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Democratic Consensus in Prynne’s ‘Refuse Collection’

Poems can, although imperfectly, contain varieties of competing perspectives and critiques of those perspectives. In this final chapter I want to show, through a close reading of ‘Refuse Collection’ by the poet J. H. Prynne (2004), one example of the ways in which this can occur, and the reasons for it. The poem explores ideas of consensus and democracy in the context of the invasion and occupation of Iraq by British and American forces, using the specific instance of the alleged torture at Abu Ghraib as an example. Prynne’s poem is of a complexity that reflects the difficulty of its approach to its subject matter. It exercises a responsibility to the multiple possibilities of human presence and experience, and by extension critiques democratic decision-making and consensus. The coincidental and simultaneous relevance of the work to a number of specific contexts that contain within them multiple perspectives becomes the very reason that it might be resistant to a reading that tries to enclose its meaning in ‘recognizable’ culturally specific human experience, or in transferable closed abstractions of universal meanings. Yet it is a relevance that, in its use of the specifics of embodied experience, must always be in dialogue with ideas of universality, even if only to contest them. 

The poem sustains this open and discursive relationship to human experience without locating it within a specific material or narrative subtext or theme. The poetry is not a ‘code’ that can be broken, thereby reducing the poem to a single meaning that is simply hard to get at because of fractured sentence structures and a specialist vocabulary. Neither can the potential meaning of the poem be limited to the conceptual or the procedural, ideas that exist prior to or beyond the text and of which the text is an application. Meaning becomes dependent on the material presence of the text, a text that releases its meaning through performance, whether that performance is a silent reading by an individual, or a public reading. Nor do I think the poem can be explained as a ‘method’, as collagist for example, or rhizomatic, although some of these techniques may be present. Phrases such as ‘Tag evil so palpable, / fungus in the nail-bed, your choke on a concert / programme device’ lose any accumulated meaning as the sentence either begins a new clause or a new line. The reader is left with four sections, each one of which begins with a promise of narrative, but which shed meaning as often as they construct it. 

My aim therefore is not to explore the poem as an example of a method, but to provide a commentary that reflects the specific language event of the poem as well as the cultural contexts of its production and those produced in its reception. In so doing I have a secondary aim, and want to demonstrate that, despite the difficult nature of the text, it engages with urgent social concerns. Further to that, it does so in a different way to the rhetorical devices often used by poetry that locate it on one side of a political argument or the requests for empathy and understanding that can result from a poetics and politics of identity. 

My commentary draws on a number of ideas that help to emphasize or explore the moral or ethical issues in the poem. The first is an interest in the body and embodied experience in its encounter with the material nature of language during the performance of the text. The relationship problematizes presence in the here and now, how that presence relates to the transmission of meaning across time and space, and how it can be an example from which experience or meaning might be generalized or ‘scaled up’. Through the embodied and performative act of reading, the poem develops materiality. The meaning is understood in the context of the present and those things that are near to hand, rather than through a representational function to which it can be reduced – a meaning that can be transferred through space and time, or through an external force that motivates or explains it. Reading (making meaning) becomes a process of moving through the poem and viewing it from different perspectives, rather than a process of interpretation from a single perspective. It is a poem that, because of its irreducibility, can exist within a condition of multiplicity through an infinite number of possible performances, and can contain the coincidences and contiguities of embodied experience. 

The second idea I would foreground is that of a ‘public’ language and its relationship to a supposed private or personal language. Much of the poem is drawn from a variety of media sources and specialist language. It is public language that is so familiar that it loses reference and, in the context of the war, becomes a barrier to experience rather than an expression of it – it is language that in other contexts emphasizes war as ‘theatre’ and civilian deaths as ‘collateral damage’. The poem breaks up the surface of that public language not with private impassioned interjections or appeals to the truth of subjective feeling, but with specialist and technical language, jargon and nicknames. 

The third idea is the relationship between a place and its spatial context, between a supposedly familiar local and the strange or exotic global. This operates in different ways. The poem links locales, the place of the poet and the place of the reader and the place of Abu Ghraib. It is linked through a series of pictures, themselves available globally.
 The poem as material object is experienced immanently in the act of reading, yet functions both locally and globally. The poem is produced and read (or performed) in specific places and times, yet through its place in the language system, and a text that undergoes publication and distribution, is divorced from its place of production; it exists in a global spatial condition. 

A common thread that runs through all three ideas is a relationship between (to use three sets of terms) the specific and the general, the concrete and the abstract, and the immanent and the transcendent. These relationships are, more often than not, characterized by rapid shifts between positions, as if always dissatisfied with the degree to which the general can be represented by any specific example. As the specific fails to hold up, or the general idea dissolves across the surface, then other examples, complete or partial, are pressed into the poem, examples that as often undermine a more general notion as they do support it. But this is not ‘thesis’ poetry, whereby the examples are press-ganged in to support the general concept, but poetry that seeks to present apparent certainties and doubts, and doubts about the possibilities of certainties. It is poetry that unravels itself, often across the space of the page, before tying itself into knots again. This uneasiness about what it might or can say is transmitted via both a poetic form that refuses to settle into any particular pattern apart from that of poetic lineation, and material from which the form is produced that only links to experience in the most fragmentary and partial ways. 

‘Refuse Collection’ was published as part of issue 13 of the magazine Quid, an issue that the editors describe as ‘Poems in response to the atrocities at Abu Ghraib’. A long poem in eight sections of unequal length, the title itself has three possible meanings and prepares the reader for the exegetic task ahead. Other commentators have commented on the ambivalence of the title.
 If ‘refuse’ is read as a noun, the phrase refers to the mundane and domestic collection of refuse, where the detritus of everyday life is taken away; in this the prisoners in Abu Ghraib are characterized as rubbish. More conceptually it can be read as the poem itself as a collection of refuse, and where the language of the poem itself is the junk of the public language of war. If ‘refuse’ is read as a verb, it also means to refuse collection, to refuse to be taken away and to refuse to be carried away. It also suggests a refusal of collectivization, a suggestion that ‘we’ should refuse to be a ‘collection’ and refuse our own ‘collection’ into a system that carried out the ‘atrocities’. 

The poem itself becomes a site of struggle between these terms, and marks out a resistance to an absorption into a lyric voice that, however fragmented, is still anti-war. To be anti-war is to suggest a position from which the war can be criticized, a notion of a disinterested, self-righteous and clear-sighted perspective that can cut through the veil of public language that conceals the desire for sex and money that drives the war. The poem takes no such easy way out, and the plural pronouns towards the end are critical of a self-righteous anti-war ‘us’ and an ‘us’ that is responsible for the atrocities: 

if the inside is now already

exposed then crush the outside, consider this your

zone of inclusion that’s us we don’t pray heads down

we watch the target this time ah yes right we

are the target let’s go faster now and self-abhor,

get there first. Civil defence, rights issue give

before robbed in-store.

Perspective shifts around and words gain and lose meanings in the hunt to connect the syntactical structures across the line breaks. ‘We’, itself a problematic notion for Prynne in this piece, are both inside and outside; we ‘watch the target’ and ‘are the target’ even though ‘we don’t pray heads down’. Despite the objectification of the prisoners, first by the actions of the guards and then by the subsequent pictures that were distributed by various media in an attempt to produce an audience that would see the prisoners as ‘others’, Prynne’s collective ‘we’ are still within the ‘zone of inclusion’. Prynne never allows a reader the luxury of the single perspective of the observer from a distance, or the certainty of the eye-witness within a zone where ‘We’ are both a collection of refuse and the collectors of refuse. Yet this is not a politics of despair or of loss of agency, where despair becomes another position from which to deny responsibility, but neither is it a poetics or a politics of glib identification. 

The poem becomes part of a debate about the nature of democracy itself, and the way that democracy might construct ideas of terrorism. It critiques the notion of ‘free speech’, the idea that democracy might contain within it public spheres in which any kind of ‘ideal-speech’ situation of free and rational discourse between equals might exist. Nor is the poem constructing multiple public spheres within which different perspectives might be located, spheres in which the invasion of Iraq or acts of torture become justified. Yet neither is there any real possibility of a private sphere or speech act that might critique or justify the acts. Private and public come together, as does the production of culture and its consumption. In its rapid shift between positions, and the creation of a poem that often combines positions, the poem denies the presence of a rational public sphere that might oppose the irrationality of terrorism or the aberration of torture. An attack becomes a ‘heart attack’, shifting from collective action to individual illness and enclosing within itself the emotional cost of the ‘attack’. The ‘high tower’ provides no place to ‘indwell’, but is invaded by the ‘infidel on a / ranting stair’. 

The act of photographing torture by unofficial individuals, with the exhortation to ‘photograph everything’, and where ‘home movies hold steady’ results in personalized photographs that seem more like mementoes or holiday snaps than an official record. The resulting ‘spectacle dump’ breaks the link between the production of culture and a ‘mass’ media. Instead, the products result from an unplanned and undetermined circulation of images that, rather than being the commodified products of national or global cultures, become (or appear as) the products of private individuals. Their aura of authenticity is provided by their poor quality and from our chance encounters with them. 

The public and private spheres are therefore implicated both in the consumption of culture (in this case the notion of democracy) and in its production, and the frontier between them is increasingly unstable and trespassed. The consensual decision-making process of democracy becomes replaced by a structural ‘undecidability’ that lacks the grounds for making a decision. A complex of practices, discourses and language-specific contexts replaces the notion of democracy as inherently ‘rational’. Undecidability is not a moment to be traversed like a barrier, with decisions lying on either side of the barrier.
 Rather, the poem demonstrates that undecidability must inhabit the decision, and that chaos and instability are irreducible. Consensus, in this context, becomes a temporary result of a provisional hegemony (Mouffe 1996, p. 10), a temporary stabilization of power that can never be inclusive but contains within itself the notion of exclusion. The forming of an agreement must always include the idea of a disagreement. Difference becomes the condition of the possibility of unity while providing its essential limits. 

Jacques Derrida privileges the literary text, claiming that ‘literature’ is a ‘public institution […] connected to the evolution of law’ and that he is ‘not able to separate the invention of literature, the history of literature, from the history of democracy’ (Mouffe 1996, p. 80). If freedom of speech is a cornerstone of democracy, then this is supported by literature with its ‘right to say anything’, a right that for Derrida is still ‘to come’, in the same way that democracy is still ‘to come’ (p. 80). Literature, its production and consumption, depends on a combination of public and private acts that democracy, in its apparent commitment to openness, begins to threaten, and that totalitarianism, in its desire to control everything, also threatens. The right to say anything also contains within itself, for Derrida, the right not to say anything, to keep things private, or secret. The secret, in its commitment not to be shared, must also, through the principle of the heterogeneity of the self, be shared with the self, and in that sharing must go through a process of representation in order for the secret to exist. Literature, by extension, becomes a shared secret. 

This line of logic followed by Derrida is illuminating, and the notion of the secret shines strangely in the poem. Revealing the secret and extracting information is the aim of the specific acts of torture, and the poem itself makes public, through publication, the act of torture itself where the figures become ‘a heap on the ground. Prostrate, back-spavined and / fresh-crushed’. The following ‘profession’ or confession is both that of the tortured and the confession of those who carry out the torture, and both are encouraged to ‘write home about it’. Yet, of course, evidence extracted under duress is inadmissible in a court of law. The secrets have a different function. The reason for torture is not to gather information but to frighten off and deter others, to control the behaviour of the population outside the prison. Torture, which claims secrecy, becomes a public act, whether in the see-through cages of Guantanamo Bay or through the unplanned circulation of images from Abu Ghraib. The act of writing and publishing the poem is complicit in making public the acts of torture, a double bind of which the poem is only too aware. To remain silent is to be complicit in the act of torture, yet to make it public is to further its aims.
 There is another side to secrecy in the poem. The distribution of the pictures claims to make secret that which goes on in Abu Ghraib. In journalistic terms it tells the ‘real story’, a story told not by official ‘public’ language, but via the witness statements of ordinary soldiers. 

Our experience of the ‘secret’ Abu Ghraib atrocities is through the images shown on the internet. The poem, through the medium of language, is questioning relationships between public and private, and the notion of the secret, by moving beyond the visual identification of the otherness of the dehumanized, but all too human, bodies in the photographs. It approaches, through the non-representational qualities of language, a more corporeal identification while also expressing the futility of such a gesture. As readers we become observers, witnesses, torturers and prisoners, whether in the ‘sickened stamp on non-white body parts’ or through the ‘natural and brutish metal restraints’, and always move between those positions. Association is, of course, impossible. We cannot feel those bodies, or feel their pain. We are not them, or with them in the phenomenological sense, and can only imagine their touch, and are limited to speculating how fear would make their skin clammy and grey, how the faeces smeared on them would make them smell. The poem is simultaneously referencing the visual representations of the prisoners in the photographs, yet also critiquing their framing as suffering ‘others’, divorced from the everyday reality of the assumed viewer. 

In order to examine the notion of otherness, Prynne’s poetry develops radical notions of the self, of the moral relationships between the self and experience and of what presence means in relation to local and global scales. Yet I would want to claim that another way into the poem is through the fleshy human body and the immanent experience it suggests. Yet the fleshy body in the poem is not only those of the naked prisoners but also those of the speaking poet and the assumed reader, and the very difficult relationship that exists between them. Prynne, in writing the poem and in watching the images, and by extension the reader, becomes both torturer and tortured. He is caught between the role of witness and prosecutor and either complicit in the act of torture as a citizen of the UK or, as a poet, complicit in the ‘eye rape’ of looking at the pictures and sensationalizing the events. What we have in the poem, therefore, is not one body and one perspective but many, and not one language, but many. Witness and witnessed, victim and perpetrator, and judge and jury become part of the same set of actions. They can simultaneously ‘Die in battle, die in bed, or maybe / on a trolley, be sick, feel better, desire even / a just peace.’ They might ‘kick them around’ and then ask ‘shall we do that’ but it is a process that makes them ‘sickened’ before they, the prisoners ‘huddle up naked’. 

Yet the poem is not working within a relativistic or pluralistic postmodernism that slides off the subject in order to look at it from somewhere else, and therefore suggesting that one perspective is as good as the next. Nor is it presenting a number of examples from which general ethical terms can be determined, claiming that those examples are, in some way, testifying to a universality or common law. Instead the poem is presenting a complex linguistic and syntactical surface that is the result of not a single body before which space unfolds as it moves through it, but many bodies, intimately related. There is not one skin constructing an ontological body, but a number of skins constructing many bodies, just as the naked prisoners heaped up with hoods on their heads and their buttocks spread before the camera provide a cubist tangle of depersonalized flesh.

Their skin, fully exposed by their nakedness, is liable to penetration by the weaponry. The threat of male rape is ever present and one picture shows a group of Iraqi prisoners lying on top of each other, each one with buttocks spread apart. Their bodies are not their own and through repetition of the word ‘cap’ in the poem, it emphasizes the varying notions of ‘capture’, both as corporeal reality, as symbol of victory and as visual image.
 The bodies of the Iraqis are captured in different ways – through physical incarceration and by being captured on camera. Yet ‘cap’, in the truncated version used by Prynne, also has references to the idea of the poem as a ‘caption’ or a textual addition to the visual images, a text through which the visual images might be read and also a word, or a word stem, that echoes in other ways in the poem. There are other references. Many of the photographed Iraqis wear headgear, caps, that conceal their identity, as do the soldiers in contested videos of the rape of Iraqi women by ‘American soldiers’.
 ‘Cap’, in military terms, has other connotations, as a familiar form of address to a ‘captain’, a superior, and a plea for permission. In alternative military terms ‘Cap’ has another history in urban terrorism, in the knee-capping carried out in Northern Ireland, and is gangster slang as a synonym for killing, a meaning that is likely to include a reference to the term for the ignition ‘cap’ at the base of a cartridge. It is a lethal form of one-upmanship; to cap a story and conclude a life’s narrative.

In the second line of the poem, ‘cap’ follows ‘arm rest’, a request for permission to stop the ‘slap up’ that is happening in the previous line, and linking ‘happy slapping’ videos made on mobile phones to the images of torture in Abu Ghraib and to the physical pleasure of a ‘slap up meal’. At the start of the third section or stanza the ‘cap’ has apparently become something like a capsule, before becoming a ‘cap’ with a visor that links to the profit of war. In stanza 4 Prynne isolates ‘cap’ by running the word ‘cap-tivity’ across a line break while in stanza 6 it becomes ‘venture cap’, linking war, violence and sexuality to financial flows within a global capitalism that could only ever profit from the instability of the Iraq war. Isolating the word ‘cap’ within the poem illustrates something of part of Prynne’s method, of running together words within highly stressed syntactical formations that both distort the grammatical relationships while simultaneously creating labyrinthine philological ways back and across to multiple meanings for the individual words themselves. 

The poem therefore historicizes the meanings of words, and uses syntactical formations that always defeat the memory in the extraordinary combinations of language and language functions within a single sentence, let alone the entire poem. Through these processes the poem develops aspects of a meditation on embodied presence, and on the difference between seeing, or spectacle, and presence. The poem begins with a physical image of violence, where the ‘light led sole’ is ‘in pit of’, presumably the stomach, and where the phrase ‘led sole in pit of’ can be heard as ‘lead’ and where ‘sole in pit’ can be heard as ‘soul in pit’, or prison. The bodies are further objectified through being ‘uncounted’, and their appearance is ‘incarnadine’ or flesh-coloured, that is not flesh itself but with the appearance of flesh, and where, in the photographs, the images are made up of light from the ‘led’, or light emitting diode. The ‘stirrup’ in line 2 may refer to the story that prisoners, including an elderly woman, were ridden like donkeys in order to humiliate them. There is other animal imagery. The prisoners are hooded, like hawks, a bird whose principal sensory organ of sight is cut off when they are not to fly, and the prisoners, who become temporarily identified with the Whitehouse ‘hawks’, are ‘talon up’. The sentence turns into a ‘track rocket’, a weapon locked on with the determination of a hawk that in turn becomes ‘rapacious’ a ‘heavy investment’ and a ‘tool’ that should be inserted ‘this way up’. Following the process of seeing, and once the hood which is both the objectification and the cause of sensory deprivation to the prisoners is removed and whose act of removal releases the hawk, the body of the prisoner is penetrated by the ‘tool’. The order is repeated at the end of the line in ‘This way’, before the reply comes, ‘can it will you’, a reference to human agency and influence as well as an order to keep quiet, and a ‘canning’ process of denaturalizing and commodification that will produce a ‘new slave’ who will run the ‘chain store’, where the chain store is the symbol of spatialized capitalism, combining ideas of incarceration and colonization, a process supported by silent acquiescence to a box-ticking administration. The confirmation that torture is to produce acquiescence rather than information, that the process of torture is not to gather information but to produce spectacles that can control a population, comes from the final two words of the sentence: ‘nim, nim’, nonsense words and an acronym for ‘non-important-message’. 

The event is captured on a ‘camshot’, a reference to web cams (and an echo of the pornographic ‘cumshot’, also referred to as ‘the money shot’) and the poor-quality internet images that guarantee authenticity yet can be rapidly and widely distributed. The aim is compliance: ‘Confess sell out the / self input […]’, whereby the prisoner does it to themselves in a parody of rape and an image of defeat. Sex and money become hopelessly intertwined in the ‘gunship’ with its ‘apache rotor’ where both capital and genital can become a ‘twin’, and a ‘nap’, or ‘network access protection’ can be ‘twinned’, producing a so-called ‘evil twin’, a technological scam used in order to gain access to data, and also refers to the ‘twin towers’ that provided the rationale for invasion. A nap also refers to sleep, and sleep deprivation was a common form of torture in Abu Ghraib. 

This extraordinary weave of media-derived speech-based language and specialist vocabulary or jargon brings together sexuality, torture, violence, finance and war and their impact on the human bodies of real people, including the tortured, the torturers, those who capture the images by photography and those who witness them, write about them and read about them. As readers we are not immune. By stanza 2 the bodies have become fertile, and are ‘fruiting bodies’, a reference to mould, fungus and wine through the use of the word ‘vintage’. It is as if the breakdown of the bodies both releases spores and provides fruit, the smell becoming ‘foetid’ through a sweet rot. Yet it is a process that will produce value, as if the rotting bodies of the victims of war will produce financial benefit, the ‘fruit’ of the labour of invasion. In a fast shift of pronouns the responsibility passes from person to person, or rather the people responsible are variously described. It is ‘we’ who do it, where that ‘we’ might refer to the US/UK alliance, but that ‘we’ also becomes a ‘they’, objectified as ‘dimpled’ or muscled in the dress of a bodybuilder, in a ‘power cuff jersey’. The poem switches to direct address, urging the unknown addressee to:

Go on, do it, we’ll photograph everything, home

movies hold steady on while they is we do it,

by eye it takes oozing huge debt. Reschedule

value credits, war for oil, oil for food, food for

sex molest modest reject stamp on limp abjected

lustral panoply.

The ‘they’ is immediately switched to a ‘we’, who do it ‘by eye’, a process of collusion that combines war, oil, food and sex as well as a reference to the story that an American guard stamped on a prisoner’s injured leg and permanently stopped the process of healing thereby causing the abject ‘limp’, an act referred to later in the poem in the ‘sickened stamp on non-white body parts’.

This is a poem that, while apparently highly intellectualized and cerebral in its manipulation of language, its range of vocabularies and its ethical positions, is also one that is highly emotional. Yet this is an emotion that is highly controlled within a language surface that sustains an unwavering ‘tone’, and one that wilfully defies the logic of control or the control of logic, and that refuses absorption into meanings or into meaningless that would reduce its potential. Experience and speech collide, feed off each other and then disperse. It is an anti-war poem that tries to tell something about being anti-war, that undermines any notion of self-righteousness or any comfortable perspective of ‘them’ doing it to ‘them’, that gropes towards clarities that experience always tests and distorts and language can never finally express. 

Yet Prynne does, of course, work in language, but one that is reported via the media rather than by direct experience, media that includes the literary text. Prynne’s work is often not just the product of a mediated text (that might be visual or textual) that he subjects to philological and deconstructive techniques through the process of constructing the poem, but also an analysis of the process of mediation. His work therefore becomes at least double-framed, via the media representation and via the poem that frames and critiques the experience of the mediated text, and both frames contain within them a critique of their own construction. Exploring the levels of perception, mediation and representation in poetry that also contains its own critique does help explain why a poetry might negate its own meaning as it also seeks to make meanings at a range of levels. 

The use of mediation is not confined to ‘Refuse Collection’. In a poem from To Pollen, a collection of twenty-two (thirteen-line) untitled poems published by Barque Press (Prynne 2006), he runs together images of violence, death, sex and money through language that is gathered, or at least refers to, a variety of media. The section on page 22 begins ‘Natural-born killers’, a reference to the film of nearly the same name where a disturbed white working-class couple go on a killing spree across America. The couple are sensationalized by the media industries that, while expressing outrage at their crimes, also use them to boost their own ratings. The many references to TV and film as well as a final scene in which the ‘killers’ record their own murder, reflect the processes of Prynne’s poem as it continues to refer to ‘a habit nurtured by wound drainage’ with its images of injury to the body and ‘waste out mortality’ and its references to ‘wasting’ or murdering. It then slips into the language of finance where ‘employment’ only provides ‘tips / to roll up losses on account’ before returning to the ‘natural-born killers’ and the ‘heat search’ that gives them a ‘locus of fear’ that the killers both produce and are produced by. Yet the poem cannot be collapsed back into the theme in an implosive moment that reveals source and products. Rather the themes or discursive elements are scattered throughout the poem, interspersed both with each other and with phrases that will seem both familiar and strange and refuse reduction. 

Although these fragments in Prynne’s work are distorted by the syntax and by paradigmatic word choices that defy most logic, and while they might still retain some of the context from which they came, they form a language surface that reflects their new role in the poem as well as a critique of their own public use. The language surface in a sequence such as To Pollen, produced by trochaic sentences that march along the lines without a conjunction or article amongst them, and glittering with puns and slippages of meaning that shine like so much poetic bling, only reinforces the sense of the language collected from the mass of information that crosses our screens daily. He picks out the shiny bits. The source of language is not the direct speech of embodied presence but mediated and distributed via technologies. These technologies are both a source of oppression (they survey and monitor the population), yet are also the way that the language and visual images are distributed. The collection of refuse becomes possible because the refuse swims around a system with public access. Other poems in To Pollen seem to be made up of decontextualized instructions for an unspecified technological task. The poem on page 15 might refer to a road speed camera: ‘For roading watch close side to side affective in / cover step remunerate’. The imperative mode continues: ‘Do not / remove until converged […]’, before becoming increasingly technical with ‘woolf notes / at chance for synchronise counter-lock’. I could follow the speed camera idea through the poem, and there are certainly continual references to visual capture and technological surveillance, but that doesn’t seem to me the point, or at least the point I want to make about this work. Rather I simply want to make the point that most of the language in this poem does not come from the mouths of other people or embodied contact, or even from literary expressive texts that claim to say something about the person writing it, but is decontextualized technological language. It is language in which an author may not even be claimed except in the most functional terms. It becomes public language and global English, free of any region or nation. The ‘body politics’ of ‘Refuse Collection’, in this light, become a passionate attempt to reconnect with the suffering bodies, while also containing a critique of the ways in which national political discourse, particularly that of war, seeks to divert attention from the physical and material consequences of military actions. 

If this is poetry that is claiming a political and ethical function, then it might seem, in its exploration of public texts, at some distance from the consequences of political action. Poetry is left to engage in war on a textual level, creating complex surfaces that demonstrate the duplicitous, abstracted and opaque qualities of a language that promises clarity but aims for opacity, and is no more than a more post-structural version of the words of Inspector J. Lee in William Burroughs’s novel from the 1960s, Nova Express.

The purpose of my writing is to expose and arrest Nova Criminals. In Naked Lunch, Soft Machine and Nova Express I show who they are and what they are doing and what they will do if they are not arrested. Minutes to go. Souls rotten from their orgasm drugs, flesh shuddering from their nova ovens, prisoners of the earth come out. With your help we can occupy The Reality Studio and retake their universe of Fear Death and Monopoly. (Burroughs 1964, p. 12)

Like Prynne, Burroughs links the body, sex, money, power and the military, creating a dialectical relationship between the ‘cold windy bodiless rock’, of Hassan i Sabbah, who has ‘rubbed out the word forever’, and ‘love love love in slop buckets’ (p. 11). Burroughs uses discontinuous narrative techniques and fragmented syntax in order to demonstrate the hidden machineries of money and war. The sophisticated surfaces of Prynne’s poems seem some distance from the criminal underworld that makes up the cast-list of Nova Express, and become places of dry exposure, the ‘bodiless rock’, yet places that in an intuitive counter-move know they owe their existence to the body itself. The process of deconstructing media language has something in common with an act of détournement, of feeding the language of power back through the poem, and an act that both includes a critique of itself and denies any notion of a finished product. Yet Prynne’s détournement is not a deconstructive act of reading against the grain to reveal ‘hidden power’, but an act which both reaches out to and from the human body and returns to it. It is reflected on the damaged surface of the skin, measuring individual suffering against the abstracted language of policy. It is not about revealing information kept below the surface, but understanding and feeling the contradictory messages the body receives and transmits. 

Prynne works between binary, three-way and multiply networked relationships, shifting from base to base in ways that sustain rapid alignments and realignments and that provide both a conceptual topography and a virtual history of association. Accumulated meaning is systematically dismantled as the syntactical structures defeat any attempts to memorize connections and relationships. Yet I would go back to my opening assertion and claim that in the work I have examined in this chapter, Prynne is engaged in discursive activities that explore compelling political and philosophical questions about the nature of democratic consensus and the ways it might be achieved. The linguistic surface of the poetry and the event of its performance provide a topography made out of the material of language. This is not language that leads the reader back to its author or speaker, but language that is already anonymized and disembodied through its use as the public language of the media and the public language of government and war. Even the more colloquial constructions become detached from any notion of a speaker. The poem therefore becomes itself, and can explore the ethical dilemmas of its context without the limiting context of an expressive function. It can combine an examination of the connections between ways in which language makes meaning and the ways democratic consensus and decision-making are achieved. Yet in another double switch the very disembodied nature of the fragments of media-based language refuses more transcendent meanings and demands an embodied performance. The denial of the body of the author, whether of the poem or the fragments of media-based or technological language, needs the body of the reader, and in ‘Refuse Collection’, connects via the images on the screen to the bodies in Abu Ghraib and the performative acts of torture. 

Reading becomes a process of navigation rather than interpretation and the lack of accumulated meaning determines that every reading is a new way through the poem. Some old connections may be made, but new ones will always have the potential to be formed. Reading is an immanent and embodied experience that happens here and now, just as the movement from each word to the next becomes a process of standing still for a while and looking all around, and up and down, to see what connections suggest themselves. More intense moments and connections might flash across the poem at various times, and the word ‘cap’ began to get loaded up as I realized its potential implications, while at other times more extensive relationships will reach outside the poem, dissipating the ‘local’ experience of reading and making it a more global experience. 

The complex formal relationships within the poem and the way the poem uses language demonstrate a steadfast refusal of collectivization within the terms of the neo-liberal project of global democracy. Simultaneously it enacts the global reach of public language but refuses localization within a particular place or within the body of the writing or speaking subject except for the briefest of moments. The poem reinforces these changing relationships by ending on a meditation on the measure of objectivity and collectivity implied by the first- and third-person plural pronouns:

They do our will, to deny what they do is ours,

the wanton ambit of self possession. The tasks of

self-defence. In our name longterm marching as, to

a holy city ringed too close to call. Our land ours,

raw and forever. 

The ‘they’ that do ‘our will’ are those fighting in Iraq and must be acknowledged as part of a collective identity that is ‘ours’. A denial would be to claim an individuality, a ‘self-possession’ and a ‘self-defence’. The self-possession sits outside the law as ‘wanton’, and outside the democratic consensus. The ‘marching’ of soldiers becomes ‘longterm’ as invasion becomes occupation, yet similarly the marching references the protest marches that took over London. The final assertion is therefore problematized by the previous ambivalence in relation to ‘our’, an ambivalence further reflected in the word ‘raw’, as war spelt backwards, yet also a land where life is raw and flesh is raw. The rewriting of the same letters into the two words invokes a motion between them that simultaneously deepens and loses meaning, shifting between connections through sound and through meaning.

The poem uses radical poetic procedures to remain in the ‘undecidable’ – not to avoid making a decision, but to demonstrate the ways in which the experience of specific individuals can relate to notions of national consensus and the decision-making structures. It reflects the way that national cultures are part of a global culture industry – mediated through the personalized technologies of the internet – and the apparently unplanned distribution of the ‘private’ photographs of the torture at Abu Ghraib become part of the production of a cultural consensus. The poem walks a difficult line, resisting absorption into that consensus, refusing ‘collection’, and demonstrating the ways that the abstractions of the rhetoric of national constructions can conceal the effects of war. Yet this doesn’t mean that the poem falls back on the construction of an individual poetic voice that demands trust through the authenticity of its expression and challenges the ‘inauthentic’ voice of the media. Rather, the poem constructs combinations that continuously undermine themselves in rapid processes of re-framing. They demonstrate that while a public language of war must always conceal the physical consequences of war, and that is its function, its location within the discursive context of a radical poetry that never allows it to gain authority can sustain varieties of perspectives that subvert a ‘national’ perspective. By extension the poem and its procedures hold out for new forms of consensus that do not move towards a single voice. They can contain within themselves multiple and competing perspectives, and democratic decision-making processes lose the idea of their inherent rationality and become usefully inhabited by  an ‘undecidability’. 

7. Democratic Consensus in Prynne’s ‘Refuse Collection’
�. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.salon.com/news/abu_ghraib/2006/03/14/introduction" ��http://www.salon.com/news/abu_ghraib/2006/03/14/introduction� (accessed 14 April 2009) for example. 


�. See Winborn 2007 for an analysis of some elements of the poem and � HYPERLINK "http://www.digitalemunction.com/2009/04/21/on-complicity-in-torture-and-literature-orwell-sutherland-prynne/" ��http://www.digitalemunction.com/2009/04/21/on-complicity-in-torture-and-literature-orwell-sutherland-prynne/� for a review of  a reading by Prynne. There is a brief discussion of the poem in Ian Brinton’s survey (2009).


�. See Derrida’s debate with Rorty over the relationship between deconstruction and pragmatism in Mouffe 1996.


�. Seymour Hersh, in an article in The New Yorker, claims that responsibility for the torture lay with Donald Rumsfeld. Drawing on the book The Arab Mind by Raphael Patai, the US forces developed a policy of sexual humiliation, believing the Iraqis (and Arabs in general) to be particularly vulnerable to the shame this would bring on them. The release of the photographs can be interpreted not as a mistake by an over-zealous guard, substituting military duty for a kind of war tourism, or some scoop on the part of an investigative reporter, or a triumph of democracy by the free internet and digital technologies that forestall any attempt by government to conceal the truth of war, but part of an overall war plan to intimidate the Iraqis. The photographs themselves were evidence of torture as well as providing a permanent and transferable record that continued the punishment outside the walls and would warn a population outside the prison of the fate that was waiting for them. 


�. For another discussion of ‘cap’, see Winborn 2007, p. 55. 


�. These videos, in contrast with the images of the abuse of Iraqi males where the soldiers can be clearly identified, have never been claimed by the US as genuine. They also, somewhat confusingly, appear on both pornography (Iraqi Babe is one) and civil rights web sites, a situation which has supported claims that these are faked videos, and actors dressed up as soldiers. In an ethically confusing moment, yet one which is reflected in Prynne’s linkage of war, violence and sexuality, they often link pornography and anti-war movements, when banner headlines on apparently outraged anti-war blogs flash out links to ‘previously unreleased pictures of child rape’.





