Legislation serves as a vehicle for colonialist action
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Although studies of memory in our field have analyzed such memorial vehicles as monuments, epideictic addresses, museums, settlements, and scrapbooks, legislation and plebiscites as sites of remembrance have not been much studied (Browne, 1993; Katriel & Farrell, 1991; Dionisopoulos & Goldzwig, 1992; Katriel, 1994). As technologies of governance, the Young Act and its proposed referendum, and the Report by the President’s Task Force are institutional forms—cultural vehicles that construct and invoke the frames of remembrance through which we view not only Puerto Rico’s colonial past, but also its present and future. In fact, public memory is marked less by any historical accuracy of temporal beginnings than by the way in which frames of remembrance weave the interests of the present into representations of the past. Legislation, especially that which selects as subject matter a people’s “stories of their origins and of their authority as a political order,” is a particularly profitable site for the investigation of just such constructions and negotiation of frames of remembrance (Cox, 1987). The use of legislation as grounding text is significant especially since legislation as constitutive of a state’s social ideology seems so far to have escaped the notice of those rhetoricians who study public memory (Mertz, 1995, p. 361).7 In the case of Puerto Rico, rhetorical analysis is crucial to understanding how legislation and status plebiscites have served as vehicles for the invocation of a memorial narrative that has kept the island in a colonial status. Furthermore, such analysis continues what Marouf Hasian has called “the process of accessing the historical memories of some of these discursive contests over imperial responsibility and colonial morality” (Hasian, 2002, p. 231). Embodying the epistemologies and ritual invocations that constitute and manage Puerto Ricans as colonial subjects, self-determination legislation and political status referendums are part of what Lauren Berlant refers to as the National Symbolic: [T]he order of discursive practices whose reign within a national space produces, and also refers to, the ‘law’ in which the accident of birth within a geographic/political boundary transforms individuals into subjects of a collectively held history. Its traditional icons, its metaphors, its heroes, its rituals, and its narratives provide an alphabet for a collective consciousness or national subjectivity; through the National Symbolic the historical nation aspires to achieve the inevitability of the status of natural law, a birthright. (Berlant, 1991, p. 20) Since Puerto Rico cannot achieve self-determination unless via a congressionally authorized process, the invocation of memories through the Act, its proposed referendum, and the historical narrative commonly shared with the Report by the President’s Task Force constitute a subject of U.S. sovereignty, an incomplete subject of colonial memory, politically immature and unable to achieve self-determination on its own (Miller, 1993, p. xii).8 This subject is geopolitically bounded in two ways: through its location in a territorial possession of the U.S., and through its recollection as spatially located within a collectively held and narrowly defined U.S. history. Consequently, this remembrance through a congressional legislative process for self-determination is ultimately a colonial lieux de memoire, a symbolic loci or topoi used to support the U.S.’s memorial heritage and sovereignty (Nora & Kritzman, 1996). In other words, as a memorial narrative, sovereignty is a partial articulation or configuration of power designed to project and extend political authority. In this case it is expressed as a memoro-politics, what Ian Hacking defines as “above all a politics of the secret, of the forgotten event that can be turned, if only by strange flashbacks, into something monumental” (Hacking, 1995, p. 214). This point is made trenchantly clear by Thomas Blom Hansen and Finn Stepputat in the introduction to Sovereign Bodies: Citizens, Migrants, and States in the Postcolonial World (2005): We suggest that sovereignty of the state is an aspiration that seeks to create itself in the face of internally fragmented, unevenly distributed and unpredictable configurations of political authority that exercise more or less legitimate violence in a territory. Sovereign power . . . is always a tentative and unstable project whose efficacy and legitimacy depend on repeated performances of violence and a ‘will to rule.’ These performances can be spectacular and public, secret and menacing, and also can appear as scientific/technical rationalities of management and punishment of bodies. (p. 3) These texts then, constituting a sovereignty narrative, become a kind of mnemonic socialization, reinscribing the tutelary power of the state over its immature subjects. The relationship of a memoro-politics and sovereignty points to the state’s management of particular populations through the disciplinary “cluster of relations” that Foucault referred to collectively as bio-power. This notion of bio-power designates a calculus, “technologies of power” under which human life is subsumed, operating less as coercive power and more as a production of disciplinary domains of truth/knowledge that facilitate the management of individual bodies and populations (Foucault 1990, p. 140). Congressional memoro-politics, and the knowledge it proclaims, is thus a vehicle for the transformation and management of the colonial subject population. Foucault’s claim about “an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and the control of populations, marking the beginning of an era of ‘bio-power,” commends us to examine the ways in which a memoropolitics shape official histories, nationalisms, the remembrance of our colonial past, and forms of subjectivity. More recently, Giorgio Agamben (1998) building on Foucault and political philosopher Carl Schmitt (1975), has extended this notion of biopolitics by highlighting a “politics of sovereign exception” whereby the state exempts itself from its own laws or standards of justice, fostering the development of zones to which particular subjects are relegated. Such an exception exacts a distinction between subjects and the sovereign, whereby the sovereign is exempt from rules of life, while this subject obtains a “bare life” status (zoe), both included and excluded at the same time by virtue of being both part of, but marginalized from, the political community. These “inclusively excluded” people form a category of those mistreated, killed, disappeared, marginalized, or otherwise abused by the state in circumstances that, precisely as a result of such states of exception, fall outside the usual space of the political community. These subjects, described by Agamben through the figure of the homo sacer, occupy the margins of the political order indistinctly and indefinitely—or perhaps, as in the case of Puerto Ricans, until such a time as they are redeemed and allowed to re-enter it. For Agamben then, this distinction between bare life and the sovereign exception is constitutive of political community, as “the production of the biopolitical body is the original activity of sovereign power” (p. 6). As a performance of sovereign power over particular colonial bodies, exercised not only in the name of the nation but in the name of the colonized population, congressional recollection of the U.S.-Puerto Rico political status dilemma is the expression of colonialist biopolitics. This point ought not be surprising since colonialism was always, and in its post/colonial incarnation continues to be, a biopolitical project. The relationship of the United States with the island has from its inception being about the managing and controlling of bodies, from the creation of a special status as “unincorporated territory,” to the discourses of imperial science that sought to catalog its new possessions early after the Spanish-American War, to current efforts at “oxymoronically” granting self-determination to Puerto Ricans, the U.S. colonial project retains the sovereign exception. Consequently, questions of the political status of Puerto Rico become a problem of sovereign power articulated through a nostalgic lens of concern for the lives of Puerto Ricans still depicted as immature or incomplete colonial subjects.
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