in souvenir stores. While I lived in Mexico, I only went to one of those stores if a gringo relative needed to be traveled around.

Why did the first Americans I met insist on seeing my sombrero? Because as far as stereotypes are concerned, a Mexican and a sombrero go hand in hand. It satisfied no one when I answered that a sombrero for me was as foreign an item as it was for them. Did they all wear short pants, have a camera hanging from their necks, or use cowboy boots, as the archetype of the gringo required? I could see how annoying my response was by people’s facial reactions.
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I want to talk here about the crossroads where immigration and authenticity meet. To do so, I want to turn to the Bible. In Genesis 24, the patriarch Abraham, wanting to find a wife for his son Isaac, asks an unnamed servant to return to Ur Ka´sdim, the land that belonged to the Chaldees—where Abraham originally came from before settling west, at God’s request, in Canaan—and find a wife for Isaac. Abraham makes it clear to the servant: “Put your hand, pray, under my thigh, that I may make you swear by the LORD, God of the heavens and God of the earth, that you shall not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanite in whose midst I dwell. But of my land and to my birthplace you shall go, and you shall take a wife for my son, for Isaac.”

I will leave for later my comments on Abraham’s decision to find Isaac’s bride in Ur Ka´sdim and not in Canaan. What interests me now is the episode where the unnamed servant, after an initial reluctance, swears to Abraham that he will fulfill his pledge. Then the Bible says: “And the servant took ten camels from his master’s camels, with all the bounty of his master in his hand, and he rose and went to Aram-Naharaim, to the city of Nahor.” That is, a bride must be found without the groom at hand and through a surrogate. The rest of Genesis 24 is about the finding of Isaac’s bride, who turns out to be Rebekah, “born to Bethuel, son of Milcah, the wife of Nahor, Abraham’s brother.” The chapter highlights the protocol of making the camels kneel outside the city, by the well of water at the eventide, as women show up in the area near the well. The camels drink water too and are eventually exchanged as part of the dowry in a ceremony with the brother of the future bride.

I am bewildered by the presence of the camels in this protocol. Robert Alter, in a footnote that in its own right is a masterpiece of literary historicism (The Five Books of Moses [New York: W. W. Norton, 2004], 118), writes:


10. camels. The camels here and elsewhere in Genesis are a problem. Archeological and extrabiblical literary evidence indicates that camels were not adopted as beasts of burden until several centuries after the Patriarchal period, and so their introduction in the story would have to be anachronistic. What is puzzling is that the narrative reflects careful attention to other details of historical authenticity: horses, which also were domesticated centuries later, are scrupulously excluded from the Patriarchal Tales, and when Abraham buys a gravesite, he deals in weights of silver, not in coins, as in the later Israelite period. The details of betrothal negotiation, with the brother acting as principal agent for the family, the bestowal of the dowry on the bride and betrothal gifts on the family, are equally accurate of the middle of the second millennium BCE. Perhaps the camels are an inadvertent anachronism because they had become so deeply associated in the minds of later writers and audiences with desert travel. There remains the possibility that camels may have already had some restricted use in the earlier period for long desert journeys, even though they were not yet generally employed. In any case the camels here are more than a prop, for their needs and treatment are turned into a pivot of the plot.



This is the sentence that strikes my imagination: “Perhaps the camels are an inadvertent anachronism because they had become so deeply associated in the minds of later writers and audiences with desert travel.” Alter implies that, given the way camels are used as a stereotype in the desert landscape, their presence in Isaac’s betrothal story is perfectly appropriate. Yet historically camels are implausible here. Not because they are expected to appear in the tale should they actually be part of it. Unmistakably, there have been countless hands—authorial and editorial—refining the biblical narrative. If the archeological facts referred to by Alter are right, someone in the strenuous process of standardizing the Bible might have thought, why not have camels be used as the protocol and part of the dowry?

[image: Images]

This anachronism is the reverse of what occurs in the Qur’[image: Images]n. In my discussion of it, I take the lead from a lecture Jorge Luis Borges, the Argentine writer, delivered in Buenos Aires in 1951, at the Colegio Libre de Estudios Superiores, and included in his book Discusión (1957). Over the years, I have often returned to this lecture, reflecting on it in public, writing about it in, among other places, my memoir On Borrowed Words. The lecture, titled “The Argentine Writer and Tradition,” deals with what is expected not only from an Argentine writer—What should that writer write about? What are his themes? Who is his audience?—but about the place of literature as a whole in society. Somewhere in the middle of the transcribed version of the lecture, Borges states (in Esther Allen’s translation, included in Jorge Luis Borges: Selected Non-Fictions, ed. Eliot Weinberger [New York: Viking Penguin, 1999], 423–24):


A few days ago, I discovered a curious confirmation of the way in which what is truly native can and often does dispense with local color; I found this confirmation in Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Gibbon observes that in the Arab book par excellence, the Koran, there are no camels; I believe that if there were ever any doubt as to the authenticity of the Koran, this lack of camels would suffice to prove that it is Arab. It was written by Mohammed, and Mohammed, as an Arab, had no reason to know that camels were particularly Arab; they were, for him, a part of reality, and he had no reason to single them out, while the first thing a forger, a tourist, or an Arab nationalist would do is bring on the camels, whole caravans of camels on every page; but Mohammed, as an Arab, was unconcerned; he knew he could be Arab without the camels. I believe that we Argentines are like Mohammed; we can believe in the possibility of being Argentine without abounding in local color.



With the exception of the last remark on authenticity in Argentine literature (a literary mantra if there ever was one), the memorable clause here is “the first thing a forger, a tourist, or an Arab nationalist would do is bring on the camels, whole caravans of camels on every page.” The problem with Borges’s quote is that Edward Gibbon appears not to have read the sacred Muslim text, revealed to Mohammed by the Almighty through the angel Gabriel between the years 610 to 632 CE and recited to Mohammed’s tens of thousands of followers.

That is, the Qur’[image: Images]n, as a narrative, postdates Genesis, estimated to have been composed (although, needless to say, there is no consensus among biblical scholars about it), around the sixth and the fifth centuries BCE. Had Gibbon, whose many volumes of Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire appeared between 1776 and 1789, the years of the American and French revolutions, read the Qur’[image: Images]n, he would have found camels. I have come across at least two examples. The first is Qur’[image: Images]n 6:144, which refers thus to the beasts of burden created by the Almighty (in Ahmed Ali’s translation, Al-Qur’[image: Images]n [Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993], 129):


And there are two of camels and two of oxen.

Ask them: “Which has He forbidden,

the two males or the two females,

or what the females carry in the wombs?”



The second example is 22:36:


We have made the camels signs of God for you.

There is good for you in this.

So promote the name of God over them

as they stand with their forefeet in a line.

When they have fallen slaughtered on their sides,

eat of their meat and feed those who are content with little,

and those who supplicate.

That is why we have brought them under your subjugation

so that you may be grateful.



There is also the emblematic section in 7:39:


Verily for those who deny Our signs

and turn away in haughtiness from them,

the gates of heaven shall not be opened,

nor will they enter Paradise,

not till the camel passes through the needle’s eye.

That is how we require the transgressors.



This translation, by Muhammad Asad, an Austrian Jew who converted to Islam (The Message of the Qur’[image: Images]n [Watsonville, CA: Book Foundation, 2003], 234), calls attention to the misunderstanding around the word jamal. Asad believes it is doubtful for it to mean camel. He notes several other spellings of the word, namely, jumal, juml, jumul, and, finally, jamal, which is the generally accepted one of the Qur’[image: Images]n. All of them signify “a thick, twisted rope.” Asad argues that God could not have coined so inappropriate a metaphor as “a camel passing through a needle’s eye,” since there’s no relationship whatsoever between a camel and a needle’s eye, whereas there is between the latter and a rope, which, after all, is but an extremely thick thread. Therefore, the rendering of jamal as “a twisted rope” is, in this context, preferable.

The fact that the latter rendering occurs in a somewhat similar phrase in the Greek version of the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew 19:24, Mark 10:25, and Luke 18:25) doesn’t affect this contention, since one must remember that the Gospels were originally composed in Aramaic, the language of Palestine at the time of Jesus, and that those Aramaic texts are now lost. It is more than probable that, owing to the customary absence of vowel signs in Aramaic writing, the Greek translator misunderstood the consonant spelling g-m-1 (corresponding to the Arabic j-m-1), taking it to mean “a camel.” The mistake has been repeated since, by many Muslims and all non-Muslim orientalists.

In any case, Gibbon, and through him Borges as well, is right, if not fully at least tangentially. The references to camels in the Qur’[image: Images]n are inconsequential, and the dromedary does not appear to play the role of protagonist. When it does show up, it is as an anecdotal artifact. Hence, the Bible features camels where it should not, and the Qur’[image: Images]n does not include camels though it should. A bit like my nonexistent Mexican sombrero.

What does all this say about authenticity and immigration? Genesis is the quintessential story of the love-hate relationship between God and the chosen people, the Israelites. That story is delivered in a narrative set in the desert. Should not the depiction of the characters and their landscape be emphasized through stereotypes expected to show up in this scenario? But what if those stereotypes were not present at the time, meaning that their inclusion is anachronistic, as it happens in the Abraham saga? And, conversely, what if their absence in Mohammed’s divine recitation, known to us as the Qur’[image: Images]n, means he preferred to ignore such an obvious artifact, precisely because it was obvious?

An immigrant’s life is experienced in the zone where the authentic is put to a test. Can a Turkish dweller who settles in Frankfurt become more Aryan than the Germans in her choice of attire, food, daily habits? Might a Mexican in Los Angeles who learns to speak English better than a native speaker turn out to be more obsessed with protecting the purity of Anglo culture than his native counterpart? Could a Palestinian Arab living in Jerusalem be more Israeli than her Jewish neighbors?

To put it another way, where are the camels in an immigrant’s tale? Is not the immigrant by definition an anachronism, springing from one habitat, which is quickly turned to nostalgia as the years go by, and embracing another, where he will always be an outsider, a trespasser, an interloper, no matter how much effort he puts into fitting in? Does the immigrant need to place a flag of her adopted country out of her window as proof of belonging?

Finally, another literary reflection. I am struck by the first word of the first stanza of the first verse of Emma Lazarus’s sonnet “The New Colossus,” arguably the most famous poem on immigration, stamped on the plaque in the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty, about Lady Liberty as the Mother of Exiles: “Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame, / With conquering limbs astride from land to land; / Here are our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand / A mighty woman with a torch …”

Not.

Lazarus did not accidentally place the word at the outset; instead, she meant it as an outright refutation: an immigrant’s life starts with a rejection, an interruption of the narrative that is one’s life. The Statue of Liberty is “not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,” the Colossus of Rhodes, the statue of the deity Helios that stood on the Greek island of Rhodes, a trophy erected by Chares of Lindos to commemorate the victory by Rhodes, in 304 BCE, against the ruler of Cyprus, Antigonus I Monophthalmus. One of the lost Seven Wonders of the World, with an estimated height of more than 107 feet, it was among the tallest monuments of the ancient world. In other words, before Lazarus tells us what the Statue of Liberty is, she starts with a negative attribute: the Statue of Liberty is not the old Colossus, she is the new Colossus. Likewise, before an immigrant can find out who he is—and, needless to say, no two immigrants are alike—he must start by realizing who he is not.

Perhaps my owning a sombrero is irrelevant.

[2011]


MOTHER OF EXILES


Try not to let anyone carry the burden of your own nostalgia.

—LI-YOUNG LEE, “Self-Help for Fellow Refugees” (2008)



THE STATUE OF LIBERTY IS, ARGUABLY, THE MOST famous sculpture in the world as well as the most renowned immigrant to New York. Copper clad, it is a massive 151 feet tall (with the pedestal and foundation, it is even taller: 305 feet) and weighs 225 tons. For more than a century, it has sat on the twelve-acre Liberty Island, once called Bedloe’s Island, in Upper New York Bay. But she wasn’t always there.

Like many New Yorkers, she came from somewhere else: in her case, France. And like millions of immigrants, she changed her name to become an American. She was originally known as La Liberté éclairant le monde, but her appellation is an English translation: Liberty Enlightening the World, although people prefer to call her by her short name, Lady Liberty.

Although she made it to these shores before then, her documents date her arrival—or, rather, her inauguration as a full-fledged patriotic icon—on October 28, 1886. What is intriguing is the way that, perhaps as a result of her assimilation, she came to represent something nobody at the time could have predicted.

Lady Liberty was made by sculptor Frédéric-Auguste Bartholdi as a celebration of the one of the three principles—the “liberté” in the motto “Liberté, egalité, fraternité”—that linked France and the United States. The French Revolution inspired the American War of Independence of 1776, and a century later the two republics were eager to emphasize their connection through the ideals of republicanism. The sculptor and the French government donated Lady Liberty as a gesture of camaraderie.

It is generally acknowledged that the inception took place during an after dinner conversation in Versailles attended by Bartholdi, where Édouard René de Laboulaye, a politician and professor of jurisprudence, said: “If a monument should rise in the United States, as a memorial to their independence, I should think it only natural if it were built by united effort—a common work of both our nations.”

Bartholdi took the suggestion as an incentive. Alexandre-Gustave Eiffel, who also designed the Eiffel Tower, ended up building the structure of the statue.
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How was liberty replaced by immigration as the message Lady Liberty eventually projected to the world? Neither Bartholdi nor Eiffel ever contemplated the idea.

It was left to Emma Lazarus, a Jewish American poet, to do the job, quietly, maybe even inadvertently. Lazarus wrote her sonnet “The New Colossus” in 1883. She donated it for an auction of the Art Loan Fund Exhibition in Aid of the Bartholdi Pedestal Fund. The purpose of the fund was to raise money to build the platform for the statue on Bedloe’s Island.

The poem is only tangentially about freedom. Its true theme is immigration. It was stamped on a plaque at the pedestal in 1903, thanks in large part to an effort by one of Lazarus’s friends, Georgina Schuyler. Lazarus imagined Lady Liberty as a caring, protective female presence, a protector and caregiver embracing those left homeless by other countries, greeting them as they arrived, seeking a new start in the United States.

It’s intriguing that the Mother of Exiles, as Lazarus calls Lady Liberty, was not, on her birth day, a mother of exiles! The absence of this specific meaning at the start of her life in America makes me think of a photograph I once saw of a house where my family lived in Copilco, the neighborhood in Mexico City where I was raised. I was brought to this house a few months after I was born and lived there for eighteen years, almost until I immigrated to New York. In my mind’s eye, I see the house as the theater where I performed a generous portion of my life. Yet this specific photograph depicts my house the year before I was born, that is, before the house was mine.

What do I see in the photo? A strange past, a past without me. And a future that might be described as a reservoir of memories waiting to materialize.

Maybe that’s what poetry is: an invitation to look at things without us attached to them or in ways that weren’t part of the original intention.

My experiences and perception transformed that house into a symbol for me, just as the American experience and perception transformed a French statue from a symbol of the liberté that bridges France and the United States to a symbol of immigration. A lofty concept evolved to a reality of human beings who arrive with the goal of becoming Americans and whose languages, customs, religions, and presence continue to shape and define the United States. Speaking of poetry, Lazarus’s sonnet, as engraved in the plaque, features a typo just above the lines I quote. “Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” reads, “Keep ancient lands, your storied pomp!”

The difference is just a comma. The absence of it doesn’t altogether affect the overall meaning, yet it displays the kind of carelessness toward English syntax that opponents of immigration often point to with hostility. Ironically, while American opponents to immigration may speak the English language clumsily, they demand that immigrants learn it well and fast, otherwise they shame them, accuse them of laziness, of lack of desire to assimilate, of anti-Americanism. As an anonymous attacker writes on the Internet: “I hate Mexican accents, they make my skin crawl and I feel like I loose IQ points when I hear it.” ¡Ay, caramba! Shouldn’t the noun and pronoun agree in number? Loose or lose? Yet it is the typo that betrays what Lazarus aimed at: “Ancient lands, keep your storied pomp” and not “Keep your ancient lands and your storied pomp.” The typo is a reminder that immigration is never a perfect endeavor.

In any case, although Lazarus remains a fairly obscure poet, “The New Colossus” is perhaps the country’s most famous poem—and among the most hotly contested—distinctly in the last five lines in the concluding stanza, in which Lady Liberty speaks for herself. Children across the nation memorize them. Personally, I find the poem flat, mechanical, annoyingly predictable. It delivers its political message forcefully but doesn’t leave room for the imagination.

By starting the first quarter with a rotund “Not” and concluding the last stanza by inviting those seeking shelter to go through “the golden door,” the poem goes from rejection to acceptance, from denial to affirmation.
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Lazarus herself wasn’t an immigrant. She was the product of mixed Jewish heritage: one parent was Sephardic (a descendant of Jews from the Spanish expulsion in 1492), the other an Ashkenazi Jew with roots in Eastern Europe. Lazarus translated the poetry of Heinrich Heine from the German and, also from the German, some classic medieval Jewish poets such as Solomon ibn Gabirol, Yehuda Ha-Levi, and Moses ibn Ezra.

Interestingly, the same year Lazarus produced “The New Colossus” she wrote another sonnet called “1492.” In her volume Songs of a Semite, it follows directly after the Statue of Liberty poem. It reads (from Selected Poems and Other Writings, ed. Gregory Eiselein [Peterborough, ON: Broadview Press, 2002], 233):


Thou two-faced year, Mother of Change and Fate,

Didst weep when Spain cast forth with flaming sword,

The children of the prophets of the Lord,

Prince, priest, and people, spurned by zealot hate.

Hounded from sea to sea, from state to state,

The West refused them, and the East abhorred.

No anchorage the known world could afford,

Close-locked was every port, barred every gate.

Then smiling, thou unveil’dst, O two-faced year,

A virgin world where doors of sunset part,

Saying, “Ho, all who weary, enter here!

There falls each ancient barrier that the art

Of race or creed or rank devised, to rear

Grim bulwarked hatred between heart and heart!”



The two sonnets have the exact same cadence—both are iambic pentameter—and, even more surprisingly, the same series of motifs: the “Mother of Exile” in “The New Colossus” becomes the “Mother of Change and Fate” in “1492”; and the “tired, poor, huddled masses” become the “children of the prophets of the Lord, / Prince, priest, and people.” Lazarus portrays the Jews expulsed from Spain (according to historians, between fifty and two hundred thousand, although the exact number is impossible to grasp) as refuse: they are refused by the West and abhorred by the East; and they are rejected at every port and barred from every gate. Yet the Jews, in their globe-trotting, smile enduringly because the Mother of Change and Fate ultimately embraces them. Where do they arrive? The poet doesn’t say, at least not in concrete terms. Still, the Mother of Change and Fate, just as the Mother of Exile, does say to them: “Ho, all who weary, enter here!” In this welcoming place the ancient barriers of race and creed and rank shall be debunked, and no hatred shall nurture the heart.

Is Lazarus talking in both poems about the United States? Does she have in mind, not the huddled masses in general, but Jewish immigrants in particular, in “1492” the Sephardic refuse from Spain and in “The New Colossus” the Ashkenazi forced out from the pogrom-ridden czarist lands? If so, the equation is clear: Jews and immigrants in general, for Lazarus, appear to be one and the same thing.

Be that as it may, by accompanying the statue and, thus, redefining its meaning, the Lazarus sonnet engraved in the pedestal of Lady Liberty bestowed upon the United States a quality—let us call it a responsibility—distinguishing it from other countries: its self-proclaimed exceptionalism.

What makes America different? Its biblical sense of mission: a beacon of freedom that is a model to other nations. There is no other country that dreamers desperately want to enter, seeking a better future for themselves and their offspring. But the dream is only as good as its dreamers.

Lady Liberty is my mother. She is the mother of millions of people, immigrants and otherwise. I’ve visited her at Liberty Island. I see her in dreams. And, naturally, I come across her image everywhere, since, as a good mother (and a Jewish mother to boot), she is ubiquitous. One really doesn’t need to take the subway to Battery Park, in Lower Manhattan, and walk toward the bay to be acquainted with her. Her image, especially after World War II, has been a favorite selling point for the United States government and for entrepreneurial people of all backgrounds. Think about it: How long does it go without her watchful sight impending on us? Not long. She is on postage stamps, tourist postcards, school notebooks, license plates, Halloween masks. (At least she isn’t on our dollar bills. Those are reserved for the presidential boys.)

Plus you will also see her in movies like Planet of the Apes as the sole surviving item after the apocalypse. And there is a crucial scene at the top of Lady Liberty in Alfred Hitchcock’s Saboteur. (Did Andy Warhol make an artistic piece with it? Probably not, but she is as iconic as if he had.)

Yes, to Bartholdi and Eiffel, Lady Liberty represented liberté. For Emma Lazarus, the statue incarnated the very concept of immigration. And for the rest of us, she’s the queen of consumerism. Indeed, such is her popularity that early in the twenty-first century the statue was one of some two dozen finalists in a competition to name the New Seven Wonders of the World. Sounds like a Disney movie: Lady Liberty and the Seven Wonders.

[image: Images]

Is it at all surprising that from her moment of arrival to the present she’s been marred with controversy?

Keeping the doors to a nation open isn’t easy. Who might come in? How does the presence of newcomers affect those already inside? And after how long a stay do new arrivals stop being outsiders?

The Lazarus poem has garnished countless animated responses. One of the earliest and most famous came in 1905, just a couple of years after the sonnet engraved on the pedestal was unveiled to the public. Thomas Bailey Aldrich, a novelist, poet, and travel writer from Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and editor of the Atlantic Monthly, published an anti-immigration poem called “Unguarded Gates” that speaks against Lazarus’s generosity of vision. Aldrich’s poem (An American Anthology, 1787–1900, ed. Edmund Clarence Stedman [Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1900], 68):


Wide open and unguarded stand our gates,

Named of the four winds, North, South, East, and West;

Portals that lead to an enchanted land

Of cities, forests, fields of living gold,

Vast prairies, lordly summits touched with snow,

Majestic rivers sweeping proudly past

The Arab’s date-palm and the Norseman’s pine

A realm wherein are fruits of every zone,

Airs of all climes, for lo! throughout the year

The red rose blossoms somewhere—a rich land,

A later Eden planted in the wilds,

With not an inch of earth within its bound

But if a slave’s foot press it sets him free.

Here, it is written, Toil shall have its wage,

And Honor honor, and the humblest man

Stand level with the highest in the law.

Of such a land have men in dungeons dreamed,

And with the vision brightening in their eyes

Gone smiling to the fagot and the sword.

Wide open and unguarded stand our gates,

And through them presses a wild motley throng

Men from the Volga and the Tartar steppes,

Featureless figures of the Hoang-Ho,

Malayan, Scythian, Teuton, Kelt, and Slav,

Flying the Old World’s poverty and scorn;

These bringing with them unknown gods and rites,

Those, tiger passions, here to stretch their claws.

In street and alley what strange tongues are loud,

Accents of menace alien to our air,

Voices that once the Tower of Babel knew!

O Liberty, white Goddess! is it well

To leave the gates unguarded? On thy breast

Fold Sorrow’s children, soothe the hurts of fate,

Lift the down-trodden, but with hand of steel

Stay those who to thy sacred portals come

To waste the gifts of freedom. Have a care

Lest from thy brow the clustered stars be torn

And trampled in the dust. For so of old

The thronging Goth and Vandal trampled Rome,

And where the temples of the Caesars stood

The lean wolf unmolested made her lair.



At first, Aldrich chants to the unending beauty of the land and to its magnetic qualities. But as the poem develops, the tone becomes somber. Of Lady Liberty, whom he portrays as a “white Goddess,” or maybe of liberty as a value, he asks: “Is it well to leave the gates unguarded?”
 
He fears that “a wild motley throng,” the world’s penniless and scorned, are entering unimpeded. They bring with them “unknown gods and rites.” They pollute the air with strange tongues that sound menacing. Immigrants come “to waste the gifts of freedom.”
 
Ominously, Aldrich concludes with a warning: just as the Goths and Vandals brought Rome down, will the United States be shaken from within by these unwieldy, undermining people? The poem is thus a conduit of mean-spirited nativism and outright xenophobia. Close the gates quickly, Aldrich stoically announces, close them before heaven breaks loose!
 
The most inflammatory statement in “Unguarded Gates” is “These bringing with them unknown gods and rites.” Ah, how much I dislike this line! Of course immigrants bring their deities with them. Didn’t the settlers arriving on the Mayflower, escaping religious persecution, bring with them an entirely new civilization, one foreign to these lands? Aren’t settlers immigrants, too? Actually, with the exception of native Indians, who isn’t an immigrant to the United States?
 
The tone and implication of Aldrich’s line are in tune with an anonymous e-mail I received some time ago that contained the following untitled—and, granted, far less accomplished—poem. Its sender asked recipients to circulate it “to every American taxpayer you know.” And so here it is. It ought to be read with a heavy Pakistani accent:
 

I cross ocean,

poor and broke,

take bus,

see employment folk.


	

Nice man, treat me

good in there,

say I need

to see welfare.




Welfare say,

“You come no more,

we send cash

right to your door.”




Welfare check,

it make you wealthy,

Medicaid is good

to keep you healthy!




By and by,

I got plenty money,

thanks to you,

American dummy.




Write to friends

in motherland,

tell them “come

fast as you can.”




They come in turbans

and Ford truck,

and buy big house

with welfare buck.




They come here,

we live together,

more welfare check,

it gets better!




Fourteen families,

we moving in,

but neighbor’s patience

wearing thin.




Finally, white guy

move away,

Now I buy his house,

and then I say,




“I find more aliens

for house to rent.

And in the yard

I put a tent.”




Send for family,

bring my honey,

and they, too,

get welfare money!




Everything is

very good,

and soon we

own neighborhood.




We have hobby

it’s called breeding,

welfare pay

for baby feeding.




Kid need dentist?

Wife need pills?

We get free!

We got no bills!




American crazy!

He pay all year,

To keep welfare

running here.




We think America

darn good place!

Too darn good

for white-man race.




If they no like us,

they can scram,

got lots of room in

Pakistan.



As a taxpayer, I’m doing what the cowardly author, who keeps his name veiled, wants me to do: disseminate his trash, although not without contextualizing it. He is angry about the welfare system that rewards the underprivileged without exhorting them to embrace free enterprise. He is a racist, a chauvinist, maybe even an anti-Muslim bigot in our post–Bin Laden world. And he is upset because newcomers, in his view, don’t conform to the norms of the welcoming land, instead becoming a passive threat.

Honestly, I’ve never met a passive immigrant. On the contrary, immigrants are engines of growth.

“If they no like us, / they can scram,” the poet says, “they” being the immigrants, while we, proud old Americans, plot their undoing. This antagonism, clearly, goes against the nation’s foundation: it betrays the principles of justice and equality on which the dream of the United States was established. Is this what Lady Liberty gets in response for embracing the tired, the poor, the huddled masses “yearning to breathe free”? Or one could read the lines differently, the narrator saying that if Americans don’t like “us” (the immigrants), they (the Americans) can scram, can go to Pakistan because all the Pakistanis have taken over the United States. That is, if in the last stanza the narrator is still speaking, not the so-called poet interjecting his voice.
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