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Brown Like Who?

Coco Fusco extracts Latino identity from colonial history

BY MARIA ELENA FERNANDEZ

ERFORMANCE ARTIST AND CULTURAL

critic Coco Fusco's Lnginsh Is oken Here

teels tike s manelogue propelled by amind

deternuned (@ excavate its most pressing
Preocenpations by IRversing any terrain neces
sy, Through parrative, art eriticism,
theary, scripts and chronicles. Fusco
vals Cuba Yok, Latun Amenca, Chi-
andia, black London, the
American heartland, Madrid and
London, She proves the near bound-
lessiess o Launo identities as she
argues that, dressed as multiculralism, the co-
lonial mindset is alive and well in the art world.

U.S.-born to Cuban parents, mulatta and
raised in New York, Fusco falls between the
cracks of the dominant, generic brown notion
ol Litino — Chicano if you're on the West
Coast and Puerto Rican if you're on the East,
1C's these multiple perspectives that give her the
wvision (0 connect African America (o Latn
American homelands to U.S. Caribenos
and the Chicano Southwest, to view
them as streams of Latino identities
that crisscross, although not without
plenty of tension. She also repre-
sents i generavon of fresh Cuban
voices who have grown suspicious of
their parents’ divisive rhetoric, in
which berraval is determined by
the side of the Caribbean waters
vou stand on. After wresiling
across those political borders
with her cultural origin, she finds
that no place is beyond the
reach ol her investigatuon,

In the first secuon Fusco bravely takes on the
politics ol appropriation, arguably the most con-
tentious debate in the art world for the past wo
decades, She makes an unwavering indicunent
af how multiculwuralism has become an avenue
for the culwiral clite to control the symbolic rep-
resentatons of people of color (o, as she calls
them, “subaliern™ people) and how it has con-
tinued the legacy of colonialism. Her most
shoching lesson comes from recounting her ex-
periences traveling around the world perform-
Ing Und. i A dians with collak
Guillermo Gomez-FPeia, lor the quincentenary
of the “discovery™ of the Americas.

For their performance, Fusco and Gomez-
Pena exhibited themselves in a locked cag

ca

dressed us stercotypical “natives™ doing “tradi- - |

tional” uctivities like sewing voodoo dolls, lift-
ng weights and working on a laptop, Viewers
could pay for various interactions with the “na-
tives,” such as having their pictures taken with
them or watching the female native dance to
rap music, The only form of communication be-
mween audience and performers was a posted
explanation of the natives’ place of origin and
practices and a chronicle of live-nadve displays
around the world.

Fusco and Gomez-Pena expecied viewers to
respond 1o all of this with confusion and reflec-
tion. Instead, at least half of their audienee ook
such displays so for granted — the performance
evidently invoked their colomal imaginations —
that they assumed the performance was real, or
kuew it wasn ‘tund plaved along anvway. In }
York, a welldressed man fed Fusco a banana,
gladly paving the required S10. In Madrid, a
man confided to a secunty guard his sexual Lane
tasies ahout Fusco: o London, sKinheads at-
tacked Gomez-Pedia,

Even more painful 10 read is Fusco and

hib

Gomez-Pena’s ch gy of

which begin in 1493 and end in 1931 (with a
solitary example in 1992), wking up two full
pages of this large-format book. One page is
enough to turn your stomach, especially as the
history approaches the 20th century. Take the
“Hottentot Venus,” for example, “a South Afni-
can woman whose large buttocks were deemed
evidence of her excessive sexuality.” From 1810
to 1815 she was exhibited, live, throughout
Europe; when she dicd, her genitals were dis-
sected and displayed at Paris’ Museum of Man,
They're still there.

N CONTRAST TO THE VIVID NARRATIVE OF

the Undiscovered Amenindians tour, Fusco's

wo theoretical essays — largely written in

the academic language of cultural studies
currently in vogue — make for dense and diffi-
cult, if potent, reading. In the first essay, pub-
lished in the 1993 Whitney Biennial of Art cata-
log, Fusco argues that for subaltern peoples, art
is a site of resistance. To acknowledge identity
in their work is to recognize the inequitable ba
ance of resources and power. Multiculturalism
has not addressed these Inequities. Instead, it
has provided exotic entertai and been
used as a substitute for altering power imbal
ances. Fusco observes that this form of multicul
turalism has taken place in 1he context of an age
of First World anxiety over identities, as global
work forces cross borders and lines of nation-
states are blurred.

Even more forceful is Fusco's second essay,
“Who's Doin’ the Twist,” on the nawre of cul-
tural appropriation. "In the historical context of
colonialism [appropnation] is marked by a leg-
acy of violence,” she writes, “and the loss of the
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colonized's right 1o name things as their owy
She observes how whites repeatedly refuse
face wp o their complicity with appropiianon,
defending instead their freedom of creative ex-
pression and their right 10 consume or mak
money, wlways leaving o the historical s
thatis cry o understunding power relations.
She does note, however, that each instance of
culiral exchange must be examined individu-
ally and that generalizations are 1o be avoided
Yet it's precisely such speaific exam-
ples that are missing from these oy
says. While Fusco's Linguage s en
powering on a conceptual level, her
analyses of cultural politics on the
battleground of everyday life are 10
few, and even those lew wre clouded Iy
difficult language or underexplained.
Although Fusco never explicitly theorizes
about Latino identty, by filling the second se
tion with seven essays of art criticism on & wide
spectrum of artists, she does demonstrate the
interconnectedness among all aspects of Latino
idenuues. Her essays cover the art of the late
cubana Ana Mendiew's | g exp
of exile in her body art, U.S.-born bluck
Puerto Rican Juan Sanchez’s reflec-
tions on racism and domestic space,
Mexico City photographer Volanda
Andrade’s images of urban mus
culture, as well as the films of
London’s Sankofa and Black
Audio indic film collectives
While mainstream art criticism
has frequenty diminished Lat
ino artists by describing them as
strictly “politcal™ or “kitsch,”
Fusco locates each artistin hisor
her national, cultural and social
context to explain each artist’s form and use of
symbols. This section is later complemented by
transcribed conversations with Gomez-Peria
about Chicano and Mexican identities, and by
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Fusco's autabiographical information early in
the book. Her broad vision of Latino identities
directly addresses Chicano culture and tensions
with Mexican nationals. It also enriches the
reader’s understanding of identity through the
parallel tensions, contradictions, pain and
surength of each of the disunct Latino identities
described in the book.

Considering the significance of English Is
Broken Here in our current climate of ideologi-
cal warfare, the flaws in Fusco’s book — in-
stances of obscure language and the need for
more and better visuals to aid the reader in
following Fusco's descriptions — seem trivial.
Its incisive analysis should make the book an
important document marking the raging de-
bate of multiculturalism in these times. Coming
from a subaltern point of view on a topic in
which subaltern peoples are central subjects,
Fusco's writing is a response both to the politics
of domination in the art world and to this
country's mountng anxiety over an eroding
dominant white identity. Fusco reminds us of
the importance of the politics of culture, its
pain and power. She reminds us 100 that cul-
ture is also a site of political resistance, as impor-
tant as the ballot box or the picket sign. And
as her own arustic work shows, the struggle is in
full swing. [@




