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CHAPTER

Queer Spectrality
Haunting the Past

Carla Freccero

In Premodern Sexualities, Louise Fradenburg and I raised questions concerning the fan-
tasmatic relationship that we, as scholars of the past and scholars working “queerly” in
the history of sexuality, might affirm in relation to the past, “ours” or that of others, in
the name of pleasure.! It was an effort, in part, to honor the complex pleasure-positivity
of queer theory in its resistance to the heteronormatively disciplining discourses that
came to the fore when AIDS in the US became associated with “homosexuals” and
“promiscuity.” It was also a way of examining how desires and identifications — queer
theory’s psychoanalytically inflected terminological legacies — are at work in histori-
cal scholars’ investments in the differences and similarities between the past and the
present. Finally, it was a way of noting historiography’s (self-) disciplining force, its
“repudiations of pleasure and fantasy™ in spite — or because — of its queer wishe.s..2 Tl:zus
we argued for a queer historiography that would devote itself to a critical re-valorization
of the places and possibilities of pleasure within the serious and ascetic work of history.

Insofar as queer historicism registers the affective investments of the present in
the past, however, it harbors within itself not only pleasure, but also pain, a trau-
matic pain whose ethical insistence is to “live to tell” through complex and circu‘itous
processes of working through. Thus we concluded the introduction with an ethically

impelled wish:

The past may not be the present, but it is sometimes in the present, haunting, even if
only through our uncertain knowledges of it, our hopes of surviving and living well.
The questions we are raising about the practice of history may help us understand better
the living and dying of twentieth-century bodies and pleasures. And we hope that con-
sideration of the ways in which historicisms are currently questioning sexuality, and sex
studies questioning historicism, will work to affirm the pleasures of mortal creatures.’

The past is in the present in the form of a haunting. This is what, among other thin.gs,
we imagined for queer history, since it involves openness to the possibility of being
haunted, even inhabited, by ghosts. What is transmitted in the co-habitation of
ghostly past and present is related to survival, to “living well,” and to the “pleasures of
mortal creatures,” survivals and pleasures that have little to do with normative under-

standings of biological reproduction.
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Jonathan Goidberg explores the implications of queering history in his essay in
the same volume.* A scene in Eduardo Galeano’s Memory of Fire describes a moment
in the European invasion of the Americas where the Spaniards are surrounded and
victory for the Indians is imminent. Goldberg analyzes the exchange between the
Araucanian chief and Bernal, where the chief predicts the extincrion of the Span-
iards on New World territory, whereas the Spaniard declares that reproduction will
occur and that the resulting mestizaje will complete the task of conquest for the
Spaniards against their indigenous parents and relatives. This is 2 moment when,
Goldberg argues, the question of the future is at stake and the “history that will be” is
suspended, opened up for multiple possibilities. For although from a position of retro-
spection one might argue for the prescience of the Spaniard’s assertion, nevertheiess
the question of the “outcome” of the history that produces a mestizo Latin America is
still open to an indeterminate futurity:

To see that in this moment the history that will be is an open question, not the one fore-
closed by the Spaniard and by those who have written as if he spoke with the voice of
history, is to become engaged in a scene of revisionary reading made possible not simply
by Galeano’s text, but by its full imbrication in the multiples of history that enabled him
to write in the first place. Any number of voices, now, could find themselves in the open
space of implicit rejoinder.

Goldberg combines a desire to un-write the retrospection of historical accounts of the
conquest with a deconstruction of the implicit heteronormativity of historical con-
tinuity, the way historical succession is tied ~ in Galeano’s fictional encounter as in
second-order historical narratives — to heterosexual reproduction. In its radical dis-
ruption of normative temporal continuities, both for what happens and for how we
tell whar happens, this kind of historical practice that is also a queering of the notion
of “succession” aims to open up sites of possibility effaced, if not foreclosed, by
{hetero)normative historicisms.

Like Goldberg, I wish to explore the ways a queering of history and of historiog-
raphy itself reworks teleological narratives of reproductive futurity that locate in a
culminating endpoint the “truth” of the past and the present and thus may open up
spaces of foreclosed possibility. At the same time, I want to think about the question of
haunting — a maode of “precarious life” — as an alternative model for how queer history
might proceed. I thus want to explore the possibilities of spectrality for queer histo-
riography, why it might describe a more ethical relation to the past than eur current
historicisms permit, and how it might counter the symptomatic fantasy of repro-
ductive futurity (so scathingly interrogated by Lee Edelman in No Future) without
necessarily adopting its binaristic representation of “death” as the only {compulsory)
alternative.” Spectrality counters the teleological drive of heteroreproductive futurity
on the level of form, a phenomenon of narration scrutinized by Madhavi Menen and
Jonathan Goldberg, among others, and proposes an alternative mode of non-linear
temporality that queries the melancholic attachments of some counternarratives of
queer, on the one hand, and the illusion of a choice between “life” and “death,” on the
other3

Jacques Derrida’s Specters of Marx and its application in Avery Gordon's Ghosily
Matters and Wendy Brown’s Politics out of History propese a theory of spectrality ~
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and haunting - as a kind of model for a historical attentiveness that the living might
have to what is not present but somehow appears as a figure, a voice, or a {spectral)
kind of materialization, as a being that is no longer or not yet “present.”” How might
the Deerridean concept of spectrality reconfigure familial, nucleated, heteronormatilvc
temporalities even as it articulates alternatives to a historicism that respecis sequential
chronologies? Spectrality invokes collectivity, a collectivity of unknown or known,
“uncanny” (both familiar and yet not) strangers who arrive to frequent us. To s?eak‘ of
ghosts is to speak of the social ¥ Spectrality also acknowledges fantasy’s'cogsmutlwe
relation to experience. It suggests that fantasy is the mode of our experiential exist-
ence, that it mediates how we live our desire in the world. Further, haunting, ghostly
apparition, reminds us that the past and the present are neither discrete nor sequen-
tial. The borderline between then and now wavers, wobbles, and does not hold still.
Ghosts demand. Although (as Fradenburg and Freccero argue) historicisms also
respond to a demand, this is rarely acknowledged or theorized as an explicit.motive
for the historicist enterprise. To assume the perspective of the ghost — or to include
haunting in a conceptualization of history’s effects — foregrounds th{e imperalfive
issuing from the other in the labor of the historian. Popular representations, tcs.nfy-
ing to widely distributed persistent populist acceptance of the ghostlly asa do-mam of
legitimacy, tell us that the ghost comes back because there is something unfinished:

The ghost is . . . pregnant with unfulfilled possibility, with the something to be done -
that the wavering present is demanding. This something to be done is not a return to
the past but a reckoning with its repression in the present, a reckonting with that which
we have lost, but never had.l! )

The ghost’s demand engenders a certain responsibility. Spectrality is, thus, also a way
of thinking ethics in refation to the project of historiography.”? - .

Ghosts permit us to mourn; they are, indeed, a sign of trauma and its mourning.
This is, argues Derrida, not the mourning that opposes itself to organ.izmg ina kind
of passive despair. Rather, it is “a mourning in fact and by rigillt iptermmab[e, without
possible normality, without reliable limit, in its reality or in its concept, 'between

" introjection and incorporation.””* The goal of spectral thinking is thus not te immure,
but to allow to return, to be visited by a demand, a demand to mourn and a demand to
organize. Mourning is, in an important way, the work of history.!* _

We might spend a few moments thinking about two otherl models of history by
way of contrast, One is the idea of burial: we bury the dead, giving them monumen.tal
tombs. Michel de Certeau has commented on this aspect of historiography, arguing
that the historian posits him/herself as the subject whose writing replaces, covers
over, or displaces the other about whom his/her discourse is being elaborated. He

writes:

“The sole historical quest for ‘meaning’ remains indeed a quest for the Other,” but,
however contradictory it may be, this project aims at “understanding” and, through
“meaning,” at hiding the alterity of this foreigner; or, in what amounts to _the same
thing, it aims at calming the dead who still haunt the present, and at offering them

scriptural tombs.”

196
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Thus de Certeau points to the mastery involved in the project of historiography and
to the concomitant entombment that accompanies the gesture. In Heterologies, he
includes a warning that opens the way for the question of spectrality: “These voices
— whose disappearance every historian posits, but which he replaces with his writing
— ‘re-bite’ [re-mordent] the space from which they were excluded; they continue to
speak in the text/tomb that erudition erects in their place”® De Certean suggests
that the historian’s gesture is a melancholic one, an attempt to entomb within writing
the lost other of the past. And, as he also suggests, those who are buried — perhaps
buried alive — will return to haunt us. This melancholic model is also a response to
trauma — the trauma of historicity'” — yet it is a response that will not acknowledge
the foss and seeks instead to hush the voices or to “understand” or master them with
meaning and discourse.

Another model, which is a kind of corollary to this one, is more directly colonial,
and involves outright mastery or appropriation. This is a mode] de Certeau links to
Western practices of knowledge production:

A structure belonging 1o modern Western culturce can doubtless be seen in this his-
toriography: intelligibility is established through a relation with the other; it moves
(ot “progresses™) by changing whar it makes of its “other” — the Indian, the past, the
people, the mad, the child, the Third World. Through these variants that are all heter-
onomous — ethnelogy, history, psychiatry, pedagogy, ete. - unfolds a problematic form
basing its mastery of expression upon what the other keeps silent, and guarantees the
interpretive work of a science {a “human” science) ., 1%

- These models have come under scrutiny within US queer political and historical

practices relative to an emergent category of being within queer movement politics,
the trans-sexual/gendered person, and the rape and murder of “Brandon Teena,”
which became an emblem and rallying cry for trans-politics.”® The traumatic event
that goes by the proper name of Brandon Teena — itself marked by a kind of belated-
ness?~ repeats the violent effacement of difference, usually racial, that constitutes a
primary trauma in the US national imaginary and in the auto-constitution of queer
movement.”! Although all movements doubtless take up the dead and carry them into
battle like a banner, the danger of so doing involves an ethical dimension that queer
historians might want to honor. In “Brandon”’s case, there is the problematic appro-
priation of identity that consigned him variously to the annals of lesbian history or the
fledgling library of the transsexual movement. In either case, precisely the problem
of identity with which he was involved — and which turned out to be lethal — is a
problem “solved” by activists and historians’ taking up his life in the name of a given
—and thus also meaningfully defined — category.?> And while the queer appropria-
tion of “Brandon Teena” was certainly melancholic — an attempt to deal with trauma
by in a sense refusing ir, turning it instead into knowledge, into productive organ-
izing — it was also colonizing. Both gestures — the melanchelic and the colonizing
— have worked to foreclose how he, as ghost, recurs in ways that are not so clear, and
demands of us not a definition, but the creation of spaces where categorical definitions
so dependent on gender and desire might prove affirmingly impossible. Using spec-
trality as our hypothesis, then, we might wonder what we would see and hear were we
10 resist identitarian foreclosures and remain open to ghostly returns.
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And so too with the more distant past. Like Goldberg, scholars of New World con-
quest or encounter studies have tried numerous strategies to conf.rolnt ethically the
“event™ of the conquest and to do justice to the historical traumaticity of the evgnt,
both “for” then and for now.2® Some, such as Beatriz Pastor, invoke Hayden Wthe’s
study of the rhetorical modalities of historiography to note the inter-contamination
of historical and fictional discourses and thus to read the documents of the conqtl:cst/
encounter for the way they narrate not only “events,” but also desire.? Pastor writes:

In ti‘le case of Latin America, to rewrite the history of its conquest . . . implies retracing
the lost steps, listening to other voices that could have related the history of a discovery
rooted in dreams and lies, of 2 New World that, through the very process of its con-

quest, was lost forever.?

Here, writing the history of thosé without one is a fantasmatic .activ'ity that d.escribes
an impossible wish; it involves following traces that are lost, listening to voices that
“could have” spoken (but, it is implied, did not), alk toward the goal of descrlbmg a
New World that was - and thus is — lost forever. This impossible task of retracing
and listening, of locating desire in the (not quite total) silences of texts, articufares a
complex interplay of desire and identification that is also Pastor’s own:

Where are the eyes that could show us the women’s side of the world of war and con-
quest, about which so many famous historians have written so much? And where are t.hc
words that could break the silence that covers the voices of all those women wlmz like
Malintzin, struggled in a world created and controlled by men, without even feaving a
tiny scratch on the yellowing pages of so many histori?al documents: words tf;gg could
show us what they were like as people, as women, as voices, as eyes, as Longues:

Echoing the slogan of anti-Columbian demonstrations, “Whex_—e are .the Aravgaks?,”

- Pastor invokes Dofia Marina as the exemplary and overdetermined sign of a silence.
The multilingual indigenous interpreter about whom so rn}lch h.as been written and
whose body parts and signature are continually re-appropriated in documents of th_e
conquest {she is Cortés’ tongue and he in turn is oft‘en refe.rrcd to Iby her mame) is
precisely one whose voice may be said to have determined history without, as Pas‘tor
notes, leaving “even a tiny scratch on the yellowing pages of S0 many hlStOI‘lL:a[
documents.”?" Like Echo’s voice to Narcissus’ embodiment, Malintzin is the ve,ntr.ll—
oquized word of the conqueror, unable to show us the dlf‘ference of her “women s 51c.1e
of the world.? And yet, something about this passage strams to hear,_ even from within
the mournful lament of a loss. Pastor enacts a kind of automatic writing then3 a prac-
tice of scratching the page as an act of listening to lost voices. She is, we might say,
inhabited by a ghost, the ghost of Malintzin and “the voices of all those women who,
like Malintzin, struggled in a world created and controlied by men.” .

Tavetan Todorov, who also experiences an ethical imperative in narrating the con-
quest, likewise suggests that what presses upon his project — as upon the Euro.pean.s who
will emerge victorious from their encounter with the Aztecs and Mayans — is a silence
from the past. Todorov’s work has been criticized — most notably by S.tephen Gr.e(.an-
blatt — for an overemphasis on the already civilizationally overd-etermmec}‘_opposm.lon
between “speech” and “writing,” and between “traditional” or “ritual” and “improvisa-
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tional,” the Europeans representing the latter example in each binary.2? But for Todorov,
these oppositions are radically unstable to the extent that his artempt to-describe differ-
ing worldviews in the domain of communication does not serve the purpose of historical
explanation. His is a cautionary tale, motivated by moral rather than historical exigen-
cies aimed at the present rather than the past:

The Spaniards win the war. They are incontestably superior to the Indians in the realm
of interhuman communication. But their victory is problematic, for there is not just
one form of communication, one dimension of symbolic activity . . . this victory from
which we all derive, Europeans and Americans both, delivers as well a terrible blow (o
aur capacity to feel in harmony with the world, to belong to a preestablished order; its
effect is to repress man’s communication with the world, to produce the illusion that all
communication is interhuman communication; the silence of the gods weighs upor: the
camp of the Europeans as much as on that of the Indians. 2

Here, the “silence” of (divine) voices weighs upon not only the Europeans of the past,
but those of the present as well. Voices that once spoke — in the past — withhold their
speaking in the present, But what is repressed (reféulé) threatens wo return; this with—
holding continues to haunt,

For Goldberg, the queering of the English encounters that will come to be called the
conquest produces a scene in which the failed conquerors at Roanoke reproduce them-
selves in the future through the “invisible bullets” of disease; he argues that “in this
auto-erotic scene of conjuring up the desired future, is the body of the Tndian, a strange
specular double for these English shooters.” Goldberg’s is a scene of homoerotic
encounters berween the present of the English invaders and their spectral descend-
ants performed across the body of the Indian (man); for Pastor, the spectral body is the
missing (Indian) woman in a homosocial scene of transaction; for Todorov, finally, it is
the gods, or the Indian woman consumed by Spanish dogs to whom he dedicates his
book. All three invoke ghosts in scenes where Indian, woman, and god mark the trace
of 2 non-speaking yet persistent and insistent otherness caught in, effaced or consumed
by, these queer colonial encounters. The recurrence of “indigenous” haunting articu-
lated in their writing also signals the repetition of a prior haunting, a haunting that was
both 2 memorial and a messianic invocation, the “ghost dance” of the North American
Plains Indians during their radical displacement and destruction.” As Gayatri Spivak
imagines it, this dance that conjured ancestors for 2 future to come was “an attempt to
establish the ethical relation with history as such, with ancestors real or imagined.”®
What does it mean, then, for a certain narration of conguest to invoke the figure of a
ghost, a ghost who clearly continues to haunt the moment of reading and writing in the
present?

In “Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression,” Derrida remarks that “a spectral mes-
sianicity is at work in the concept of the archive.” Further, in a passage that makes the
notion of the archive constitutively spectral and links that specirality to the “being”
of a ghost, he writes: “the structure of the archive is spectral. It is spectral a priori:
neither present nor absent ‘in the flesh,’ neither visible nor invisible, a trace always
referring to another whose eyes can never be met . . " Thus for these writers engaged
in an ethical relation to a traumatic past event, the trace that is also a calling, a demand,
a messianic wish or hope, takes the troubled form of a ghost — neither altogether
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present nor quite absent — conjured by the moment of writing. And it is no coincidence
that the figures invoked in these archival memorials are racially and sexually marked,
for just as ghostliness designates an ambiguous state of being, both present and not,
past and not, so too in these accounts racial mixture and sexual - including sexuality —
difference stand in for, even as they mark the material place of, a critique of originary
purity, simplicity, and unmixedness.*

If figures of ghostliness — one way to think spectrality — appear as a way to relate
to the past, this past is not, nevertheless, an origin, however much these discourses
about conquest and traumatic genocidal encounters might seem to suggest this.
Brown writes:

The specter begins by coming back, by repeating itself, by recurring in the present. Itis
not traceable to an origin nor to a founding event, it does not have an objective or “com-
prehensive” history, yet it operates as a force . . . We inherit not “what really happened”
to the dead but what lives on from that happening, what is conjured from it, how past
generations and events occupy the force fields of the present, how they claim us, and
how they haunt, plague, and inspirit our imaginations and visions for the future. 3

That force, what I have been calling in the work of conquest or encounter studies writers
an ethical imperative, is a social force and as such places a demand upon the present. It
is thus also collective, another way of thinking spectrality’s specificity as “historical.”

Haunting engages alterity; “what comes back to haunt,” writes Nicolas Abraham
“sre the tombs of others,” ancestors or affines, our own or those of others.’® There
is no “propriety,” no “proprietariness” in ghostliness; the ghost does not, in other
words, necessarily beleng to those who are haunted by it. Rather, “ghosts figure
the impossibility of mastering, through either knowledge or action, the past or the
present.” Instead “they figure the necessity of grasping certain implications of the
past for the present only as traces or effects.”™® In the writings I have been discussing,
the past in question can in some sense be said to be, in spite of Goldberg’s salutary
resistance in particular, definitively past, and the longing or loss that marks these dis-
courses with a certain solemnity testifies to this impression. And yet, each project

_ feminist, multicultural, and queer —also allows itseif to be haunted in the context of
an articulation of political aspirations in the present.

In commenting on the place from which a ghost emerges in the ‘cryptography™
of Abraham and Torok’s theories of melancholia, Derrida remarks, “the crypt is the
vault of a desire™" Abraham, referring to the refused and unknown secret that is
the encrypted phantom inhabitation, says, “this other . . . isa love object.”™! Pastor,
Todorov, and Goldberg all show, in different ways, how secret mobilizations of desire-
and identification inspire both the ghosts in their texis and their own spectral endeav-
ors. If desire for —and of - the other is part of what is hidden in the crypt, part of what
arrives or comes back as insistent and persistent phantom, then a spectral approach
can make room for, or leave itself open to, the materialization and voicing of that
desire so that it might thereby appear and speak.

Thus far I have been attending to the ways ghosts, ghostliness, and haunting appear
as tropes or figures (of loss, of mourning, and also of 2 “something to be done”) in
discourses about a particular {and partiafly imagined) traumatic past, and how those
figures articulate 2 “hauntology,” a spectral approach to an ethico-historical situation.

Queer Spectrality

What might it mean to take such an approach — “historiography as hauntology™
at a moment when the ghost — which in some ways resembles the ghosts conjured by
Pastor, Todorov, and Goldberg —seems, from our perspective, to appear proleptically
in the conjurings of a “colonial” European subject such as Jean de Léry?* What pasts
return to haunt this subject in its present and what historico-ethical demands follow
from that haunting? And further — as I hope to highlight in pausing on the moments
when History of a Vayage to the Land of Brazil allows itself to be inhabited by return-
ing others — how-does this haunting suggest a specifically queer spectrality, queer
both in its uncanniress and i its engagement with desire

Jean de Léry, a Protestant minister who, in 1556 at the age of 22, went to the French
colony commanded by Villegagnon near the Bay of Rio to preach Calvinist doctrine,
found himself exiled by Villegagnon from the fortress and “at the mercy of” the Tupi-
namba Indians, with whom he stayed as a guest for almost a year. Upon his return
to France in 1558, he began his ministry. Later Léry directly suffered the bloodiest
decades of the French religious wars, including the 1572 massacre of St Barthélemy.
He survived by escaping to Sancerre and, in 1574, published an account of the siege
and famine of that town, a Protestant stronghold where he ministered * In 1578, more
than 20 years later, he published the first edition of his History of a Voyage to the Land
of Brazil, claiming that it had been written in 1563 then lost, found, lost again and
found again.*® The gap between Léry’s first encounter with Brazilian land and people
and his retrospective account of it is thus marked, both by loss (the inability to hang
on 1o or preserve the recorded traces of the event) and by a shattering national cvent,
the Saint-Barthélemy, that to this day haunts the French nation as perhaps the first
modern moment when internal religious division precipitated mass murder.

Léry’s text describes a haunting that differs both from triumphant conquest nar-
ratives such as that of Cortés and from the fearful accounts of indigenous cannibalism
that threatened and titillated European travelers and observers in the New World.
I.ndeed, cannibalism is in some sense haunting’s double, its evil twin. A fiteraliza-
tion of melancholic incorporation through the ingestion of the other, cannibalism
is the flipside of the excorporation that a ghost might be said to be.¥ But cannibal-
isnji participates in the fundamental “impossibility” of mourning, in that the desire
to incorporate the other within the self fundamentally destroys its alterity and con-
sequently negates the other. Cannibalism is an act of erotic aggression, however
ambivalent, that effaces alterity; haunting is passive, not in the sense of a lack of activ-
ity, but rather in the sense of opening oneself up to inhabitation by the other, and
it is thus attentive 1o alterity. In his account of Sancerre, Léry mentions cannibal-
ism — exclusively in order to condemn it —in a gruesome story about starving parents
who devour their daughter.” However evoked by Léry’s New World memories, can-
nibali.sm is not a practice specifically tied to those places. On the contrary, when the
question arises it is in the context of 2 comic account of miscommunication en the one
%‘land and, on the other, a diatribe against the cannibalism exemplified by combatants
in the wars of religion in France.* For Léry, the cannibalism that occasions horror
15 not Tupi, it is European and French. Cannibalism, a$ a crisis of identification and
desil_'e, becomes, for him, the double emblem of a barbarous Catholicisnt and 2 civil
war,*® Léry thus turns away from cannibalism as the distinctive mark of indigenous
othering and allows himself to be haunted instead, to lve with ghosts and to dream
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of ancther order, condemning the cannibalistic order of political revenge. And what
haants Léry is the other’s ethical imperative, his demand.

Being haunted is also 2 profoundly erotic experience, one that ranges from an
acute visual pleasure to ecstatic transcendence. Léry's description of Tupi warfare
(chapter 14) lingers on theit physical dexterity and bodily superiority to Europeans;
it also privileges the efficaciousness and beauty of pre-industrial warfare, praising
the archery skills of the Tupinamba over and against the use of horses on the one
hand and artillery on the other.” Both in refation to warfare and with respect to the
refigious ceremony described two chapters later, Léry and the other Frenchmen are
positioned with the women as distinct and separate from the men, thus effecting 2
racialized gendering apart from the economy “men, women, and children” that is the
repeated refrain of the ethnographer’s observations.” This positioning “elsewhere”
secmns to allow Léry to articulate an erotics in relation to the Tupi men that success-
fully distances itself from that notorious “New World” practice, sodomy, and that
also cannot quite be described as “homo™-erotic, since sameness and difference here
do not line up neatly into gender binaristic columns.”

The chapter, “What one might call religion amang the savage [sic; wild} Ameri-
cans,” represents, in some respects, the heart of Léry’s book, for it deals with the most
vexed of early modern questions in relation to the indigenous Americans, whether or
not they were possessed of religion; it is also the subject closest to Léry’s own field of
expertise as a Calvinist minister. At the beginning of the chapter, he declares in the
strongest terms that the Tupinamba are utterly devoid of religion’; nevertheless, the
chanting ceremony he witnesses — like a voyeur happening upon a sacred scene — has
all the characteristics of a profound mystical experience and indeed haunts Léry in
the present of writing, some 20 years after the event:

At the beginning of this witches’ sabbath, when I was in the women’s house, I had been
somewhat afraid; now I received in recompense such joy, hearing the measured har-
monies of such a multitude, and especially in the cadence and refrain of this song,
when at every verse all of them would let their voices trail, saying Heu, heuaure, heura,
heuraure, heura, heura, oueh — I stood there transported with delight. Whenever I
remember it, my heart trembles, and it seems their voices are still in my ears.”

The voices of the men, much like the (soundless) women's voices that haunt Pastor,
still seem to inhabit Léry; they live in his ears, ravishing him and causing his heart
to tremble, unlike the withdrawn gods of Todorovs Europeans, who haunt pre-
cisely through their (ominous) silence. While Pastor and Todorov, modern scholars
of the conquest, struggle and strain to listen to silenced voices from the past —and are
haunted precisely through this struggle to attend — Léry is so thoroughly penetrated
by these voices that they remain with him in the present. These lines echo in an aural
register an earlier passage that also uncannily describes a ghostly mode of appearance:
“During that year or so when I lived in that country, I took such care in observing all
of them, great and small, that even now it seems to me that I have them before my
eyes, and I will forever have the idea and image of them in my mind " The spec-
tral images of the indigenous Americans seem to be superimposed upon the French
people who Léry does, in fact, have before his eyes; they are with him in a quasi-
material way, phenomenal but not fully present.
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This haunting — and its relation to the present of Léry’s French situation — cul-
minates when, ar the moment of departure, Léry describes his longing to remain in
Brazil: :

So that saying goodbye here to America, I confess for myself that although T have aiways
loved my country and do even now, still, seeing the little — next to none at ali — of fidel-
ity that is left here, and, what is worse, the disloyalties of people toward each other . . .
I often regret that I am not among the savages, in whom (as I have ainply shown in this
narrative) I have known more frankness than in many over here, who, for their condem-
nation, bear the title of “Christian.”>’

What might otherwise be understood as a simple and exoticizing expression of nostal-
gia takes on added meaning when the term “Christian” is invoked, for Léry’s original
mission involved his calling as a minister, and his account, at least on the descriptive
level, declares the Tupinamba to be without religion. Here, then, at the purported
end of his voyage, the intervening years have relativized the once absolute difference
between “heathen” and Christian to the shame, on the one hand, Léry implies, of
the nation {he uses the political term patric in the sentence describing his love for
France), and the honor, on the other, of America and the Americans. Although in one
respect the discourse deploys the topos of comparison in order to shame the address-
ees into virtuous action, in another, it refuses altogether the possibility of a better
future “over here” and remains steadfast in its past and persistently present desire
to return, In the choice between “them™ and “us,” he suggests that he would have
chosen — and stilf chooses — them. '

Léry’s political and refigious experience at the hands of his countrymen —a trau-
matic event to which he returns even after the account of Sancerre has been written
and published -- thus finds a haunting reminder in the displaced figure of the Tupi
cannibal. But that haunting — the one performed by the Tupinamba on the person of
Léry — enjoins Léry not to condemn the New World inhabitants who have become
legendary in the imaginations of European travel narrative readers, but to urge upon
the present a halt to the genocidal practices of warfare that decimate the homeland
and — we might understand by implication — the New World as well. Thus we might
discern in Léry’s “complaint” the formulation of an ethical imperative that articu-
lates itself in excess of — and in uncomfortable contrast to — his providential Calvinist
polemics. :

Although Léry’s discourse also participates in the colonizing will to know that
de Certeau describes and the exoticizing movement that makes of the indigenous
American a pleasurable remainder in the discourse of scientific knowledge, he is not
subject to the “displaced abjection” Goldberg analyzes in relation to the conquer-
or’s project in the New World.*® He does not only wish to penetrate a (perceptually)
violated body; instead, he also gives himself over to penetration, enacting the becom-
ing-object that Roland Greene describes as occurring elsewhere in his text.¥ Indeed,
in the chapter where Léry recounts his participation in the ritual of the caraibes
{chapter 16), a curjous reciprocity of penetration occurs.”! At the beginning of the
shaman ceremony, Léry and the other Frenchmen find themselves waiting in the
women’s house while the men chant in a nearby building; Léry is at first terrified by
the inhuman sounds issuing from the men. Suddenly the chanting shifts, and Léry is
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instead drawn to the marvelous harmonies; the women and his interpreters hold him
back, warning him of possible danger.®! Nevertheless, he takes the risk:

I drew near the place where I heard the chanting; the houses of the savages are very
long and of a roundish shape . . . Since they are covered with grasses right down to the
ground, in order to see as well as I might wish, I made with my hands a little opening in
the covering . . . we all three entered the house. Seeing that our entering did not disturb
the savages as the interpreter thought it would, but rather, maintaining admirably their
ranks and order, they continued their chants, we quietly withdrew to a corner to drink
in the scene . . . I had been somewhat afraid; now I received in recompense such joy,
hearing the measured harmonies of such a multitude, and especially in the cadence and
refrain of the song . . . I stood there transported with delight. Whenever I remember it,
my heart trembles, and it seems their voices are still in my ears.®?

Léry makes a small opening in the walf of the men’s roundhouse and, beckoning his
companions (o follow, enters. What begins as a voyeuristic scene of conquest becomes
instead the receptive witnessing of a marvelous spectacle, one that at first inspires fear
but then produces ravishment. Like the primal scene Freud describes as the trau-
matic origin of sexuality, the event both terrifies and excites, precipitating a kind of
crisis of identification and desire whereby the witness is both penctrator and pene-
trated.5 Léry imagines penetrating the men’s secret round space, only to find himself
in turn penetrated through the ears by the sound of their voices.

This image of penetrative reciprocity thus delineates a different subjectivity from
the one informing Goldberg’s conquerors, and it suggests the “self-shattering”
impulse or jouissance [eo Bersani describes as distinctive and resistive in male “homo-
sexual” subjectivity.5* Bersani, indeed, muses that “same”-sex desire might be what
permits the possibility of a reciprocity that resists the annihilative effacement of the
other. “Can a masochistic surrender,” he asks, “operate as effective (even powerful)
resistance to coercive designs?”® If identification with the indigenous other man is
experienced by conquerors as threatening, in need of radical and thus violent oblitera-
tion for difference to be produced — and if this is, in the context of the European—New
World encounter, a “normative response” — then we might say that Léry’s text enacts
instead a “sodomitical subjectivity,” a perverse, “masochistic” identification with
that other he has come — even in the eves of the French commander Villegagnon — to
resemble.%

In The Melancholy of Race, Anne Cheng argues that national identity in the US
is characterized by racial melancholia. The dominant white citizen-subject is mel-
ancholic for having “ghosted,” by consuming, the racial others of the nation; the
incorporated object — racialized subjects — also internalizes an impossible (white)
ideal.5” Her work argues for a different relationship to a traumatic history of loss, one
that does not simply get over it (which, in any case, fortifies the attachment to foss
through the encrypting or consumption of the lost object in the self, thereby denying
loss). What alternative approaches to melancholic subjectivity and its unarticulated
grief, she asks, might better serve the goal of achieving social justice and allow a
“working through” that addresses the interimplications of the psychic or subjective
and the social?

Cheng begins with the question, “What is the subjectivity of the melancholic
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objece? Is it also melancholic, and what will we uncover when we resuscitate it? % The
attribution of melancholic subjectivity to the racialized other is a familiar strategy
of the victors to legitimize their future and also characterizes a certain melancholic
discourse of modernity in the West that shores up and retains the centrality of that
‘Western subject of moderniry.®® Yet Cheng’s question takes seriously the status of the
incorporated other as object in the dominant melancholic subject and proposes a far
more unsettling situation:

It is as if, for Freud, the “object™ has, for all practical purposes, disappeared into the
melancholic’s psychical interiority. In short, one is led to ask, what happens if the object
were to return — would the melancholic stop being melancholic? That scenario would
seem to make sense except that, since Freud has posited melancholia as a constitutive
element of the ego, the return of the object demanding to be a person of its own would
surefy now be devastating. ™

“The return of the object demanding to be a person of its own” 1§ one way to think
about haunting, the object’s return and its demand being what might be said to
emerge when one is willing to be haunted, to be inhabited by ghosts. Further, the
mutual recognition, entanglement, and disentanglement entailed by this event suggest
a more complex relationship between difference and resemblance, alterity and iden-
tity (or “sameness”), than (heteronormative} discourses of identity normally allow.
For, in order to enable the melancholic object-other to emerge and to demand from
“within” the self, there must be identification, if not identity, between the subject
and object. And yet, at the same time, for that object to demand, to become {a ghost),
somehow to materialize, it must have a subjectivity of its own; it must, therefore, be
ather/different.”!

This fantastic model of an otherness struggling to emerge within and sometimes
against the self delineates an intrasubjectivity that is nevertheless not incompatible
with or absolutely different from intersubjectivity. Thus it can be said that the ghost
arrives both from within and from without as a part of the self that is also — and fore-
most - a part of the world. The ghost’s return is, in other words, not quite material
yet phenomenal nevertheless and, much like its primary modality, affect or feeling, its
appearance is the “material and immaterial evidence” of grief.”

To demonstrate this, Judith Butler adapts Freud’s melancholic model of subjectiv-
ity from The Ego and the Id — the same model from which Cheng derives her theory
of racial melancholia — and describes how “the social” or “the world” enters into the
subject and becomes a constitutive element of its being.”® She argues that melancho-
lia is precisely what establishes the distinction between the social and the psychic™
and renders “fictional” or fantastic the workings of the world within the self.” Like
Pastor and Todorov, Butler reminds us that “what remains unspeakably absent inhab-
its the psychic voice of the one who remains,”” while Cheng concludes with an ethical
injunction to listen that also invokes the metaphor of the ghostly voices of the absent,
speaking through the living:

If we are willing to listen, the history of disarticulated grief is still speaking through the

living, and the future of social transformation depends on how open we are to facing the
intricacies and paradoxes of that grief and rhe passions it bequeaths.”
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These cautiopary or injunctive insistences point to the persistence, in the present,
of a melancholia that is perhaps not finally capable of allowing the other to return.
Yet Léry’s queer subjectivity, characterized by a penetrative reciprociry, a becoming-
object for an other subject and a resultant joy or ecstasy, suggests an alternate path
1o the Western melancholic’s incorporation of the lost other and its permanent, if
uneasy, entombment within the erypt of history.

Cheng and Butfer’s theories of a melancholic condition that constitutes the subject
through racial and sexual norms explore the “disarticulated grief” and the foreclos-
ures occasioned by violent repudiations, Léry’s non-foreclosure of either resemblance/
identification or difference permits, potentially, 2 non-melancholic relation to the
other (and the world) such that “he” — the other - could indeed become “2 person
demanding a subjectivity of his own.” We might, on the one hand, read the success of
Léry’s openness to being haunted in the work he does to denounce and put an end to
civil war, the way that haunting turns him toward a reparative future. His disaffilia-
tion from and “disidentification” with the nation — a result, in part, of his status as an
already “minoritarian subject™ — position him elsewhere than as imperial avatar in
the New World. At the same time, he does not “go native” (though there were certainly
many such examples among the truchements de Normandie, some of whom served as
Léry's interpreters), but rather returns as “other,” with voices in his head and ghosts
before his eyes. His text is thus not “salvage” ethnography, the one-way inscription
and recording of a “disappearing object,” but an enactment of its own difference from
itself, a textualization of France through Brazil as much as of Brazil through France.”

We might also read the persistence of the ghostly demand to be heard and rec-
ognized in a story that surfaces a century later in France, when a French Tupi
descendant of the sixteenth-century French—-Brazilian encounters is sued for back
taxes owed to the state ® Captain Binot Paulmier de Gonneville returned from his
voyage to Brazil in 1505 with Essomeric, the son of “Lord Arosca,” in tow, the seignenr
having expressed a desire for his son to “go to Christendom 8! Although Essomeric -
subsequently baptized as Binot (Gonneville’s baptismal name} — was to have returned
after two years, Gonneville was unable to provide him with passage. Instead, he made
him an heir and married him to one of Gonneville’s relations. These are the descend-
ants who are brought to court 150 years later:

It came to pass, in 1658, that a proceeding was brought against the family issuing from
the savage Essomeric for payment of certain aubeine obligations . . . the defendants
rejected this claim, objecting that Essomerie, their ancestor, had never been an aubain
[2 non-naturalized foreigner] who had established himself veluntarily in France, but
rather had been forced to remain in violation of commitments that had been made,
which should exempt his descendants from the taxes that were being demanded.®

One of the descendants, Paulmier, who pleaded the case, had also spent time trying to
set up a Catholic mission among the Tupinamba in Brazil. Yet here he is unequivocal
and wins the day: his ancestor was kept in France by force, in violation of Gonneville’s
promise to provide for his return, and thus the descendants ought to be exempted
from taxation by the state. This is not reparation or restitution, at least not in.any pos-
itive sense. It is 2 “voice” that “speaks” before the law with a demand for recognition,
Nor is it the melancholic logic Brown discerns in the impulse to resolve historical
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. trauma through the “discursive structure of wrong, debt, and payment.”® It is rather

a “politico-logic of trauma” that responds to a different — we might say haunting —
demand. It does not, in other words, appeal to the law; rather it refuses the law and
stages its case “beyond right or faw.”8*

This anecdote, the new historicist gesture par cxcellence, illustrates neither subver-
sion nor containment, pointing, as it does, only to the persistence of a demand that,
like T.éry’s queer subjectivity, suspends the difference between difference and resem-
blance, even as it insists on both. Léry thus did have the Tupinamba before his eyes
in France, though he probably did not see them.® The story also returns us to Gold-
berg’s admonitions concerning “the history that will be” as a moment of suspension
that resists the retrospectivity of eirker triumphant 7 melancholic modern narratives
of the conquest, of a choice, that is, berween the future and death. For the process of
ethnic cleansing (through systematic miscegenating rape) that the conqueror of Gold-
berg’s tale invokes produces 2 far less determinate future than the conqueror imagines.
Essomeric/Binot Paulmier’s family “talks back” in a voice neither wholly French nor
wholly “cleansed,” and their rejoinders (to the law, to France) continue through 1o
the present. What we might perceive from this moment, then, is a France métissée,
a country not of late twentieth-century diasporic arrivals, but one whose history of
forced migrations has never ceased to speak and to demand a certain responsibility.

If this spectral approach to history and historiography is queer, it might also be
objected that it counsels a kind of passivity, both in Bersani’s sense of self-shattering
and also potentially in the more mundane sense of the opposite of the political injunc-
tion to act. In this respect it is also queer, as only a passive politics could be said to
be. And yet, the passivity — which is also a form of patience and passion — is not quite
the same thing as quietism. Rather, it is a suspension, a waiting, an attending to the
world’s arrivals (through, in part, its returns), not as guarantee or security for action
in the present, but as the very force from the past that moves us, perhaps not into the
future, but somewhere else.

Can we (2 “we” not given in advance) live on — survive — beyond categorical imper-
atives in such a state of dynamic suspension, and is there a certain responsibility — in
the name of “queer” — to do so? And, with our rage and sadness, Derrida urges us to
perform an exorcism, “not in order to chase away the ghosts, but this time to grant
them the right, if it means making them come back alive, as revenants who would no
longer be revenants, but as other arrivants to whom a hospitable memory or promise
must offer welcome — without certainty, ever, that they present themselves as such.
Not in order to grant them the right in this sense but out of a concern for justice.”® In
the concern for justice, spectrality may allow an opening up — or a remaining open —
to the uncanny and the unknown but somehow strangely familiar, not to determine

. what is what — to know — but to be demanded of and to respond.
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