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Irritate the State.  So goes the call to arms that animates Doris Sommer's groundbreaking 2004 work Bilingual Aesthetics: A New Sentimental Education, a book whose aim is both clear and laudable: “to open public debates beyond the failing standard of monolingual assimilation” (Sommer xii). Arguing against assimilation and its logic of “subtraction” which urges us to “get past complexity” (7), Sommer seeks out a counter-logic of “differential effects” (xviii) in the language games of bilingual writers and poets. Sommer's intervention is crucial in helping us imagine a 21st-century Hispanism where aesthetics can matter in a public sort of way, and where the literary critic thus becomes a sort of agitator, capable of doing what the political theorist cannot: risking “enthusiasm for the troubles minorities can cause a state” (84). 


As a call for innovative pedagogies and politics (55), for a  “non-normative” public sphere (101-102) which can account for the uncomfortable difference which traditional liberal discourses have tended to sidestep, Bilingual Aesthetics is an essential point of departure, but do what she calls the “naughty” games of numerous nonmonolingual writers have equivalent political valences? Is there a difference in their styles of play that makes a difference? And what of writers who might reject Sommer’s programmatic playfulness as politically insufficient or as an oversimplification of their aesthetic concerns? Can language play be revolutionary, or must it remain, as Sommer seems to concede, a supplement to liberal discourse? 


In what follows, I want to highlight post-millennium U.S. Latino/a poetries that complicate  the terms of cultural/national/transnational belonging by insisting on the obduracy, physicality, and provisionality of language, and by their strategic incorporation of performance elements and new media technologies. Inspired by such creative translation studies coinages as Haroldo de Campos's transcreation and Kwame Anthony Appiah's thick translation, my use of the linguistics term “translanguage” seeks to call attention to these nonmonolingual poetries' engagement with translation not in terms of linguistic equivalences, but as a self-reflexive movement across and along communities, nation-states, media, archives, and modes of publicness.


Beyond both ethnocentric defenses of Spanglish (as in Frances Aparicio's foundational essays) and Sommer's correctives to the liberal public sphere, texts such as Edwin Torres's The PoPedology of an Ambient Language (2007), Rodrigo Toscano's Collapsible Poetics Theater (2008), and Josefina Báez's Comrade, Bliss ain't playing (2008) deploy translanguage as a problematizing of genre (so that poetry is inseparable from performance art, video art, graphic design, dance, and cultural criticism among others) and of ethnic/national/transnational identification (so that terms like “Latino/a poetry,” “border poetry,” “Latin American poetry,” and “Puerto Rican/Nuyorican/Dominican/Dominicanyork/ Mexican/Chicano”) become increasingly pressurized. 

Defining Translanguage


The term “translanguage” has emerged in linguistics as a way of highlighting the complexities of bilingual language practice. In a 2001 study, Kaya Oriyama defines a translanguage as “a developing minority language in a bilingual system” that is productively “unstable,” “non-standard,” and continuously negotiated in performance (Oriyama). One might wonder whether it is helpful, if at all possible at this late date and in light of history, to conceive of Spanish as a “developing minority language” in the United States; my interests here, however, are twofold: first, to link the way in which speakers' translanguage is constantly negotiated in performance to the  poets' turn to performance, and second, to take seriously (as Sommer does) how reading these productively non-standard language strategies requires the development of nonmonolingual aesthetics and pedagogies, underscoring the formation and development of reading/speaking/listening/performing communities, from the street to the classroom to the open mic to, pues, the academic conference. 


A noteworthy attempt to trace a nonmonolingual aesthetics is Steven G. Kellman's The Translingual Imagination (2000). Here Kellman observes that “[much] translingual writing [...] is the literature of immigration” (Kellman 17), while insisting that translinguals “are the shock troops of modern literature, and those avant-garde movements that, like dadaism, surrealism, and futurism, have been the most insistent on the inadequacy and treachery of conventional speech, have been led by multilinguals, translinguals, and other unmoored cosmopolitans” (31). Although his book lacks an overarching theory of the translingual, or even a convincing definition of the term, Kellman's insight is nonetheless helpful in linking the ways in which seemingly incommensurable migratory movements and vanguard movements are scored through nonmonolingual language practice.


Whereas Kellman's analysis focuses on fiction, and assumes a more or less normative notion of the literary, my conception of translanguage stresses the importance of non-print horizons of possibility for poetry. Of course, the Nuyorican and Chicano movements of the 1960s and 1970s were fueled to a great extent by poetry readings and performances by such founding figures as Pedro Pietri (author of “Puerto Rican Obituary,” widely regarded as the Nuyorican epic) and Alurista (whose poem served as preamble for the Chicano movement's urtext, the“Plan Espiritual de Aztlán”). As I argue in my dissertation, beginning in the late 1970s Pietri and Alurista each turned towards radically experimental poetics of signifying density (sound play, puns, mistranslations, fragmented lines), that ironically embody the “blurred visibility” of their communities by insisting on the unreadable or misreadable aspects of poetry on the page. (See the glyph poetics of Alurista's Spik in glyph? [1981], the respectively blank and hand-scrawled pages of Pietri's Invisible Poetry and  A Play for the Page and Not the Stage [both from 1979], and, eventually, such digital projects as ElPuertoRicanEmbassy.org, Pietri's web collaboration with the artist Adál Maldonado).


Emerging in the 1990s, poets like Edwin Torres and Rodrigo Toscano treat this translanguage turn in Pietri and Alurista's work as a point of departure for their own textual-vocal-corporeal multimedia explorations. While culturally Nuyorican and Chicano respectively, both Torres (born in the South Bronx in 1958, and initially associated with the Nuyorican Poets Cafe poetry slams of the early 1990s) and Toscano (raised in San Diego and currently based in New York, where he works at the Labor Institute) are regarded as experimental (or sometimes “post-language”) poets, and neither offers an emblematic community poetics of Nuyorican or Chicano representation. Instead, they understand Pietri and Alurista as formal innovators, in their struggle to make visible/represent the Latino/a experience while resisting lip-synced (that is, easily co-optable) discourses of political visibility and representation. Performance, in this sense, does not vouchsafe (as in Diana Taylor's The Archive and the Repertoire, and in much performance studies scholarship) the authenticity of a (folk, indigenous, ethnographic) body in the face of (seemingly always coercive) modes of archive. 


Instead, a poet/performer like Torres (who, it should be noted, makes a living as a graphic/web designer) develops a hybrid analog-digital poetics (as in Brian Eno's ambient recordings of the 1970s, repeatedly referenced in his PoPedology) that skillfully navigates numerous archives (books of poetry, spoken-word CDs and CD-roms, websites, film, multimedia installations) while insisting on the centrality of the living (quotidian/relational/performing) body. Identity in Torres is always ambient, auratic perhaps in the Benjaminian sense, since so no one iteration can capture the funny and paradoxical plenitude/emptiness (meaning/unmeaning) of body and community. Inevitably, then, the poet must, at best, bet on a utopian futurity, bracketing off community and identity, providing in their place (mock)identity terms that double as (mock)art movements (“Nuyo-futurist,” “Noricua,” “interactive eclecticism”) or send-ups (as in the piece “The Theorist Has No Samba!”) in a poetics that recombinates concrete poem, sound poem, dadaist performance score, and one-man-show script a la John Leguizamo (another fitful yet perceptive reader of the founding Nuyorican poets). The difficulty of representation is epigrammatically captured in the translingual pun that frames the explosive second half of the book: “barrio / barrier” (Torres 106). Again, by translingual I do not simply mean “bilingual,” I am also referring to the text's presentation on the page in giant bold font framed by geometric shapes and flanked by the pseudo-slangy curlicued  phrase “LA PROMEZA DE UN WELCOME DIVERSION, tu sabe?” along with the movingly raucous meditation on the opposing page on the many senses of “passing” (e.g. passing as white/experimentalist/formalist as opposed to nonwhite/Puerto Rican/community-oriented, but also as in poetry's passing back and forth, as ambient, across and along page, voice, and body).


In Torres's translanguage terms, then, poetry matters publicly because of, not despite, its (shared) difficulty. Scholars as different as Juan Flores (in From Bomba to Hip-Hop) and Arlene Dávila (most recently in Latino Spin)  have long warned that discourses of Latinidad risk whitewashing local contexts and specific New York Puerto Rican community histories, thereby dovetailing with the corporate and political interests that depend upon a generic (and therefore manageable) Latino demographic. Torres carefully avoids the trap of a generic, market-defined Latinidad by siting identity in and against the “unmanageable” New York Puerto Rican body, yet his strategic exploration of multiple archives and aesthetics (from Dada to language poetry to punk to the digital diasporas of hip-hop culture) and his conception of an ambient or hologramic identity, opens up Nuyorican speech acts and performance praxis for transnational/global circulation (and, more problematically, for consumption). This self-reflexive twisting (tuerza!) back and forth between the sited body and its digital archives is key to translaguage poetics.

Translanguage/Translatino 


The sited yet re-sitable (pun intended) translaguage I am postulating can be understood as an attempt to read poetry on and off the page beyond the sort of abstract border politics so characteristic of Latino Studies in the 1990s, when even writer/performer/theorist Guillermo Gómez-Peña, a comparatively radical figure, tended to read the border in metaphysical terms. In her analysis of Gómez-Peña’s performance Border Brujo, Claire Fox agrees with Gómez-Peña that globalization, immigration, and mass media have made it impossible to think of North American cities as culturally homogeneous (Fox 239), yet argues that 

Gómez-Peña’s globalized border overlooks the specificity of regions such as the U.S.-Mexico border, where nation-states continue to enforce differences within urban space. Making the border the global metaphor of an oppositional discourse also falls prey to facile appropriation by an equally globalizing U.S. nationalist expansionism. (239)   


Similarly, in a noteworthy 2003 article, Marcial González attempts a Marxist critique of borderlands theory, engaging with its “tendency to romanticize the border” and “the ideological contradictions of theorizing cultural identity nondialectically as a condition of perpetual liminality” (González 280). As González’s critique suggests, in much 1990s Chicano/Latino Studies scholarship, the dematerialized “border” (and/or its accompanying psychic condition) is  is envisaged as an empowerment metaphor with a broad political application, but in 2009 it seems pertinent to ask, following Flores and even Gómez-Peña in some of his performances, just what is to keep this border from dissolving into another function of the marketplace? 


It is a similar spirit of irony-laced dialectical critique that animates Toscano's Collapsible Poetics Theater,  a book of fourteen texts and scores that, as noted in its back cover text, ranges from “polyvocalic pieces for multiple readers to 'body movement poems' to 'simultaneous activities pieces' to anti-masques and plays” (Toscano). Central to the project is the attempt to articulate a transnational/translocal /transamerican poetics against the specter of globalization. The question Toscano asks of poetry is, is anything other than a modestly local/community-centered poetics/politics a delusion, an a priori capitulation to the global market? Spanglish appears here not as a privileged discourse, but rather alongside corporate-speak, hip-hop-speak, netspeak, and academic-speak, as just one more code or style up for grabs in the era of global co-opt. For Toscano, counter-hegemonic engagement calls for the collapsing of poetics into theater: out goes the singular voice of the (lyric) poet, and even the sui generis performing body (as in Torres), instead, Toscano composes in many voices many for many actors, harking back past the choreopoems of Ntozake Shange and to the 1960s, to the radically improvisatory collaborations of the Black Arts Repertory Theaters and the topical yet ritualized productions of El Teatro Campesino. Significantly, though, his Collapsible Poetics Theater is not a self-defined community-based theater, but rather a traveling project, an expanding and contracting orbit of fellow poets, artists, and local volunteers brought into the fold during his tours. Translanguage here means non-Latinos reading Spanish/Spanglish and/or their polemical permutations at universities, alternative theater festivals, and artspaces. Although it is important to emphasize that Toscano operates primarily within the comparative “safe zone” of an experimental poetry community (typically well-educated and/or academic, left/far-left, and non-Latino), his Collapsible Poetics reads as an opening up (with all the risks that entails) of the orthodox Marxist textual politics typically associated with language poetry (where radical language ipso facto equals radical politics). In Toscano's texts and scores, translanguage emerges as a means of self-critically inserting the performing body (and significantly, the nonmonolingual body) into poetic practice in order to pose difficult questions regarding institutional politics, circulation, distribution, and local/national/transnational imaginaries.


Thus, the opening piece “Truax Inimical” (subtitled “A TRANS-MODERN MASQUE FOR FOUR VOICES”) goes back and forth between (ironically) celebrating a new poetics of spatial/technological opening--“(1) I am very heartened by the extension of architectural thought into / poetic discourse / (4)  I am very heartened by the extension of computer speak into poetic / discourse / (2)  I am very heartened by the extension of bio-tech talk into poetic / discourse / (3)  I am very heartened by the extension of neo-pop art-think into / poetic discourse” (Toscano 5)--and (ironically) arguing for the commodification of various radical/subaltern/transamerican aesthetics/politics: “(3) Bold conception that of Marti's [sic]—why not refurbish it? / (1) Bold conception that of DuBois's—why not ship it? / (4) Bold conception that of Sub-Commandante's [sic]—why not wholesale it? / (2) Bold conception that of Chavez's [sic]—why not retail it?” (Toscano 7). After all the World Bank parodies and faux-slang populism, the first part of the piece concludes with the more modest aim of lobbying for a “less managerial consciousness in poetic discourse” (9).


One of the book's most striking pieces, “Pig Angels of the Americlypse” (subtitled “AN ANTI- MASQUE FOR FOUR PLAYERS”), hinges on the ambivalent figure of Rubén Darío, who clearly embodies both the promise and the accommodationism, the beautiful music and the bloated self-indulgence, of a poetics of the Americas. Much of the humor derives from the four players' discussion  (it is worth keeping in mind that Toscano typically casts non-Spanish-speaking actors) as to how to pronounce Darío's last name. As a so-called border poet, Toscano sees that the attempt to move from a marginal/ethnic Latino identity to a purportedly more muscular transamerican one is itself profoundly problematic, since translation is such a messy, unequal proposition: can Darío's civic ode to Whitman be truly reciprocated  when Whitman's great-grandchildren cannot even agree on how to pronounce his name? As if to drive the point home, Toscano ends the piece with his own (deliberate mis?)translation of a stanza from Dario's signature poem “Yo persigo una forma” (45). 


Given Toscano's own formalist North-South project, it is not surprising that he is ambivalent towards Dario's “songlets of sorts” (46): Collapsible Poetics Theater tries to get beyond the increasingly pressurized lyric mode (the hyper-rhythmic “songlets” en arte menor that Dario, despite the turn towards the meaningfully civic esdrújulos in his later poetry, could not completely leave behind) and open up counterpublic (to use Michael Warner's term) modes of poetic engagement, but formalism is its own trap. By insisting on aesthetics, on a politics founded on relational poetic praxis (as opposed to merely prescriptive community discourses), translanguage poets like Torres and Toscano risk a political impasse. Both poets address this seeming impasse by wagering on multimedia and multigenre poetics that foreground the contingency and plasticity of art, self, and community (terms like “collapsible” and “ambient” apply equally well to communities and identities as they do to poetics).


In the full version of this paper I will go on to consider the complexly embodied poetics of Josefina Báez and Heriberto Yépez's video art piece voice exchange rates (subtitled “a talk on fake technology”), both of which circulate primarily through YouTube. Let me conclude, then, by noting that all these ambivalent/polyvalent translanguage poetries gibe well with Emily Apter's conception of “Netlish” (in The Translation Zone) as an “essentially schizophrenic phenomenon,” that is, as “a postmedia form of expressionism driven, on the one side, by experimental forms of multilingualism across media, and on the other, by the desire for a lingua franca of translatability” (Apter 239). Such texts demand to be read beyond the the binaries of high (print/literary) and low (oral/folk) culture, as verbivocovisual exercises that demand and  imagine new modes of reading and relating. A Hispanism capable of accommodating such idiosyncratic texts would necessarily be, like Apter's comparative literature, a transnational and multimedia affair; it would engage self-reflexively with its own conditions of articulation, and with the complexity and provisionality of its (twisted/twisting) institutional imprimatur.


Apter cleverly frames her call for a new comparative literature around our post-millennium ad post-9/11 anxiety that, as one of her chapter titles puts it “everything is translatable,” yet the stakes and complexity of these translation practices are always increasing. To read innovative and thought-provoking interventions such as Torres's or Toscano's (or Báez's or Yépez's) a twenty-first-century Hispanism would have to do all the old work (aesthetics, pedagogy), and the kind of new work being done in Performance and New Media Studies (engaging with non-print and digital poetics) and Sociology and Cultural Studies (engaging with diasporan and transnational horizons). Given the slowness and increasing conservatism of academic publishing, Hispanists so-inclined would do well to look to the trenches, to literary and poetics journals like Minneapolis's Xcp: Cross Cultural Poetics and the bilingual Mandorla (based in Illinois State University and Mexico City), that are busy twisting codes and canons. Let's get it together... as the translinguists say, En la unión está la tuerza!
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