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SUMMARY

Thisarticle usesrecent theoriesregarding theimpact of anarchism on modernist
literary cultureto analysethe novels of Argentine Roberto Arlt (1900-1942), who
is now recognised as one of the pivotal Latin American writers of the twentieth
century. My examination of Arlt’'swork highlightshisvital awarenessof Argentina's
prominent anarchist movement and histextual engagement with anarchistideas. |
focuson Arlt'sliterary treatment of criminal and revolutionary conspiracy in order
to situate his texts in a transnational modernist corpus, positing the impact of
Arlt'sfictitiousrevolutionary body’ in current Argentine literary discourseand
itsrelevanceto our understanding of atransatlantic anarchist modernism.

In arecent study of the literary and cultural history of Argentina over the last
century, Argentine critic JosefinaL udmer remarks on what seemsto beatacit law
of theinternational literary canon: that peripheral cultures, such asthose of Latin
America, are allotted aquota of two or three ‘ masterpieces per country and per
century (1999, pp.90-1). Inthe case of Argentinainthefirst half of thetwentieth
century, Jorge LuisBorges'sFicciones(1944) isperhapsthat onetext definitively
promoted from the category of the national and theregiona to therarefied status
of the' universal’. Yet to take Borges asthe solerepresentative of Argentineliterature
in his period is to privilege the ideology of an elite liberal culture to which he
belonged. Inrecent decades, the Argentineliterary | eft has succeeded in recuperating
the contemporary figure of Roberto Arlt (1900-1942) asasort of anti-Borgesand
as a founder of what Ludmer terms the progressive and modernising line of
Argentine culture. Arlt waswell known asajournalist during hislifetime, but his
novels, short storiesand playsreceived only limited attention until they wererevived
in the 1950s by the Buenos Aires literary group Contorno. Arlt's works, and
especially hisnovels, have been read widely in Argentinaever sinceand seemto
generatemorecritical interest with each passing year, although they remainlargely
unknown and only partialy availableto English-language readers.*

In the 1980 novel Artificial Respiration, one of the most important books
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published in Argentina during the last military dictatorship, Ricardo Piglia
summarised thelegacy of critical reflectionson Arltinan anaysisoffered by one
of hischaracters (also anovelist). In hisview, Borgesrepresentsthe closure of the
nineteenth century traditions, while * Arlt begins over again: heisthe only truly
modern writer that Argentine literature has produced in the twentieth century’
(1994, p.130). According to histheory, ‘ nothing is so transgressive asthe styl e of
Roberto Arlt’ (1994, p.136) because it exemplifies what has been repressed in
Argentineliterature, namely ‘theimpact of immigration onlanguage’ (1994, p.133)
inan erainwhich liberal élites were struggling to defend the purity of acreole
nationalist identity against thethreat of * mixture, intermingling and disintegration’
(Balderston’strandlation, 1994, p.133). To appreciate the force of Arlt’sfiction,
and to understand why later novelistssuch asPiglia, David Vifias, Julio Cortézar
and Juan Carlos Onetti have praised Arlt so highly, one must situate him with
regard to various struggles being waged in the metropolitan arenaof 1920s Buenos
Aires: struggles between languages, between identities, between ideologies, and
between competing social factions including aland-owning creole oligarchy, a
rising urban middle class, and aburgeoning, restive popul ation of disenfranchised
workers.

Arlt's Argentinais a nation transformed by the rapid growth of its primary
export economy during the two decades preceding the First World War, when
stable accessto its European marketswas disturbed. The unprecedented influx of
foreign capital and of foreign workers during this same period placed hew strains
on apolitical system dominated by land-owning elites. In 1914, unnaturalised
foreignersmade up nearly onethird of atotal Argentine population of 7.9 million,
but the percentage was much higher inthe capital city, where approximately three
quartersof workerswereforeign (Rock 1987, pp.175, 191). Between 1857, when
recordswerefirst kept, and 1930, Argentinasustained aninflux of somethreeand
ahalf millionimmigrants (the balance of immigrants minus emigrants during this
period), themgjority of them being of Italian (46 percent) or of Spanish (32 percent)
origin (Skidmoreand Smith 1984, p.74).

Inthewake of aseriesof anarchist-incited general strikesin thefirst decade of
the century, sweeping legislative measures such as the 1902 Law of Residence
andthe 1910 Law of Social Defense provided for the deportation or imprisonment
of troublesomeworkers, especialy foreignersand anarchists. Thepolitical system
wasonly partially democratised in 1912 with the passage of the Séenz Pefia Law,
which introduced universal suffrage for male citizens, effectively enfranchising
petty bourgeois groups, urban professionalsand bureaucrats while continuing to
exclude the unnaturalised majority of foreign-born workers. Electoral reforms
alowed fourteen years of government, between 1916 and 1930, by the Unién
CivicaRadical, aparty founded by dissident factions of theland-owning eliteand
|later attracting alarge middle-classfollowing. Despiteaninitial inclination to favour
workers' demandsin order to win their support, Radical administrations used the
mechanismsof theliberal State alternately to co-opt and to repressworking-class
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political initiatives. During thefirst of histwo presidentia terms (from 1916 to
1922), Hipdlito Y rigoyen wasfaced with an escal ating wave of Syndicalist strikes.
He ceded to conservative pressure and allowed marauding police, soldiers and
vigilante gangsfromkilling hundreds of workersinthe* Tragic Week’ of 1919. By
1921 to 1922, when the Army was again unleashed to massacre insurgent wool
workersin the remote southern region of Patagonia, fierceintol erance of working-
class agitation was confirmed as a tacit condition for conservative tolerance of
Radical rule. During the second Y rigoyen administration (from 1928 to 1930), the
1929 crashin world markets undermined the Radicals' ability to appease middie-
class supporters through generous state spending, and the Army, allied with the
oligarchical interests, removed him from office in September of 1930, thus
inaugurating what isknown to Argentines as‘ the Infamous Decade’ .2

AsLudmer and other | eftist critics have established, Arlt'snarrative readslike
aliterary documentation of aperiod of Argentine cultural lifethat was defined by
the passage from anarchismto Peronism. What interestsme hereisthe conjunction
in Arlt’snarrative of acertain international literary modernism (see appendix) and
the local culture of anarchism fostered in Argentina by Italian and Spanish
immigrants as early as the 1870s. Since beginning my investigation of Arlt's
engagement with anarchism some years ago, | have found encouragement in the
repeated discovery of new critical work exploring theidea of asignificant bond
between modernism and anarchism, and defining asubstantial corpusof European
and U.S. modernist fictions dealing with anarchist themes. Beginning with Carol
Vanderveer Hamilton's 1995 essay ‘ Anarchy asModernist Aesthetic’ and her 2000
essay ' American Writers, M odernism and the Representations of the Sacco-Vanzetti
Case’, and continuing through David Weir's Anarchy & Culture: The Aesthetic
Politics of Modernism (1997) and Arthur Redding's Raids on Human
Consciousness: Writing, Anarchism, and Violence (1998), it is now possible to
map an itinerary of anarchist sites in the works of Fyodor Dostoevsky, Henry
James, Joseph Conrad, G.K. Chesterton, and a host of less celebrated figures.
What | propose is to extend that itinerary to include the Argentine immigrant
metropolis.

Thenotion that modernist writers somehow transposed or assimilated anarchist
tacticsof spectacular violenceinto their aesthetic practicesis supported by acorpus
whichincludes Dostoevsky’s Demons (1871), James s The Princess Casamassima
(1886), Conrad's The Secret Agent (1907), and Chesterton’s The Man Who Was
Thursday (1908), al of which testify to an artistic fascination with the conspiratorial
terrorism associated with Michael Bakunin. Even asthesetextsoperate ostensibly
to contain the chaotic and destructive social energiesencoded by theterm *anarchy’
inthelate nineteenth century, they struggleagaingt an attractivevoidin sgnification,
aspace beyond the ethical and representational limitsof realist narrativediscipline
which Hamilton designates ‘the anarchist sublime'. Further confirmation of a
significant resonanceis provided by the various theorists of modernism who have
emphasised the movement’sfundamentally critical orientation toward bourgeois
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capitalist culture and the persistent engagement of modernist and especialy avant-
garde writers with anarchist ideas. Matei Calinescu speaks of modernism’s
‘ consuming negative passion, itsoutright rejection of bourgeoismodernity’ through
‘themost diverse means, ranging from rebellion, anarchy, and apocalypticismto
aristocratic self-exile’ (Calinescu 1987, p.42). Such ‘radical antibourgeoisattitudes
were of course simultaneously elicited and negated by the dictates of arational
culturewhich consigned artiststo an ever more paradoxical or, in Herbert Marcuse's
term, ‘affirmative’ autonomy. Andreas Huyssen, much cited by Redding, locates
the peak of theimpact of anarchism on European writersand artists at the turn of
the century, when the historical avant-gardewasfirst devisingitsradical strategies
of confrontation. Huyssen echoes Calinescu in his explanation of this
rapprochement.

The attraction of artists and intellectuals to anarchism at the time can be
attributed to two major factors: artistsand anarchists alike rejected bourgeois
society and its stagnating cultural conservatism, and both anarchistsand | eft-
|eaning bohemians fought the economic and technological determinism and
scientism of Second I nternational Marxism, which they saw asthe theoretical
and practical mirror image of the bourgeoisworld. (Huyssen 1986, p.5).

Despitewhat Huyssen perceivesasthe historical failure of the modernist ‘vision
of the redemption of modern lifethrough culture’ (p.210), heinsiststhat we must
look beyond any ultimate capitulation to the mandates of socia and industrial
modernization and beyond modernism’slargely depoliticised, canonical statusin
order to recover it asagenuine, although historically limited, ‘ adversary culture'.

| am interested in the concept of literary anarchism not only as a largely
unexamined commonplacein Arlt criticism, but also asamanifestation of certain
problematic and essentially modern presumptions regarding the very role of the
artist, and particularly of thewriter. These presumptions are well articulated by,
for example, Mario Vargas L10sa, the Peruvian novelist whoseideol ogical career
includes a well-publicised conversion from Marxism to neoliberalism and a
subsequent run for the presidency of Peru. In astatement which he hasreformulated
many times since, Vargas Llosa declared in 1967 that ‘literatureisfire, [ ... ] it
meansnonconformity and rebellion, [ ... ] theraison d’ étre of awriter isprotest,
disagreement and criticism [ ...] Literatureisaform of permanent insurrection’
(Vargas Llosa 1996, p.72). While no one would mistake the ex-presidential
candidate for an anarchist, | find it suggestive that he characterises writers by
vocation as ‘the conscious or unconscious subversives of society’ and ‘the
irredeemabl e insurgents of theworld'. These statements must be considered not
only inthe context of thefamiliar Marxist-inspired debates of the 1960s regarding
thepalitical roleof theartist, but also of the Romantic tradition which differentiated
theartist asagenius, asthe anti-bourgeois, asasatanic rebel.

Although famously flexible, the chronology of high European modernism

127



ANARCHIST STUDIES

coincidesclosely, asHamilton and others have noted, with the period of greatest
public controversy over the anarchist movement in Europe and the Americas.
Whether or not we consider Rubén Dario’s Moder nismo asaprecocious American
correlate to European modernism, asdoes Cainescu, it seemsclear that American
prosefiction wasdlightly later in producing works akin to those of Kafka, Proust
or Woolf. Without ignoring obvious differencesin the periodisation of national
literary histories, | find it productiveto approach Arlt, anctorioudly anti-nationalist
writer, asamodernist inaninternational context, and asanovelist subject to many
of the same anxieties and dissatisfactions voiced by the Russian, French, English,
or Spanish modernists. Roberto Mariani, one of Arlt'scompanionsontheliterary
left in Buenos Aires, summarised these complaintswhen he spokein 1929 of the
‘repugnance of liberalism’ in the following terms: * Injustice endures on the face
of the earth, and liberal politics, liberal capitalism, theliberal bourgeoisie, liberal
democracy, and libera friendship not only havefailedin their mission of bringing
about justiceand love, but depend for their very existence precisely oninjustice,
robbery, lies, and cynicism’. (quotedin Zas 1988, p.24). Thisisafamiliar perception
among modernists, and onethat prompted many of the most prominent ultimately
to endorsefascist or Stalinist political programsin thisperiod.

Regardlessof thefamously chequered palitical careersof individual modernists,
thetheorists| have cited propose that anarchism remained theideol ogical option
most consistently compatiblewith aggravated modernist individualism. Clearly,
even novelists as orderly as Dostoevsky, James and Conrad were fascinated by
violent anarchists and seem to have been compelled to confront in their
representations of them personal demons of destruction and chaos. In peripherally
modern BuenosAlires, Roberto Arlt published Lossietelocos (The Seven Madmen),
hismost successful work, in 1929, on the very eve of thefirst decisive disruption
of the Argentineliberal democratic order (the Uriburu coup of 1930); anditisthis
novel, together withits 1931 sequel, Loslanzallamas (The Flamethrowers), which
contains hismost urgent and provocativefiction. | restrict my commentsto these
and to one additional text, El juguete rabioso (The Rabid Toy) from 1926. This
sequence of novels, linked by the representation of criminal and revolutionary
conspiracies, enacts anarchy on atextual level by radically disabling narrative
authority and subjecting the reader to an effect of indeterminacy in narrative
development. Whileretaining tropes of traditional and popular novelistic genres
such asthe picaresque and the criminal folletin or serial novel, these texts break
with prevailing modesof narrativefictionintheir fracturing of monologic narrative
coherenceand their insistence on the discursive construction of ideol ogical reality.
Ultimately, | understand thesetextsto partake of adynamic by which thenovel, as
the previously dominant commaodified narrative form of bourgeois society,
ceaselessly evokes and entertains deviance only to recontain it in theinterests of
psychological and socia integrity.

By speaking of these novelsin relation to an anarchist aesthetics of modernism,
| do not intend to suggest that Roberto Arlt was an anarchist in any coherent
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political sense. The consensus with regard to his politics is that he was an
independent | eftist, an anti-fascist, whose approach to Marxism was bel ated and
problematic. According to onejournalist acquaintance,®hispolitical idealswere
spectacularly chaotic, asindicated by theirreconcilable diversity of publications
inwhich he collaborated, ranging from the nationalist weekly Patria (Fatherland)
of the LigaPatridticaArgenting, to Ultral zquierda (Ultra L eft) and Bandera Roja
(Red FHlag), organ of the Argentine Communist Party. Significantly, however, Arlt's
biographer Raul Larrainforms usthat, asaprimary school dropout, Arlt gained
hisfirst serious contact with literaturein an anarchist library in theworking-class
Buenos Aires barrio of Flores (Larra 1973, p.24). The Argentine anarchist
movement which in the first decade of this century had ranked, according to
historian David Rock, as ‘among the largest and most influential in the world’
(1975, p78), wasin decline in the 1920s, following the intensification of police
and army repression. However, as Arlt’s daughter, Mirta, suggestsin astudy co-
authored with Omar Borré, it wastheimmediate impact of anarchist atentadosin
retaliation for the 1927 execution of Sacco and Vanzetti which particularly dazzled
Arlt and inspired the characters of Los siete locos (Arlt and Borré 1984, p.27).
Also, | would point out that one of Arlt'smost gravely serious newspaper columns
inthe Aguafuertesportefias seriesisthat in which hedescribesthejudicia execution
of anarchist hero Severino Di Giovanni by the Argentine military governmentin
1931 (*Hevisto morir’, February 2, 1931).

In criticism of Arlt’swriting, allusionsto hisanarchistic sensibilitiesare not
unusual. A sampling of articlesand books devoted to hiswork turnsup references
to ‘a pre-existentialist anarchism in Arlt’" (Giordano 1985, p.61), ‘his anarchic
individualism’ (Gostautas 1977, p.48) and * hisdiscursive anarchism’ (Lindstrom
1980, p.49). In Arlt'snovels| read not only the abolition of theregime of alienated
labour and theforthright denunciation of arange of bourgeoisliberal institutions
including marriage, corporations, the military, and the state, but al so, on atextual
level, thedispersion of centralised narrative authority and the defiance of standards
of literary and linguistic propriety. What | find perhaps most remarkable, however,
arethewaysin which thesetextsdramatisetheir own production of both subversive
energy and commercial vaue. Noé Jitrik, undoubtedly one of Arlt'smostinsightful
commentators, has placed great emphasison the economics of El juguete rabioso,
inwhich he seesmoney asthe ‘ engine of writing'. Jitrik identifiesthe conjunction
of money with sex as*the principa constructivecode’ of thenovel, onethat aludes
to its function as the true, unacknowledged ‘eros’ of capitalist society. It ismy
contention that especially in Arlt'sthird novel, Loslanzallamas, just asthevalue
of printed money is problematised by itsorigin in anarchist acts of falsification,
the truth value of the narrative, in the commodified form of the printed book, is
similarly compromised.

For the benefit of readersunfamiliar with Arlt'splots, I'll review them briefly.
In El juguete rabioso, which was composed between 1920 and 1924 and re-edited
before its eventua publication in 1926, Arlt presents the adventures of Silvio
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Drodman Astier, an adolescent of humble meansand grand ambitions. The novel
iscomposed of four relatively independent chapters. Chapter onerelatesfourteen-
year-old Silvio'sfounding of ajuvenilegangtolive out fantasiesof criminal glory
imbibed from folletines of banditry, but chapter two relegates him to humiliating
employment by rapacious booksellers, whose shop he eventually attemptsto burn
down. Chapter three brings further discouragement when Silvio's inventive
initiatives backfireand result in hisdismissal from amechanical apprenticeship a
the EscuelaMilitar de Aviacidn, precipitating afutile suicide attempt. Only inthe
concluding chapter does Silvio accomplish a classicaly picaresgue change of
fortunewhen heisreleased from histoilsasan itinerant paper vendor by areward
for betraying a friend’s criminal scheme. Many of Silvio's experiences are
recognisableas Arlt’'sown: thefamily’sdestitution, the corrupting love of popular
fiction, the lack of formal education contrasted with an autodidactic passion for
invention, contempt for the petty merchantswho exploit hislabour, etc. Thenovel
reads generally as a parable of perverted social mohility, in that the rewards
unattainable by legitimate labour or ingenuity, through commercial or military
channels, arefinally granted to the protagoni st by amember of the upper class(the
engineer Vitri) in exchange for the betrayal of amember of hisown class.

Although Silvio's rebelliousness does not attain an explicitly political
dimension, hisimpulsesmark him asadestructive non-conformist and abudding
threat to the social order. Inthe novel’sfirst paragraphs, Silvio obtainshisliterary
initiation by renting instalmentsof adventure novelsfrom an Andal usian shoemaker
who subscribesto them and whoseregional origin and tradefit the classic profile
of theanarchistimmigrant to Argentina. A recurrent, even dominant, issuein the
novel turnsout to bethat of accessnot only to monetary but alsoto cultural capital,
symbolically concentrated in the space of thelibrary. Silvio'sgang perpetratesits
greatest crimewhen it breaksinto aschool library (arepository of State assets) to
plunder the books, selecting or discarding them on the basis of their ready resale
value. Inthisclearly Cervantean scene, Silvio also evaluates severa volumesas
worthy of his own attention, notably, scientific texts containing technical
information adaptableto antisocial ends, and poetry of Baudelaire. ThisisArlt's
clearest dramatisation of illegitimate access to cultural capital, which is
accompanied by a constant awareness of the monetary val ue associated with the
book as exchangeable commodity. Asathief, abookstore clerk, anidler, and, all
too briefly, acadet, Silvioisshown to stake his desires on books, whether stealing
them, selling them, coveting them, or consuming them. All his ambitions are
conditioned by accessto these tokens of cultural capital.

Without dallying too long on Silvio's travails, | should cite the moment at
which hisreading habits come under scrutiny by officersat the military academy.
Inaprevioussceneat home, Silvio hasbeen shown deliberating between atruculent
romance novel, an electrotechnical manual, and Nietzsche's Antichrist. At the
academy, he attemptsto impressthe officerswith hisreadingsin everything from
cinematicsto explosives, yet when he brings up literature, his proprietary boasts
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backfire. Describing hislibrary, he offers, ‘I have the best authors: Baudelaire,
Dostoevsky, Baroja , and the officer’ s suspicionsareimmediately aroused: ‘ Che,
what havewe got here, an anarchist? (Arlt 199111, p.69). Silvio deniesthe charge,
but hismilitary apprenticeship is soon aborted, and the same suspicionisvoiced
elsewherein the novel by other figures of authority. In the pact which closesthe
novel, the engineer Vitri receives Silvio in hislibrary (the cultural reservoir) to
thank him for denouncing a plan to burgle his safe (the monetary reservoir), and
Silvio'sreward seemsto consist almost asmuchin thisaccess asin the passageto
Neuguénwhich Vitri grantsasrecompense. By betraying the grotesque El Rengo,
alumpen figure associated with theindignities of the popular market, Silviowins
not only material advantage, but also a euphoric sense of mora autonomy
(predicated, ironically, on the defence of alaw which he does not respect) and of
disassociation from hisown miserable class. Ascritic Oscar Masottafirst noted,
Arlt’snotion of liberation through betrayal and transgression offersclear parallels
with thework of Jean Genet, and | would add that this denouement al so pointsto
acrucial aspect of the anarchism assimilated by modernists.

Whilethe mainstream of the anarchist movement gravitated toward strategies
of solidarity asadvocated by the collectivist Peter Kropotkin, and toward anarcho-
syndicalist tactics which posed the generd strike as the ultimate weapon in the
struggle against capitalism, novelists such as Arlt remained transfixed by
anarchism’smost extremely individualistic and terrorist tendencies. ClaraE. Lida,
a historian of Spanish anarchist culture, has clearly distinguished between the
staunch optimism of popular fiction by committed militants and the consistent
negativism of those writerswhom she classifies asanarquizantes and who, in her
view, ‘think almost exclusively in nihilist terms. they emphasi se the destructive
potential of the proletariat, but they ignore the premises of socialism, which are
oriented toward the creation of a new world’ (Lida 1970, p.379). The tortured
individualism of Arlt’sfictionwasinkeeping not only with the Romantictradition,
but also with the extreme egotism pioneered by Max Stirner intheanarchist classic
The Ego and its Own (1845) and later taken up by Nietzsche. (Arlt had been
raised, incidentally, in ahouse well stocked with Nietzsche'swritings, since his
mother isreported to have met the philosopher once and to have remained infatuated
with him al her life, convinced that they shared a spiritual bond.) Whatever the
exact provenance of Arlt'scomplaints against God, State, and Capital, it isclear
that they persist and intensify asthe juvenile delinquency of El juguete rabioso
graduatesinto the mature political conspiracy of the two subsequent novels.

In Los siete locos, Augusto Remo Erdosain, a bill collector, finds himself
anonymously denounced for embezzlement and faced by hisemployers' demand
for restitution of the pilfered profits. Since he has squandered the money, Erdosain
appealsfor help to Ergueta, agambler-turned-religious-prophet, and then to the
Astrologer, who seeks Erdosain’s collaboration in the organisation of a secret
revolutionary society. Erdosainissaved when another of the Astrol oger’ sassociates,
nicknamed the Melancholy Pimp, offers to pay off the debt. The same evening
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Erdosain returnshometo find hiswife absconding in the company of anair force
captain, and pleads pitifully to retain her, tono avail. Shortly thereafter, hiswife's
dreaded cousin, Barsut, arrives and slaps Erdosain for submitting to cuckoldry.
Thisadded affront goads Erdosain to conceive of abducting Barsut and extorting
hisinheritanceto fund the Astrologer’s secret society. Once undertaken, Barsut's
detention at the Astrologer’s villain Temperley provides the novel’s principal
dramatic situation. Following numerous and lengthy discussions of the
revolutionary scheme, including acongress of conspirators, and aso of Erdosain’s
personal invention schemes, thenove endswith asmulated murder: the Astrol oger,
having won Barsut’s confidencein secret, stageshisexecution to appease Erdosain’s
morbid criminal curiosity.

What Lossietelocosrehearses, Loslanzallamastragically enacts. Here again,
discussionsand interior monol ogues predominate over action, but the major events
arememorable. The Melancholy Pimpisshot by rival gangsters, Erdosain and the
Astrologer visit afamily of anarchist counterfeiters, Erdosain uses hisnew weslth
to procure his landlady’s daughter, and the Astrologer strikes an aliance with
Hipdlita, a cunning ex-prostitute. In a catastrophic final sequence, Barsut kills
Bromberg, the Astrologer’ sassistant, provoking theimmolation of the Temperley
villa and the flight of its residents. Disinclined to accompany the prophet of
destruction into exile, Erdosain remains in Buenos Aires and succumbs to his
anguish, murdering his mistress and taking refugein the house of an anonymous
acquai ntance, to whom he confesses his history of infamy before taking hisown
lifeonatraintravelling from Floresto Moreno. Thisscene of confession, evoked
repeatedly throughout both Los siete locos and Los lanzallamas, provides the
foundation of anarrative edifice as unstable asthe charactersthat inhabit it. Ina
column publishedjust after therelease of Lossietelocos, Arlt specified thehistorical
reason of this instability, explaining the madness of his characters as ‘the
disorientation which, following the great war, hasrevol utionised the consciousness
of men, leaving them empty of idealsand hopes' (Arlt 1991, I1, p.597).

In keeping with this disorientation, the structure of Arlt’s novelsreflectsan
erosion of confidencein the progressive, positivist premisesof the dominant realist
and naturalist modes of fiction. Sprawling, skewed, and at times|abyrinthine, these
textsfracture narrative authority with their relentlessqualification, superimposition,
contradiction, and inconsistency. Lurching from sceneto scene, Arlt'sreader is
eventually permitted to identify the narrator asthe unnamed acquaintance to whom
Erdosainfinally confesses. Yet the relation between thisnarrator character and the
occasionally intervening cronista (chronicler) and comentador (commentator) is
never clarified, and further confusion resultsfrom theintroduction of the author’s
ownvoiceinthe* Author’sWords which precede Loslanzallamasand infootnotes
which relatethetiming of plot developmentsto real historical events. And despite
the internal narrator’s accounting of his sources of information, which include
Erdosain’sconfession, hisdiary, aninterview with hiswife Elsa, and policereports
and press accounts of Erdosain’s suicide, he provides other information which
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could not possibly have been derived from those sources. Twice, moreover, he
pausesto clarify that rather than transcribing the accounts of hiswitnessdirectly,
he hastaken the liberty of reconfiguring them asdialoguein order to convey ‘the
direct sensation of theevents' (Arlt 1991 11, p.401), and the elaborate, if erratic,
framework of pseudo-documentation isentirely undermined by acommentator’'s
note which reminds us that what we are in reading is, in fact, anovel and not a
chronicle of real events (Arlt 1991 11, p.454). The para-textua presence of the
footnote, alargely academic and documentary device, also of course draws our
attention to the problematic boundaries of thisfiction.

Besides failing to account for the source of much of what he relays, Arlt's
ambiguously defined narrator also falterswhen he promisesus material he never
delivers (an extract from Barsut'sdiary), and when he speculatesin the third chapter
of Los lanzallamas about the nature of Erdosain’sterrible secret, asif unaware
that Erdosain confessed it to Hipdlita toward the end of Los siete locos. Thus,
there are discrepancieswithin the narrator’s own account, aswell asbetween the
statements of characters, who are shown to lie and deceive each other in order to
gain advantage. In this mishmash of fictions, we are insistently reminded that
what we are reading is somebody’sretelling of what somebody el sethought, said,
or did. In one particularly layered passage, the narrator recounts what Elsatold
him that she confessed to the mother superior about what Erdosaintold her that he
read inthediary of another character.

Just asthe novels are cobbled together in some less than reliable fashion out
of heterogeneousremnants of discourse, sotoo arethe characters shownto fashion
themselves after diverse textual models. In El juguete rabioso, Silvio lives out
fantasies derived from the adventure novels of the Andalusian shoemaker, and
Arlt's later characters are likewise the products of their readings. Scriptural
precedent inspires Erguetato marry Hipdlita, who herself chose prostitution asa
preferable alternative to domestic servitude after reading about it in books. The
Astrologer boasts of an extensive library, a broad familiarity with European
literature, and arhetorical geniusrivalled only by Hipdlita' sown. Hipdlitarelates
that her dissatisfaction with men stems from her childhood fixation on the
adventurous heroes of the novels of Carolinalnvernizzio, yet when she escapes
withthe Astrologer at theend of Loslanzallamas, the reader understandsthat he
hasfulfilled precisely that role. The suspicionthat thereality of these charactersis
somehow scripted by forces greater than themismost clearly voiced by Erdosain
and his perceived double and tormentor, Barsut, both of whose perceptions are
profoundly shaped by movies. In these characters, exposure to the simulated
marvelsof the cinemahas produced an ontological dissatisfaction, and both yearn
for magical Hollywood transformation of their unbearably mundanelives. Erdosain
fantasisesthat alonely millionairesswill spot him from her limousine and whisk
him off on ayacht to Brazil; Barsut confessesto having lived hisentire adult life
with the sensation of acting for aninvisible camera, and passesthetime planning
his conquest of Greta Garbo.
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Arlt’'scharacters construct literary and cinematic realities for themselves
in part in resistance to the ugly urban, industrial landscape in which the
narrative situates them and from which nature has been virtually abolished. In
these novels, descriptions of environments are expressionist, cubist, and
futurist, relying on geometric imagery to connote an incessant delimitation
and administration of space with cement and metal. In truth, however, the
habitat of these charactersis as much the emerging modern mediascape as it
isthelandscape or topography of Buenos Aires. One of the most provocative
turns in the plot is the catastrophic dissolution of the conspiracy and its
transformation into first a sensational series of newspaper articlesand then a
Hollywood movieinwhich Barsut will re-enact eventsat Temperley and fulfil
hisfantasy of stardom by doing what he’s been doing all along: playing himself.
Simulation, | would contend, isaprimary function of the Temperley conspiracy.
Madmen such as Barsut (labelled a‘ simulator of truths') and Bromberg (‘a
type of simulating delinquent’) are drawn to the Astrologer because he boldly
voicestheir contempt for rationally and legally constructed reality. Los siete
locos concludes with the simulation of Barsut’s murder by Bromberg, and Los
lanzallamas with actual murders which are to be re-enacted immediately as
cinematic entertainment. Throughout the novels, the erratically omniscient
narrator frequently alerts us to the simulations being perpetrated by certain
charactersupon others, most strikingly in the chapter of Lossietelocos entitled
‘The Farce’, in which the Astrologer introduces an army officer to the other
conspirators as amajor, then reveals him to be a sergeant as a demonstration
of the potential power of deception asapoalitical tool. A footnote attributed to
the commentator subsequently contradictsthis, stating the officer to be not a
pseudo-major, but rather apseudo-sergeant and actual major, alerting the reader
to the fundamental unreliability of the Astrologer’sclaims.

In these novels truth founders in an unresolved competition of fictions.
Erdosain’smurder of hislover and hissubsequent suicide convert himinto amedia
celebrity, but not even these acts, which he understands ashis ultimate existential
affirmations (* being through crime’), are unscripted. At theend of Lossietelocos,
inasomewhat oneiric episodein acafe, Erdosain witnessesthe suicide of afugitive
who the police identify as an embezzler wanted for killing his mistress with a
pistol shot in the ear. Erdosai n recogni sesthis story from newspaper accounts, and
it becomes, at the end of Loslanzallamas, hisown. Arlt’snarrative descendsinto
thevery siteof thetextual production, the basement wherethedaily paper isprinted,
to show the transformation of Erdosain’s crimes, prefigured by news, back into
news, which isto say into anarrative consumable by anewly consolidated mass
reading public. Having worked asacrimewriter for the pioneering tabloid Critica,
Arlt was quite familiar with the mechanics of commercein sensational violence,
and thisa so relatesto hisconstant preoccupation with the economic status of the
printed text. Thisvisit to the newspaper pressalso recalls, however, the previous
visit to the press of the anarchists, which is underground not only in the literal
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sense (conceal ed beneath atrap door hidden by furniture) but aso inthe metaphoric,
political sense.

Asthe organising conspirator in Arlt’s plot, the Astrologer iswell known
for advocating afusion of the successful elements of all major contemporary
revolutionary movements, and for serving up an ideological ‘ Russian salad’
designed to appeal to mal contents of all stripes, ‘ Bolshevik, catholic, fascist,
atheist, militarist’, etc. He emulates Mussolini aswell as Lenin and proposes
to adapt the industrial and military technology developed by capitalism
(particularly chemical and biological weapons) to ends more ruthless and
tyrannical than those of the capitalists themselves. He speculates on the
application of cinematic technology to the elaboration of propaganda and
revolutionary myth, directly anticipating Nazi innovationsin that field. Like
the fascists and the Bolsheviks, he has learned important lessons from that
current of anarchism, flowing from Bakunin, which embraced destruction and
terror and which trusted in the revol utionary initiative of aconspiratorial elite
andinthe explosive potential not of the proletariat, but of the lumpenprol etariat,
including criminals. The Astrologer recruits not workers but crackpots,
delinquentsand idlers, or as Erguetaputsit, ‘wretches, murderers, swindlers,
all those low-life types shoved down to the bottom with no way out’
(Lindstrom’stranslation, Arlt 1984, p.16). Understanding verbal deception to
be the essence of his power, the Astrologer ‘manages’ the madmen by
representing his political program as the mirror of their own treacherous
desires. His written instructions for the organisation of revolutionary cells
reveal thedirect source of hisvision of the ‘ supermodern’ secret society to be
the Revolutionary Catechism published in 1869 under Bakunin's name but
known to have been composed by his remarkable disciple, the murderous
nihilist and revolutionary con artist Sergei Nechaev (the model, apparently,
for the character of Stepan Trofimovich Verkhovensky in Dostoevsy’s Demons).

The Astrologer seemsto believe in nothing but power, not even astrology
(‘it's dl lies', he admits), but the pre-fascist tendency of his conspiracy is
confirmed by his final murder of the Jew Bromberg.®He thus dramatises the
ultimate assimilation of anarchist tactics of spectacular violence, including both
the conspiratorial terrorism of Bakunin and the revolutionary syndicalism of
Georges Sorel, by authoritarian political movements. In keeping with the narrative
insistence on simulation, almost nothing isultimately generated by the Temperley
conspiracy other than afew documents: the Melancholy Pimp's budget for a
brothel proposed to finance revolutionary activities, the Astrologer’s
organisational instructions, Erdosain’s plans for a nerve gas factory, and,
indirectly, newspaper accounts of the conspiracy’s aftermath, al of which are
introduced into narrative evidence by the compiler. The only revolutionary crime
inwhichthey actively collaborateisthe circulation of counterfeit currency, which
isprinted by the actual anarchists. Elaborating on Jitrik’'s economic reading of
El jugueterabioso, Pigliahas concentrated on the circul ation of falsified money
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asthe primary figure of symbolic exchangein these later novels, and | find his
comments suggestive.

Money - Arlt could say - is the best novelist in the world: it legislates an
economy of passionsand organises - inthemystery of itsorigin - theinterest
of astory in which the arbitrariness of exchanges, debts, and transferralsis
the only enigmato decipher. In this sense, for Arlt money is a machine for
producing fictions, or better yet, it isfictionitself becauseit alwaysde-realises
the world: first because in order to have it one must invent, falsify, swindle,
‘make fiction’ and at the same time because becoming rich is always the
illusion| ... ] which is constructed on the basis of al that which can be had
in money (Jitrik 1982, p.25).

Inmy reading, Arlt’s nuanced equation of fiction and falsified money hingeson
theanarchists' involvement. If counterfeit billsarethetokensof fiction, theentire
system of intratextual circulation betrays clandestine, anarchic origins.

Despitethe brevity of their appearancein Loslanzallamas, the anarchists of
Dock Sur presidein some significant sense over the operation of conspiracy. They
provide the forged | etter (ascribed to the Ministry of War) which lures Barsut to
Temperley. They provide the ten thousand counterfeit pesos with which the
Astrologer repays Barsut hisextorted capital and which, when detected, resultin
hisdetention by the police. Finally, they print pamphlets, which link Temperley to
aninvisibleinternational revolutionary network. In sharp contrast to the middle-
class ‘madmen’, who are portrayed largely as frustrated monsters, the working-
classanarchistsarerepresented as productivein their subversive activities. After
much narrative attention to Erdosain’s sterileand perverse middle-classmarriage,
the anarchists appear as a cohesive family with a child, and the connotation of
fertility is reinforced by a sign on their door which reads ‘ Se benden gliebos y
gayinasderaza’ (' Egsand purebred chikenssolt here’). Thisflagrant misspelling
might remind us of Arlt'sown orthographic ineptitude or, more generaly, of his
reputation asatechnically ‘bad’ writer whose Spanish waslearned not at home or
in school but in the street and from cheap trangations of foreign novels. One
additional distinction of the anarchists is the fact that their spokesman is
retrospectively identified by Erdosain asnone other than Di Giovanni, whosereal-
life execution Arlt witnessed while working on Los lanzallamas. Di Giovanni is
the only identifiable historical character inthenovels.

Likethat of the anarchists, Arlt’sliterary activities are carried out under the
sign of illegitimacy, outside of the el evated humanist sanctum of | etterstraditionally
governed in Argentinaby aclassof writersheridiculed as‘whitegloveauthors'.
Intheprefaceto Loslanzallamas, Arlt declared hisindependence fromtheir critical
standards, staking hisreputation directly on hisproductive capacity and his popular
readership. Asthe son of poor non-Hispanicimmigrants (a Tyrolesemother and a
Prussian father) and aprofessional journalist, he represents abreak with the model
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of thewriter associated with the Argentine generation of 1880: that of the university-
educated professional or bureaucrat who wrotein his sparetime.® In the wake of
the Soviet revolution, questions of the propagandistic and commercial value of
literature were quite current in Arlt’s leftist literary milieu, and in my view, his
novelsinscribe both propagandistic and commercial operationsinthe space of the
two presses, figuring the subterranean drives of his at once subversive and
mercenary narrative. Ultimately cynical asto the prospects of meaningful social
revolution and unswayed by the utopian determinism of his|eftist companions,
Arlt ventured a ong with Pio Barojaand L ouis-Ferdinand Célineinto aneighbouring
zoneof intellectual and cultural modernity, the one dubbed * Nihilism’ by Bakunin's
friend Ivan Turgenev in his 1861 novel Fathersand Sons.

Inview of al this, itisunderstandablethat in our purportedly post-ideol ogical
age, the fantasies of Arlt’s madmen should continue to attract readers when the
strident social realism of hiscontemporarieshaslong sincelost itsbloom. | perceive
Arlt asapivotal Latin American modernist and asan engineer of an ever-expanding
international network of conspiratoria texts. As Hamilton, Weir, and Redding
have documented, the set of major modern novels dealing with anarchist
conspiraciesissubstantial, and | would link thesetexts, including Arlt’s, to what
Frederic Jameson has identified as the conspiratorial ideologeme of advanced
capitalist culture. By his account, globalisation of economic relations and
consequent diffusion of political power lends conspiratoria narrative arenewed
currency in postmodernity, as an epistemological figure of concealed and
‘potentialy infinite' world system dynamics (Jameson 1992, p.9). Remarkably
precociousintheir representational strategies, Arlt’snovels, likethose of Baroja
and Céline, display a number of the aesthetic features Jameson associates with
thisideologeme: syntacticindirection, teleological failure, theinterpenetration of
high art and mass cultural conventions, and the double coding of political agents.

Confronted with Arlt, traditiona national literary historiesalso suffer afailure
of narrative continuity. Fernando Alegria, for example, states simply that as a
‘disciple of Russian anarchism, Arlt never fitted into either the old Argentine
literature nor the new (that of the Vanguard)' (Alegria 1986, pp.173-4). Broader-
minded cultural critics, such asBeatriz Sarlo, haveinterpreted Arlt's‘foreignness
in the context of mass immigration and of Argentina’s definitive incorporation
into the global economy, which produced aradical modernization of cultural styles
inthemetropolitan BuenosAiresof the 1920sand 1930s. Ina1995 study, Domingo-
Luis Hernadndez adopted a transnational perspective to suggest that Arlt's
representation of modernity (‘errant, asymmetrical, mediated, multi-faceted,
dienating’) linkshimto novelistsas contemporary and foreign asAnthony Burgess,
ThomasBernhard, Peter Handke, and Antonio Tabucci. | citetheseremarksbecause
they reinforce my own notion of Arlt asawriter who demandsto beread not only
alongside Onetti, Cortézar, Vifias, etc, but also as a practitioner of the modern
conspiracy novel arguably founded by Dostoevsky.

In novels plotted around conspiracies, it isscarcely surprising that historical
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developmentsin the structure of the novel form should bevividly evident. Theories
expounded by Peter Brooks, for example, cast considerablelight on the mechanics
of thetexts | have discussed. For Brooks, the classic nineteenth-century novel,
withitsoriginsin Romanticism, prospered asamodel of coherent and meaningful
individual subjectivity in the era of disabled master narratives. Even when
modernistschallenged the capacity of narrativefor the retention of true coherence
or the conveyance of total meaning, they retained full faithin theintellectual and
aesthetic necessity of emplotment. Linking novelistic narration to deviance, Brooks
pointsup adialectical weaving between the conjuring of chaosand the binding of
desireswhich animated even thetidiest nineteenth century ‘ Balzacian’ adventure.
Asnovelistslike Balzac, Hugo, Sue, Dickens, and Dostoevsky gravitate toward
the criminal underworld of themetropolis, ‘[t]he novel tendsto maintainitsplots
between exploration of the maximal, most daring socia deviance onthe onehand,
and the counter-discipline of the police on the other’ (Brooks 1984, p.158). Inthe
scheme of modernism, in thetexts of Arlt and others, anarchismimposesitself as
aprimeinstance of maximal political deviance.

Brooks acknowledgesthe historical affinity between novelistic and crimina
plotting in thefollowing passage:

I would suggest that in modern literature this sense of plot [that of a‘secret
plan to accomplish a hostile or illegal purpose’, a‘scheme or conspiracy’]
nearly always attachesitself to the others: the organising line of plot ismore
often than not some scheme or machination, a concerted plan for the
accomplishment of some purpose which goes against the ostensible and
dominant legalities of the fictional world, the realisation of a blocked and
resisted desire. (Brooks 1984, p.12).

Brooks touches on the example of Balzac's Vautrin, master-conspirator of La
Comédie humaine, yet the function he ascribes to the character (‘explicitly to
theorise desire and the logical consequences of its full enactment’) obviously
persiststhroughout the conspiratorial corpus. Projecting Brooks' insightsinto the
modernist period, | would reiterate the unique fascination of conspiratorial and
terrorist anarchism for novelists such as Conrad, whose breach of integral narrative
totalisationin The Secret Agent centres on thefigure of the Professor, his* Perfect
Anarchist’, whoisas‘lawless’ as André Gide once proclaimed the novel to be.
Clearly, Arlt is seduced by lawlessness, and it is significant that despite the
intervention of the police and the media at the conclusion of Los lanzallamas,
Hipdlita and the Astrologer escape abroad, where they continue to thrive,
presumably, intheir asexual union, aspurveyorsof fictionand conjurersof desire.

From another perspective, Arlt's position with respect to the conspiratoria
corpusisalso liminal. Theintuition of anew epistemological order in histexts,
detectablein their unusual emphasison simulation, marksthewaning of the high
modern conspiratorial novel whose features | have described elsewhere (Close
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2000, pp.141-3). Henceforth, the conspiratorial subject introduced by Dostoevsky
and Turgenev mutatesinto something less stable and moreideologically diffuse,
in keeping with the encroachment of post-modernity. Historically speaking,
nowhere did anarchism survive the anti-democratic convulsions of the early
twentieth century intact. Militant anarchist dissidence wasvirtually extinguished
by 1922 in the Soviet Union, and succumbed shortly thereafter to fascismin its
Western European strongholds. Even earlier, measurestoward the exclusion and
deportation of anarchistswere undertaken in the United States (in 1903 and 1919)
and in Argentina (in 1902 and 1910), then the two most popular destinations of
European immigrantsto the Americas. Asthe Spanish Civil War proved, evena
mass movement predicated on anti-authoritarianism and individual sovereignty is
ill abletoresist amodern, totalitarian military-industrial complex, whether Soviet
or Nazi. Conversely, it is precisely the massification and the corporatisation of
twentieth-century political life that ensuresthe continued relevance of anarchist
critique.

Theoristsfrom Theodor Adorno to Jean Baudrillard have perceived aglobal
shift in the operation of ideology around thetime of the Second World War, and an
accompanying shift in the order of representation is suggested by changesin the
conception of conspiratorial fictionsin the post-war era. Profound transformations
in the conception of political power take place in societies whose ideological
management dependsincreasingly onthetransmission of imagesthrough electronic
media, onirresistible techno-military might, and on theinvisibility of dissent. As
Jameson observed in 1994 with respect to the aesthetic debates of WWII-era
German Marxists,

thefundamental difference between our own situation and that of thethirties
is the emergence in full-blown and definitive form of that ultimate
transformation of late monopoly capitalism variously known as the société
de consommation or aspost-industrial society. [ ... ] [Remaining] relevantin
the present context, however, is the Frankfurt School’s premise of a ‘total
system’, which expressed Adorno’sand Horkheimer’ssense of theincreasingly
closed organisation of the world into a seamless web of media technology,
multinational corporations, and international bureaucratic control. Whatever
the theoretical merits of theidea of the ‘total system’ - and it would seem to
me that where it does not lead out of politics altogether, it encourages the
reviva of an anarchist opposition to Marxismitself, and can also be used as
ajustification for terrorism - we may now at least agree with Adorno that in
the cultural realm, the all-pervasiveness of the system, with its ‘ culture-’ or
(Enzensberger’s variant) its ‘consciousness-industry’, makes for an
unpropitious climatefor any of the older, simpler forms of oppositional art
[ ...] Thesystem hasapower to co-opt and defuse even the most potentially
dangerous forms of political art by transforming them into cultural
commodities (Jameson 1994, p.208).
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Thistotalisation and global integration of power, whose economic and technological
features Gilles Deleuze has summarised in his* Postdataon Societies of Control’,
does of course continueto provoke ever more spectacular feats of terrorismand a
revival of anarchist culturewhich heraldsthe eclipse of more organised modes of
resistance. Meanwhile Arlt, once rebuked by arepresentative of the Communist
Party for hisattention to ‘ mythological procedures’, continuesto attract readersas
the conspiratorial ideologeme becomes ever more compelling in a culture of
paranoia.

Although their profileisnot what it once was, one can till detect anarchists
marauding on the margins of the postmodern novel, for example in Thomas
Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), with itsreferencesto the activities of the
Flores Magon brothers and the Mexican CIA (Conjuracion de Insurgentes
Anarquistas). In Argentina, two textswhich seem to owe aparticular debt to Los
sietelocosand Loslanzallamasare Piglia’'s 1992 La ciudad ausente (The Absent
City) and Marcel o Cohen’s 1995 El testamento de O’ Jaral (O’ Jaral’s Testament).
Pigliaconjuresan end-of-the-millennium Buenos Aires and centres his paranoid
taleon ‘themachine’, adevice supposedly conceived by the eccentric Macedonio
Fernandez (area writer much admired by Borges) in collaboration with apseudo-
Hungarian inventor christened, suggestively enough, Emil Russo. Macedonio’'s
machine, which somehow containsthe mind of hisdead wife, Elena, functionsas
agenerator of narrativeswhose clandestine circul ation has aroused the suspicion
of officials determined to control ‘the principle of reality’. Pigliainscribes the
technological conditionsof the present (surveillance, electronic simulacra) while
tending afirm political opposition between ahyper-technologica steteand adiffuse
but resol utely anarchist (and even modernist) community of resistance. Shifting
between various, unprioritised levelsof narration, La ciudad ausentefollowsan
investigation of the machine by adetective/reporter, but thisinquiry isrepeatedly
interrupted by the possibly paranoid discourse of other characters and by the
possibly apocryphal narratives of the machine. When the novel closes with a
monologue by the machine, in Elena’s voice, intratextual subjectivity isleft in
thorough disarray, in compliance with Russo’'s mandate to resist centralised
narrative authority (the police).

Pigliahonours Macedonio, apoalitical and aesthetic anarchist, not only asthe
inventor of his machine, but also by likening him to the historica anarchist
Rajzanov, awould-be assassin killed by his bomb and lauded by Camusin The
Rebel. Piglia's rebels enjoy convenient subway access from their refugein the
sub-basements of the Mercado del Plata. Genuine and fraudulent copies of the
maching snarratives, originating here, in other subway stations, and in clandestine
suburban workshops, proliferate in downtown bookstores and bars, telling tales
increasingly troublesometo Piglia sprojected (or perhapsremembered) Argentine
police state: the story of thefirst Argentine anarchist, flashbacksto the execution
of Indians and dissidents, alternative histories of the Falklands war (officialy,
Argentinaprevailed). Even wheninterred by censorsin the basement of amuseum
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inthefinal section of the novel, Macedonio’smachine continuesto remember and
narrate, and it seems clear that so too will the clandestine counter-information
groups, whether in urban enclaves or in the isolation of the pampa. Asthetitle
suggests, La ciudad ausente constructs utopian spaces, most outstanding among
them being Finnegan’sisland, a settlement of Irish, English, Russian and other
anarchist refugees in the Parana. A document headed ‘ The Island’ describes a
society inradical linguistic flux, where athree-century-old edition of Finnegan's
Wakeisrevered as sacred scripture. Alongside Joyce and Fernandez, Pigliaalso
enshrines Arlt not only by exhibiting artefacts of Erdosainin hisliterary museum,
but also by identifying hisnarrator asan employee of El Mundo, Arlt’snewspaper.

Cohen'sEl testamento de O’ Jaral followsintheline of La ciudad ausente by
re-imagining the possibility of extra-legal and anti-capitalist printing withinavirtual
‘total system’ of the indeterminate but near future. Like Pynchon or William
Burroughs in their own ‘paranoid melodramas',” Cohen envisions a post-state
society wherein the mechanisms of ‘ concentrationary democracy’ cloak thereal
operation of power by capitalist consortiums and the division of humanity into
groups defined by economic function (technomagnates, consumers, and ‘ socia
indefinites’). In aterritory resembling Argentina but never named as such, an
environment of ‘virtuality' prevails: ubiquitous public video screens broadcast
the political messages of the government and the official opposition asthey debate
an agendaset by the consortiumsor perhapsdirectly by an even greater and more
ineffableauthority referred to as‘ Them, the Oneswho are Above Everything’. On
the eve of areferendum to decide whether the country will annex itself to the so-
called Panatlantic Group (a decision which has already been made at a higher
level), thecrisiswhich threatenstheritual exerciseof ‘ concentrationary democracy’
isnot revolutionary violence, long since eradicated, but massive indifference of
the consumer-voters and the perplexingly playful virtual interference of agroup
of stubbornly unresistant subversives.

Cohen’s protagonist, like Arlt’s and those of the mgjority of the conspiracy
novelsthat | have studied, qualifies as afringe intellectual. In hisrefuge in an
abandoned train station in the remote pampa, O'Jaral trandates the globally
triumphant mass-media melodramas of an English-language writer named
Mulligany for aclandestine pirate publisher who dreams of administering aesthetic
shocksto hisslavish massaudiencein order to goad at least ahandful of consumers
into renouncing the satisfaction of predictable narrativeitineraries and submitting
to ‘lack of direction’. In hissparetime, O’ Jaral toilsto absorb and synthesise the
most essentia knowledge accumulated by humanity in order to prepare himself to
receive an ‘illumination’ or ‘discovery’ of a way of thinking outside of the
paradigmswhich sustain the total system. Heisdistracted from thismission when
agents of the consortiums oblige him to collaboratein their pursuit of Ravinkel,
O’ Jard’s half-brother, veteran conspirator, and suspected leader of the gangs of
young ‘anarchoid’ dissidents who entertain themselves by blemishing the
complexion of ‘mass-mediareality’ with creatively fasified imagesand random
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transmissionsof their own riotousfantasies. Ironically, it isnot resistance but the
dissolute nature of this resistance which worries the technomagnates, who
understand the need for tension to sustain both market growth and the credibility
of thedemocratic smulacrum. Further Arltian complicationsin Cohen’stextinclude
thelocation of Ravinkel’slair inabuilding disguised asaprinting plant. Another
dissident, less successful than Ravinkel, proposes to combat ‘ Those Who Have
theWord' and who imposethe ‘' One Dominant Story’ of thetotal cultural system,
by assembling an archive of al non-commercial writing, thusarticulating anetwork
of aternative human possibilities.

Writing in collaboration with Félix Guattari, Deleuze has championed the
writings of Antonin Artaud and William Burroughs as among the most potent
antidotesto totalising or, in their terms, paranoiac and fascistising culture. Infully
commodified societies, they argue, ‘ Every writer isasell-out. Theonly literature
isthat which places an explosive devicein its package, fabricating a counterfeit
currency, causing the superego and itsform of expression to explode, aswell as
themarket value of itsform of content’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1990, p.134). What
| have attempted to locatein the Argentine novel of thefirst decades of thiscentury
isprecisely thissmouldering explosive charge, this counterfeiting of currency in
the basement of modernity. Although all market-sensitive novelistic production
must comply to some extent with the conservative, indeed self-policing, mandate
of the bourgeoisgenre, | believe that in their picaresque/conspiratorial agitation
and their displacementsof urban subjects, Arlt’stexts enact genuineresistanceto
theideol ogical regime of bourgeois capitalism. Rather than aborting the subversive
project, Erdosain’ssuicide advancesit aseffectively asBarsut’sHollywood career
or the escape of Hipdlitaand the Astrologer.?

TheHispanic novel adoptsthemodern conspiratoria devicein aperiod defined
by irreversibletransformations not only of the economicsand politicsof literature,
but aso of theentireideological system of the nineteenth century. Thebest novelitic
treatments of anarchism play out the dangersinherent in theliberation imagined
by philosophers such as Stirner and Nietzsche, exploring the nihilistic outlands
first mapped by Nechaev and later colonised by thelikes of Lenin, Mussolini, and
Hitler. Despitetheir continued dominanceinthe capitalist literary market and their
status as official Socialist cultural policy, realistic and naturalistic modes of
representation no longer satisfied writers who experienced the treacherous
transparency of the‘truth effect’ in political aswell asliterary discourse. Evenas
it ceded ideological precedence to the emerging discourses of the mass media,
literature was obliged by them to regard the yawning ‘ dearth of reality’ of which
AndréBreton spokeand which literatureitself imposed. Thecritiquesof Arlt and
hiscollaborators preserve ameasure of freshnessand anarchisticforcein sofar as
they reject the ideal assurances of liberal culture. Like the chimerical dawn of
anarchist utopia, the Astrologer’shoax foretellsthat in twentieth-century politics,
asintwentieth-century fiction, languagewill dipitsmooringintruthful signification
to drift on murderoustides of desire.
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| am thinking, finally, of a1929 essay in which Walter Benjamin praised the
Surrealists (before their conversion to Communism) as the first agitators since
Bakunin to provide Europe with a‘radical concept of freedom’ and ‘to liquidate
the sclerotic liberal-moral-humanistic idea of freedom’ (Benjamin 1996, p.78).
Hisaccount of the origins of this concept isequally germane here.

Between 1865 and 1875 anumber of great anarchists, without knowing one
another, worked on their infernal machines. And the astonishing thing isthat
independently of one another they set its clock at exactly the same hour, and
forty years later in Western Europe the writings of Dostoevsky, Rimbaud,
and Lautrémont exploded at the same time. One might, to be more exact,
select from Dostoevsky's entire work the one episode that was actually not
published until about 1915, ‘ Stavrogin's Confession’ from The Possessed
(Benjamin 1996, p.76).

Arlt rewrites Stavrogin’s confession as Erdosain’s, just as he rewrites
Verkhovensky's phantom conspiracy asthe Astrologer’s*fictitious revol utionary
body’, and in the process he writes Latin America into modernity. Benjamin
celebratesthe Surrealists’ adoption of ‘thecult of evil asapolitical device' and as
the antidote to the sentimentalism of bourgeois culture, and in this sense the
objectives of the Surrealists were quite close to Arlt's own. Inevitably, the
metaphysical question of evil hauntsall anarchist discourseaswell asall modern
discourse concerning anarchy. In arational humanist philosophical universe, the
antagonism of anarchy and order codifies the anxieties and exhilaration of free
individua will, political and otherwise, and these are the terms over which the
novelistsof conspiracy wrangle. Like Benjamin’scultivatorsof evil, but with quite
different aesthetic strategies, Arlt redeemsthe shareaccursed (in George Bataille's
terminology) by bourgeois law and order and enacts the signification of the
unsignified: lumpenredlity. Dostoevsky, Arlt, Breton, et al toil asdisruptive auditors
of unbalanced bourgeois moral budgets, interdicting production whilethey pore
over secret lossledgerslabelled ‘vice', ‘ crime’ and ‘revolution’.

APPENDIX: MODERNISM IN LATIN AMERICA

Initsusagein Anglo-American critical discourse, ‘modernism’ refersbroadly toa
multitude of aestheticinitiativeswhich challenged theredlist and naturaist practices
prevailinginlate nineteenth-century European and U.S. literature. The amorphous
nature of thiscategory has produced endless scholarly polemics, anditsrelevanceto
Hispanic cultureisparticularly uncertain, especialy sincetheterm Modernismo, in
Spanish, wasclaimed by the Nicaraguan poet Rubén Dariointhe 1880sasthename
for hisown very influential aesthetic program. In Modernism and Its Margins, a
recent collection of essays addressing the problematic place of Spanish and Latin
American writing in amodernist canon, Alvaro Salvador offers 1860 and 1910 as
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rough limitsfor literary modernity, but addsthefollowing:

We could &l so cite as symbolic beginning dates 1868 or 1870, culminatingin
1905 or 1914. Be that asit may, it is of greater concern [ ... ] to trace the
boundaries of aperiod that beginswith thefirst great crisisof valuesemanating
fromthe binary of reason and industrialisation, withits questioning of aworld
centred on the capabilities of the subject, which reaches its climax towards
the beginning of the World War | with the setting in motion, from theideol ogy
of the bourgeoisie, of avant-garde subjectivity and the idea of political and
cultural empire asaconception of theworld. The period preferredin Anglo-
American historiography differs from this periodisation. In that usage the
term modernism includes the avant-garde and extends historically at least
until the 1940s'. (Salvador 1999, p.96 n.2)

Regardlessof itschronology, the geographical co-ordinatesof modernismtend, asl
haveindicated, to remain rather fixed by Anglo-American scholarsin Paris, Berlin,
Londonand New York, but readersinterested in modernist juxtapositions of centres
and peripheriesmay wishto consult CarlosBlanco Aguinagd sessay, ' On Moderniam
fromthe Periphery’, included in the same volume. AsBlanco Aguinagaindicates,
the periphery hasbeen awaysa ready present at theimaginary centre of modernism
(insuch provincial migrantsas Joyce, Kafka, Apollinaire, Tzara, Conrad, etc.), and
thefictionswhich | study hereare, par excellence, fantasies of decentralisation and
mobility. The novel of conspiratorial anarchism, the primary object of my study,
originatesin Tsarist Russia, takesrefugeinimperia England and France, and prospers
in Spain before crossing to Latin Americain an erawhen, asOctavio Paz onceput it,
‘the modern was outside and had to beimported’ (1990, p.19).

My thanksto Sharif Gemie, John Moore, and Raimund Schéffer, whose comments
guided meintherevision of thisarticle.

NOTES

1. Of the three novels || shall discuss here, only oneis currently availablein English: The
Seven Madmen, translated by Nick Caistor, was published in London by Serpent’s
Tal/UNESCOin 1998. A previoustrandation by Naomi Lindstromisout of print. All
trandations from Spanish in this article are mine unless otherwise indicated.

2. My account of this period draws heavily on David Rock’s histories (1975, 1987).

3. Edmundo Guibourg of Critica, cited in Borré 1996, p20.

4. Di Giovanni, an Italian anti-fascist and violent anarchist, was Argentina smost cel ebrated
outlaw inthelate 1920sand early 1930s. Hewasnot only the mastermind of aspectacular
series of bombings and robberies, but also a publisher of newspapersand editor of the
completeworks of Elisée Reclus. Osvaldo Bayer’s 1970 biography of Di Giovanni is
availablein English trandation as Anarchismand Miolence: Severino di Giovanni in
Argentina 1923-1931. Elephant Editions, 1985.
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5. Ludmer’s The Corpus Delicti contains a fascinating proposal for double readings of
Argentinetalesinvolving murdered Jews (2004, pp141-158)

6. For an account of the cultural and literary coalition of 1880 and its relations with the
liberal state, see L udmer 2004, pp23-139.

7. Paul Fussel’sterm.

8. Deleuzeand Guattari’scriteriafor ‘ schizorevolutionary’ expressionrecal the Astrologer’s
own discursive adventure: ‘the value of art is no longer measured except in terms of
the decoded and deterritorialised flows that it causes to circulate beneath a signifier
reduced to silence, beneath the conditionsof identity of the parameters, acrossastructure
reduced to impotence; a writing with pneumatic, electronic, or gaseous indifferent
supports, and that appearsall themore difficult and intellectual to intellectualsasitis
accessible to the infirm, the illiterate, and the schizos, embracing all that flows and
counterflows, the gushings of mercy and pity knowing nothing of meaningsand aims
(the Artaud experiment, the Burroughs experiment)’. (Deleuze and Guattari 1990, p370)
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