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ABSTRACT

THE HIDDEN WOUDS OF VIEQUES: A POLITICAL ECOLOGY OF DISEASE
AND COLLECTIVE ACTIONS IN A MILITARIZED LANDSCAPE

By

Victor M. Torres-Vélez

Infant mortality rates have decreased in all industrialized countries. including Puerto
Rico. Yet in Vieques™ municipality this rate has increased by 12 percent. This and
other dramatic changes in public health have taken place within the last 20 years.
Recently. the inhabitants of Vieques have massively organized around issues of health.
mobilizing collective actions unhieard of in Puerto Rico. This social movement, which
has captured international attention. has cut across religious and political lines never
before traversed within Puerto Rican history. What are the factors triggering this
social movement”? How do the people of Vieques experience and make sense of these
changes in public health? How have these changes affected people’s perceptions of

health. illness and selt?

[ suspect that by exploring the interplay between (1) changing perceptions of health
risks and (2) shifting notions of self as (3) experienced by being and dwelling-in-a-
world of environment crises, we can get insights into these questions. By situating
at the center of the analvsis the relationship between illness and identity we can
gain insights into the emergence of environmental movements as processes of identity
formation. This project explores how shared experience of illness can generate new
questions. knowledge and understandings within communities experiencing critical
health problems. [ sustain that peoples embodied understandings of the relation-
ships hetween enviromnent and disease trigeger— within militarized or industrialized
landscapes— powerful cultural eritiques that offer insights into both modernitys fail-

ures and the emergence of social movements.
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Introduction

Industrial and military activities have torn apart whole landscapes throughout the
world. From Bhopal to Iraq. the scars left on environments and people are unspeak-
able. Those responsible for these scars benefit greatly not only from their infliction.
but also from keeping them hidden.  Making these scars visible is at the center of
myv dissertation. This is the story of how an island was used for military exercises
and shaped by powerful economic interests. It is also a storv of how the wounds of a
landscape are the wounds of its people. Finally. it is the story of a group of people

who awakened to cast away the invisibility of their unspeakable suffering.

The island is Vieques, Puerto Rico, and the military exercises were carried out by the
LU.S. Navy for more than 60 years. The negative environmental consequences have
been extensively documented, as have the resulting sharp increases in chronic diseases
such as cancer. What has not been documented, however, is how the people of Vieques
made sense of these changes and how people came to terms with disease, suffering
and death. What has not vet been analyzed is the conspiracy of invisibilities! that
created and maintained the conditions under which military and economic interests

superseded hnman life.

The military presence in Vieques has a long history, and while resistance to their
activities has always been present it was not until as recently as 1998 that a social
movement with popular support emerged. How can we explain this overdue popular

support to the movement, despite the obvious negative environmental and health

'Through this concept, 1 want to call attention to discourses that, even when generated by
different institutions (the state. capital. biomedicine) have the same effect: obscure the origins of
oppressive circummstances. This structural articulation of multiple discourses, that reinforce one
another in their myvstifving effect. is what 1 eall conspiratory.



effects of the military? How can we explain the initial silence. despite the visible
enviromental and health destruction left by the military? What factors sparked the
ciergence of the powerful movement and its support throughout the island? These
questions led me to the examination of how important institutions. particularly the
hiomedical establishiment, participated in the “conspiracy of invisibilities.” That is,
through their evervday encounters with people these institutions obscure the causal
counections between environmental degradation, people’s health problems and the
political economic svstem that depend on military presence. Could it be that, the
unspeakable suffering of sick and discased bodies was silenced, not because of an
impossibility of assigning meaning to this experience, but bhecause of this conspiracy

of invisibilities?

Another part of the answer lay in the manuner in which social institutions, such as
the health departiment, also function as bastions of public trust. As such, they have
the power of shaping not ouly people’s basic ontological assumptions — or what
is the nature of reality — but also a person’s place within the social order. This
institutional ability. however. is weakened wlien keyv institutions are unable to explain
emerging environmental and health crises. The emergence of multiple contradictions
environmental, health, institutional. and existential — offers a moment in which the
conspiracy of invisibilities bhecomes visible.  This dissertation is about this precise
juncture where people become aware of and confront the forces affecting them. In
this sense. it is about ditferent perceptions of reality: on the one hand. the reality
fostered by economic theory and biomedicine. and on the other. the reality of people

experiencing the negative consequences of global accumulation.

This dissertation. thus. explores two facets of the same process. It explains the
process by which Vieques™ landscape became militarized and how this militarization
Is an integral part of a global regime of capital accumulation. It explores the role
bionedicine plavs as a svstem of political legitimation for this regime. Biomedicine.
however, is not going to be studied from within: on the contrary, it is going to be
studied from people’s experiences confronting it. As such this dissertation is a cultural

critique that stems from people’s own criticisms of biomedical and other institutions.



Research Problem

Infant wortality rates have decreased in all industrialized countries. including Puerto
Rico. Yet in the municipality of Vieques in Puerto Rico the infant mortality rate has
increased by 12 percent. Viegues also experienced a 40% inerease in overall mortality
rate. a 340 increase in cancer mortality rates and a 253% increase in liver disease
mortality. These dramatic changes in public health have taken place within the last
20 vears (Nazario. 2001). Over that time, the inhabitants of Vieques have massively
organized around issues of health. mobilizing collective actions unheard of in Puerto
Rico. This social movement. which has captured international attention. cuts across
Puerto Rican religious and political lines never previously transcended. What are the
factors trigeering this social movement? How have people’s experiences of ongoing
increases in health risks been integrated in this social movement? How do the people
of Vieques experience and make sense of these changes in public health? How have

these changes affected people’s perceptions of health. illness and self?

[ will compare how lay people. scientists and government officials articulate competing
discourses on disease etiology. as these feed into new identity formations leading to
collective action. T aim to develop an analyvtical framework for understanding how
drastic environmental changes allect people’s perceptions of health and self within

their evervdav lives.

At the individual level, the experience of illness more often than not disempowers
(Taussig. 1930). However. sometimes a collective and shared experience of illness
can be empowering (Good. 1994a). The literature on critical medical anthropology.
political ecologyv and social movements seldom examines this issue of socio-cultural
enipowerment connected with discase. This dissertation explores how shared experi-
ence of illness generated new guestions, forms of knowledge, shared understandings
and innovative identities within communities experieneing critical health problems,
questions, knowledges, understandings and identities which culminated in collective
action. I argue that people’s explanatory models of disease, introduced explanatory

models that include social health and environmental factors and departed from and



challenged biomedical interpretations in a manner that enabled emergent collectives
to challenge the scientistic and socially atomizing medical status quo. I will argue that
these challenges are rooted in the facts that, under the above-described conditions:
health risks became more obvious. biomedical explanatory models failed to address
people’s concerns and experiences and new transnational discourses (e.g.. risk, rights

and elobalization) aided the reframing of individual and social heath issues.

My dissertation secks to understand the interplay among changing perceptions of
health risks and notions of self as experienced by being and dwelling-in-a-world of

environent crises (Dovle. 2001: Lefebvre, 1974).

[ will explore relations between changing environmental and health conditions and
their role in new forms of identity and collective action. I will develop an analysis
that understands how the drastic environmental and health changes on Vieques have
affected the perceptions of health. disease and self within the evervday lives of the

people on the island.

[ will explore the effectiveness of these arguments as they relate to the social and
environmental liealth erisis that has developed over the past twenty vears on Vieques

Lol That untid recently did not provoke a strong social movement.,

The analvsis of this case study will contribute to anthropological theory with a frame-
work to understand other cases similar to Vieques (Maxwell, 1998). My research con-
tribution. therefore. will demonstrate how Vieques particular case clearly reveals envi-
ronmental and health contradictions tvpical of “our modern™ condition. By studving
these contradictions my research will coutribute also to the understanding of pro-
cesses that could lead to social movements. Because of the increasing omnipresence
of these environmental and health contradictions, Vieques can reveal general lessons
applicable to many places: hence. Vieques relevance to understanding a wide spread

vet narrowly recognized problem.

In Chapter 1. T explore the historical development. strengths and weaknesses of the

two main theoretical traditions that inform my theoretical framework. These two



arc critical medical anthropology and political ecology. T not only criticize the short-
comings of dominant approaches to environmental and health problems but T offer
an alternative that 1 call the political ecology of discase. What makes my approach
different is that 1look at links between capital accumulation, environment and health

through the analvtical lens of an anthropology of disecase.

The methodology of my dissertation is explained in Chapter 2. In this chapter I
explore how the fit between my “data™ gathering methods and the purpose of my dis-
sertation. That is. if the dissertation is tryving to demonstrate —among other things—
the ontological validity of embodied experiences in Vieques, my “data”™ gathering
niethods also follow this epistemology. In other words. T explain the ways in which
my rescarch design is consciously rooted in my subjective experiences as a Puerto
Rican doing rescarch in a highly political colonial context. T explore the implications
for myv rescarch of myv own experience of becoming politically active in Vieques’ social
moventent. NMoreover T reflect on the implications of my personal experience with

discase and death. which guide me in understanding people’s narratives of suffering.

[11 Chapter 3. T explain the process by which Viegues™ landscape was made in the image
of capital. Here. the militarization of this landscape is connected to development
econontics. [ argue that the expropriation of two-thirds of the island speaks of the
necessity to secure capital investments, access to markets and access to raw materials
in Latin America and capital accumulation by military business (selling weapons and

renting the lands to other nation-states).

The aim of this chapter is to illustrate how the underlving assumptions of economic
laws. create a fictitious separation between productive activities, and the places and
the bodies upon which thev depend (Polanvi. 1957). This fictitious separation allows
industries to conceptualize industrial waste products as externalities. thus making

people and the environment responsible for the high public health costs.

Chapter 1 will address women's evervday life experience of being sick and the social
implications of dealing with discase. T will explore oral histories that exemplify what it

is like to confront chronic diseases such as cancer in a militarized landscape. T will look



at the wavs in which people struggle to make sense out of their painful experiences.
Moreover. T will explore the creative wavs — such as alternative medicines — developed

to cope with sickness,

The aim of the chapter is to show the connection between disease and identity. 1
argue that the experience of discase can. instead of victimizing. be empowering for it
forces the subject into a re-evaluation of his/her place in the social scheme that in most
cases 1s political. This re-evaluation of the self is possible, at least in part. because the
disciplinary power of governmental institutions has faded away in the face of health
crises and people are able to re-articulate their subject positions in empowering ways.
These re-articulations find the status quo no longer acceptable and generate active
where there used to be passive subjects. This new subject position is what explains
the emergence of the social movement on Vieques — a movement that finally proved
capable of forcing the Navy off the island. Hence, the connection between discase,

identity and social movements becomes clear.

[11 Chapters 5. Targue that health and environmental crises reveal the contradictions
of current svstems of political legitimation. However. a crisis of governability does
not cote solely from the negative impact of externalities, but is intimately connected
to the political system’s ontological stance. That is, a political system that, because
it is based on modernist ideals (of rationality and science), eclipses participation and
democracy thus undermining its own legitimacy. I will show that in the case of
Vieques not only economic but biomedical rationality obscures unequal relationships.
In this sense. and in the context of Vieques™ public health crises. biomedicine obscures

more than it reveals.

In specifie terms. T will be looking at the epistemological struggles between two diffe-
rent explanatory models of discase (embodied perception vs. disembodied science).
Wherever expert knowledge (be it governmental or biomedical) produces and relies on
the exclusionary and undemocratic discourse of science. science itself may becone a
terrain of strugele. In the process. the biomedical institutions of the state was thrown

into legitimation crisis and scientific discourses were bent and reshaped by activists

6



in wavs that demanded public participation.

[f scientific discourse is the ultimate source of validation and legitimation for the state,
then any questioning of such a svstenn is a questioning of the state itself. T argue that
these crises — of the environent. the body and of legitimation (biomedicine and the
state) — foster social movements such as those in Vieques, social movements that
tryv to resolve their problems through unconventional ways (conventional meaning
through the traditional governmental channels). In this sense these crises are also a
crisis of the self i which the worldview of those affected by disease is fundamentally

altered.

-1



Chapter 1

Political Ecology of Disease: A
New Approach

The present chapter will explore the historical development. strengths and weaknesses
of the two main traditious that inform my theoretical framework. These two are
critical medical anthropology and political ecology. In the end of this chapter I
provide a new theoretical syuthesis that attempts to overcome their main limitations.

This new svuthesis [ call political ecology of disease.

1.1 Political Ecology: Theoretical Legacies

Intellectual genealogies of political ecology (Peet and Watts, 1996; Paulson, 2003)
locate anthropologv’s theoretical contribution somewhere between cultural ecology

and political economy. For example. Paulson et al. noted that.

During the past two decades, a basic notion of political ecology as the
coming together of political ecconomy and cultural ecology has been applied
and developed through rescarch. analysis, and practice across disciplines

(Paulson. 2003. 3).

What is common to these two approaches is a materialist conception of reality. For

political cconomy the most effective way of explaining reality is through the study of

8



market relations. Within this approach culture and ecology are not taken into consid-
eration. Cultural ecology. on the other hand. do not take into account larger political
forces at work in the transformation of environments. Thus. political ecology’s de-
velopnmient has to be understood as an attempt of overcoming these limitations. |
will explain the development of political ecology througl a discussion of structuralist
and materialist theories as they play an important role in both political economy and

cultural ccology.

1.1.1 Structuralism vs. Materialism

Structuralism was. as Ortner (1994) asserts: “the more-or-less single-handed invention
of Clande Lévi-Strauss. [and] the only genuinely new paradigm to be developed in
the sixties™ (379). This paradigm centers its analysis on the linguistic phenomena
and establishes that the structure of the mind/brain reflects, through language. the
structure of society, The target of studv then was the concepts and ideas that people
articulate to explain their world.  For this paradigm, speech was a compound of
surface-structures and deep-structures.  Surface-structures represent the conscious
speech, whereas deep-structures the unconscious. the internal grammar that makes
possible any meaningful communication. These internal structures are not councrete
manifestations of reality. but cognitive models of reality. It is clear that Lévi-Strauss’
analvsis borrowed from linguistices the distinetion between language and speech. This
approach does not take terms, concepts or symbols as independent entities; it rather
analvzes the relationships between them.  In this way no svmbol has meaning by
itself but only in relation to others: therefore the notion of a conceptual system is
introduced. Through this particular analvtical methodology the aim was to discover
ceneral laws of human cognition: the unconscious regularities of human thought. The
principle argument was that all humnans share something in common: to distinguish
binary oppositions. Within this framework another important dichotomy is presented
and is that of culture/nature. Basically this conceptualization expresses that human
heings not only take control. through culture (reason). over nature. but over their own

animal instinets they therefore transform themselves into cultural (rational) beings

9



as well as transforming the “natural”™ world into their habitat.

Cultural ecology emerges as a materialist response to both American Symbolic anthro-
pologv and French Structural anthropology: both of which share the same theoretical
coscatiptiviis. Structural anthropology centers its analysis on the linguistic phenom-
ena and establishes that the structure of the mind/brain reflects, through language.
the structure of society. For cultural ecologists to access the “structure of the mind”
was a tutile enterprise. hence they proposed to understand social organization through
the observable relationship between human and their environments. Therefore, envi-

ronmental conditions could be treated as fixed. measurable and objective.

Because of its association with evolutionary theorv. cultural ecology developed a te-
leological notion of cultural development based on a hierarchy of stages of social com-
plexity and advancement. Within this framework industrialized countries represent
the latest stage of development whereas non-industrial societies represent the earliest
ones (Ortner. 1974, 377). This logic is best observed in developmental agendas that
since the fifties have justified interventions (biomedical, developmental or otherwise)
in Third World” countries. Other proponents within cultural ecology argued that
instead of Liviug agrand honmogenous evolution. different cultures adapted to their
spocitic environment in particular ways. Thus. similarities in adaptation respond to

stiilarities in enviromnental conditions.

Ecological anthropology is another strand sharing most of cultural ecologists’ assump-
tions. The difference is that its proponents argue to make ecosvstems the center of
the analvsis. as opposed to culture. Human populations. thus, are treated as one
more element within a biophysical syvstem. The classic example of this approach is
Rappaport’s ethnography on Papua New Guinea. The pig killing rituals serve to
control pig overpopulation in order to protect the balance of their tropical ecology.
The thermostatic character of culture in this approach is salient (Paulson, 2003, 3).
Despite these differences. both ecological anthropologists and cultural ecologists con-
ceptualize culture pragmatically as either the cause or the effect of adaptation to the

cuvirontent.



This trend within culvural ecology could be characterized as the homeostatic model
in which. instead of looking at how the environment stimulates the development of
culture, culture was posed as the regulator of the environment. In other words, culture
functious as a mechanism to maintain an existing relationship with the environment
(Ortner. 1994, 378).

1.1.2 The Production of Nature

Structuralist approaches are predicated upon a dualist epistemology— at the core of
Modernity itself— that views nature as a discrete ontological entity outside of society.
Ecological Marxists understand (Harvey. 1996: O'Connor, 1998; Smith, 1981b), on

the other hand. that “nature™ is the outcome of social processes.

nature separate from society has no meaning . .. The relation with nature
is an historical product. and even to posit nature as external .. .is absurd
since the verv act of positing nature requires entering a certain relation

with nature (Castree and Braun. 1998. 7).

I his seminal book. Unceen Decelopment (Smith, 1984a). Neil Smith demonstrates
the wavs in which capitalist processes produce and reproduce whole landscapes in the
image of exchange-value. The production of landscapes as exchange-value is the result
of the object /subject distinetion that made evervthing that is “external” the object
of profit. Smith argues that although society/nature relationships are utilitarian by
default— since human beings have to satisfy material/semiotic necessities— the trans-
formation from use-value nature relations (non-capitalist) to exchange value nature

relations (capitalist) have created unforeseen social and environmental contradictions.

James O'Connor is. among others who build upon Smith insights, an important
exponent of ecological Marxism. In his work, O’Connor theoretically links current
cuviromuental crises with capitalist production.  Capitalism, as O'Connor argues,

is a crisis-ridden and a crisis-dependent svstenn. It is a crisis-ridden system because

Il



overproduction creates a fall in the prices, which leads to economic crises. It is a crisis-
dependent system because it necessitates from this crisis to expand its productive
activities, In its attempt to resolve this crisis of accumulation, capital restructures
its productive forces and its productive relations. Cost-cutting in the production
process— or in variable capital: reduction in wages. scizing workers, etc.— is one
of the two alternatives to deal with its internal contradiction. The other one is
through geographical expansion— through the invasion of new domains for commodity
production. Netually the geographical expansion is a consequence of this cost-cutting
strategv. Becanse of this, capital is alwavs seeking places in which the preconditions
of production are the most favorable for its cost-cutting strategies. The “Second
Contradiction of Capital™ arises when production conditions 'are put into risk by this
process of cost-cutting or transference of costs to the “external” world of production.

In other words.

Increasingly generalized, the externalization of costs by capital is increas-

ingly degrading the “external™ conditions necessary for the production

and reproduction of labor and nature. and therefore degrading the con-

ditions necessary for the production and accumulation of capital (Rudy.

1994, 98).
A shortcoming of this model is that —and similar to structuralism— subjects are con-
ceptualized as passive and structural changes can only emerged from within the svs-
tem itself. in this case through environmental crises. Also, capitalism is depicted as

homogenous. unchanging and teleological.

'Within this Neo-Marxist framework. O'Connors is tryving to illustrate that the production con-
ditions are not only situated in labour power (as traditional Marxism sustained) but also in the pro-
duction relations (rvpe of mediations with the natural and the social realin and its consequences). In
other words. the production conditions imply more than the reproduction of labour power, hecause
it also implies the reproduction of the conditions (enviroument, social relations, ete.) that enable
labour power to exist. This not ouly includes the technical and social preconditions but also the
“external nature” as well. Any impairient in the reproduction conditions, might lead capital to
crises defined by barriers to production.



1.1.3 The Construction of Nature

Poststructuralist understandings of nature within political ecology, point out that
that which materialists recognize as the bedrock of reality. namely nature, is in fact
the product of social constructions. The emergence of the discourse on nature, as
an independent entity is indeed historically and culturally specific. Authors such as
Soper (1996) argue that the record of the practices that went into producing nature
have been erase.  In Harawav's words nature “cannot pre-exists its construction”
(1992, 296). This is, because nature apart from the human activities that produce
It cannot exist ontologically. This separation of nature from society, however, serves

the purpose of privileging certain practices of knowledge production over others.

Science is that privileged site of knowledge production because it is based upon the
assumption that unmediated transcendental truths can only be attain through the
objective and unbiased wavs of scientific practices. This epistemology discredits other
wavs of knowing categorizing them as “traditional.” “irrational,” “rural/pastoral”™ or
simple beliefs. Nonetheless. as feminists have point out, “Every aspect of scientific
theory and practice expresses socio-political interest. cultural themes and metaphors,
and professional negotiations for the power to name the world” (Bird, 1987). These
powers to name the world inherently obscure or perhaps disappear - as a magician’s
trick - the socio-political causes of environmental problems. For instance, Taylor
(1997). in his discussion of the social construction of “global environmental problems,”

explains that,

rescarchers know that climate change is a social problem since it is through
industrial production ... that generate greenhouse gases. Nonetheless, it
is phyvsical change ... that is invoked to promoted policy responses and
social change, not the political and economic injustices of the present

svstem (Tayvlor, 1997, 157).

As Harding (1991) explains, how do “we™ know what “we” know, and how what “we”

know is not only highly situated and partial but it is also systematically crosscut
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by power differentials along class. ethnicity and gender.  In other words, there is
a need for qualifving who personifies the “we” producing knowledge and what are
the implications of such knowledge for those left out of its production. The point
of these criticisms is to make visible that “power relations become naturalized in
our represeitations of nature” (Castree and Braun, 1998, 19). However as Castree

explains. quoting Haraway, that,

stressing the contingencey of what counts as “reality” is not a denial of
nature’s materiality. but rather. a recognition that nature “is collectively.
materially, and semiotically constructed— that is. put together, made to
cohere. worked up for and by us in some ways and not others™ (Castree

and Braun. 1998, 25).

1.1.4 Political Economy

Political economy cmerges questioning the classical economist’s assumption that the
international svstem was based on symmetrical economic relationships between equally
standing nation-states. As Rist (1997) reminds us. the “idea of a *nation” current
in cconomic theory — that is, of a tightly knit unit within an international system,
cacli of whose parts is at once autonomous and equal to all the others” is more than
problematical because it does not correspond with the reality of world-markets (Rist,

1997, 106).

Political economy. based on Wallerstein's world-system and the dependency school’s
core/periphery theory. was particularly critical of economic relationships between
“industrialized™ and “developing”™ countries. “[The] international system, far from
guarantecing the South's prosperity. brought domination effects to bear upon it and
locked it in dependence™ (Rist, 1997, 109). The critique was against the transna-
tional companies and US interventions in foreign countries throughout the sixties

and seventies.

The prevailing doctrine at the time (which has hardly changed since)

11



based the development” of the non-industrial countries upon three pillars:
massive transfers of (mainly private) capital, exports of raw materials, and
the comparative advantage supposed to benefit all market traders (Rist,

1997. 113).

The unequal character of these economic relations overwhelmingly benefited “indus-
trialized™ countries over “developing™ ones. But this paradigm was not limited to

exploring sitnations of unegual exchange but also of understanding.

the relationship between external and internal forces as forming a complex
whole whose structural links are not based on mere external forms of ex-
ploitation and cocrcion. but are rooted in coincidences of interest between
local dominant classes and international ones. and. on the other side, are

challenged by local dominated groups and classes (Rist, 1997, 116).

The Dependista School posed a radical challenge to the dominant paradigm of mod-

crnization.

By arguing in terms of international structure ... the dependistas brought
to light the national and international mechanisiis for the appropriation of
surplus by the central economies. and demonstrated that the accumulation
regime in the old industrial countries could not be reproduced in the

periphery (Rist. 1997, 118).

Dependistas, however “did not challenge the basic presuppositions of that svstem.
which come down to the idea that growtl is necessary to gain access to the Western
mode of consumption™ (Rist. 1997, 121). NMorcover. dependistas neither consider the
cultural aspects of development, nor the possibility of alternative models, nor the eco-
logical consequences of these Western epistemologies outside the realm of economics

atd polities.
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1.1.5 Political Ecology and Environmental Justice

Political ecology cmerged out of the growing politization of the environment. particu-
larly where changes in Land use practices were a result of pressures of the global mar-
ket economy. Functionalist approaches. based upon systems theories such as cultural
ccology and ccological anthropology. became incapable of explaining land degradation
under the pressures of the international economy. Ecological anthropologists main-
tained that the regulation of “culture™ would suffice to bring back ecological stability
into intensive agricultural practices. Political ecologists, on the other hand. argue that
the problem with these functionalist approaches was that they understood, “Culture
as a honeostat or regulator with respect [to] environmental stability” without taking
into account that societies “were actually part of large, complex political economies”
(Peet and Watts, 1996. 5). Land degradation among peasants became the center of
this critique because “culture™ was not self-regulating the ecological “instabilities” of

intensive agricultural practices,

The criticism launclied against cultural ecology and ecological authropology stem
from the fact that these two ecological approaches were indeed heavily influenced by
evolutionary theory. This is even more so within the quarter of medical anthropology
known as biocultural anthropology. We can observe this in the symmetry of their
approachies. In the case of cultural ecology and medical anthropology they use as a
Lieuristic device the human/nature/culture triad to understand seemingly “irrational”
Liad, envirommnental relationships. The heuristic device of bioculturalists, on the
other hand, was the host /pathogen/environnent triad used to understand adaptation.
In both cases. nonetheless. culture is seen homeostatically. as either the cause or the

cffect of adaptation to the environnient.

The emergence of political ecology has been associated with criticisms of ecological
anthropology and cultural ecology but not of bioculturalism. Because of this, political
ccology has not focused centrally on concerns about disease and health. Moreover,
political ecologv’s primary concern has been to understand land degradation as a

translocal process heavily influenced by global economy, rather than as a close-system
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in which “culture™ is regulating human/environmental interactions.

Broadly. political ecology explores the relations between human society, (viewed in
its bio-cultural-political complexity) and a significantly humanized nature (Greenberg
and Park. 1991). In other words. within political ecology. environment and society are
conceptualized as dialectically interwoven through processes of “creative destruction”
that nmtnally constitute and reconstitute hman/environmental relationships (Baer.
1996: C'astree and Braun. 1998). Political ecology approaches human/environmental
relationships not as if they were taking place in a spatio/temporal vacuum— as many
svstens theories imply—= but as mutually and unevenly co-evolving through time.
The analvsis of power relations is key within this scheme because the development of
a specific set of human/environmental relationships is not naturally given but is the
result of social confict over resources. Although feminist political ecology has gone
bevond asking who gets what™ by raising epistemological, ideological and discursive
questions over “who and how™ science, local knowledge and the environment gets
defined (Ferguson. 1997, 4). this has not happened across the board. We need to
renieinber that “political ccology is an analytical framework use by anthropologists.
geoeraphers. political scientists, ecologists and other natural scientists™ (Ferguson.

1997. 3).

Recently. political ecology has again become the center of attention within academic
discussions. this time in the latest issue of Human Organization. The main criticism
against political ecology is that it has become too political at the expense of the
ccological (Paulson, 2003).  Unconvincingly, Vayvda and Walters (1999), the main
proponents of this criticism— voiced by Paulson et al.— argue that a remedy against
this shortcoming is to begin research with ecological events. However, contributors

Derman and Ferguson (2003) explain that their,

case study of water reform in Zimbabwe, illustrates a problematic aspect
of Vavda and Walters™ (1999) call to identify environmental change as the
starting point of analvsis. The study calls attention to the importance of a

situated, historically aware analysis that considers the political, discursive,
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and ecological to be mutually constituted (Ferguson and Derman, 2003,

G).

By looking at the multiple actors” histories. ambiguities, and contestations at work in
Zimbabe's water reform, the authors posed an example in which dominant discourses
on development are indeed locally domesticated, hence assuming “varied faces and
forms as thev are translated from the center outward” (Ferguson and Derman, 2003,
3). The representation of Zimbabe's water reform, then, do not give analytical pri-
macy to “global forces™ — as some political ecologists have been accused of doing—
it rather shows how power circulates differentially among multiple scales and actors

negotiating their particular positions and interests.

Another important body of literature concerned about ecological problems is the en-
vironnental justice literature. This sociological literature has paid great attention to
the unequal distribution of toxic wastes and peoples struggle over unhealthy environ-
ments. However. it has not paid attention to the impact of such changes on peoples
evervday lives and on their equally changing perceptions of self. While the environ-
mental justice literature has explored women’ s centrality in social movements it has
done so in rather a-theoretical terms. In fact, while often acknowledging the negative
impact of environmental problems along ethnic and class lines the literature tends
to unproblematically represent women as unitary subjects. This overlooks the ways
in which women re-situate and negotiate their selves in specific subject positions.
Likewise. this inattention to women’ s identity formation hinders the possibility of
understanding the factors triggering a social movement (Di Chiro, 1998: Moore and
Head. 1993: Epstein. 1997). Perhaps because it's U.S. focus the environmental justice
literature has not paid attention to the translocal transterence of the negative conse-
quences of economic processes originating from industrialized countries of the North
into the South. Building on the work of feminist anthropologists such as Barbara
Rose Johnston (1991: 1997). Bandarage (1997). Rocheleau (1999), Ferguson (1997),
whom had paid attention to these issues. T will attempt to address these gabs in
the environmental justice literature.  As the work of these feminist anthropologist

and the environmental literature have pointed out. environmental problems affects
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women disproportionally, hence the importance of understanding women's role in

these processes.

As we have seen. in its inception political ecology emerged within the dualist paradigm
of structuralism. Even when rescarchiers were considering the impact of global forces
on land degradation— hence transcending the notion of enclosed systems— their ana-
Ivsis (Watts, 1983: Blaikie and Brookfield, 1987: Blaikie, 1985) was limited to pro-
duction processes in which male. rural and third world subjects were the center of
attention (Paulson. 2003). Hence, the role of women, subsistence agriculture and peas-
ants resistance was overwhelmingly absent (Ferguson. 1997: Rocheleau et al., 1999).
Moreover. because of its Marxists materialist’s inheritances, the relationship between
people and the environment was primarily conceptualized in economic terms— the
last determinant argument. The role of people’s conceptions and agencies, therefore,

was similarly missing.

1.2 Medical Anthropology: Political, Critical and
Ecological Approaches

Medical Anthropology is a fairly recent subfield within Anthropology (whether cul-
tural or biocultural): however, it has undergone dramatic theoretical, methodological
and practical changes within the last 30 vears. For instance. during the sixties applied
medical anthropologists were associated with iimproving interventionist medical agen-
das within colonies and former colonies. During the seventies, these medical anthro-
pologists™ epistemological stance came under fire by a new breed of anthropologists
who argue that the former were uncritically invested in the biomedical model of dis-
case. hence disregarding people’s understandings. These and other criticisms sparked
long-standing debates that generated new theoretical positions within the discipline.
Among these theoretical positions we find: biocultural approaches, interpretative ap-
proaches. critical medical approaches. ecological approaches and politico-ecological

approaches.
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1.2.1 Political Economy in Medical Anthropology

Political economy within medical anthropology (PEMA). came as a reaction from
“Third World™ academics who understood that Western representations of the “Other”
not only were one-dimensional. a-historical and static. but were the source of justi-
fications to legitimize Western imperialist expansion (Morsy, 1996: Said, 1979; Said.
1993). These criticisms stem from the fact that applied medical anthropology (and
cultural ccology in medical anthropology) as a sub-discipline started with the in-
tent to make more efficient medical interventions. primarily within colonies or former
colonies. that is. populations marked as culturally or ethnically “Other” (Morsy,
199G).  Applied Medical anthropologists™ work was to understand and use natives’
discase explanatory models in order to improve natives™ acceptance of biomedical in-
terventions. These medical interventions were often part of large development projects
founded by supranational institutions such as the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund among others. In respouse to the uneritical applied work done in
the name of development. PEMA began to question the rigidly defined boundaries
of ccosvstems or communities. to understand the health implications of transnational
and translocal cconomic processes within specific locales. PENA overcomes the tra-
ditional treatment of societies or communities as “islands unto themselves, with little
sense of the larger systems of relations in which these units are embedded” (Ortuer,

1994, 386). As Morsy (1996) explains.

PEMA is an approach to history and culture. including the culture of
health and sickness  that sees the Other as different but connected, a
product of a particular history that is itselt intertwined with a larger set
of economic. political. social and cultural processes to such an extent that
analvtical separation of “our™ history and “their™ history is impossible

(Morsy. 1996, 22).

The PEMA approach has also included the insights of dependency theory by looking

at the way in which,



the dialectical relationship had been effectively obscured in medical an-
thropological discourse by models that juxtapose “Western” and “non-
Western”™ medical svstems and straightforwardly connect poor health to

the inaccessibility of “Western™ medicine (Morsy, 1996, 27).

If we recall. this very same logic that situates “industrialized countries™ at the top
of the evolutionary ladder is also found within cultural ecologv. This logic achieves
two things: to justify intervention and. to validate such interventions on the basis of

superior scientific knowledge.

PENMA. just like Cultural Ecology, is a materialist approach that intends to distance
itself from what its proponents consider to be unattainable (or “soft™ ) positions
of constructivists and svinbolic anthropologists.  We can observe this in Morsy's
characterization of criticisis of medical knowledge as “postmodern,” “antimedical”
vilifications of biomedicine (Morsy, 1996, 31). Quoting Navarro she states that, “cap-
italist medicine is controlling medicine because it is effective, not vice versa. To
think otherwise—as the antinmedicine positions do— ...is tantamount to believing
that mediciue is a complete falsification that people have swallowed in their igno-
rance” (Morsy, 1996, 31). The problem with this assertion is that it conflates a
mltiplicity of different lavers within a single pragmatic rationality-- medicine works.
Firstlv. medicine is “effective”™ in very concrete contexts. To say that medicine is valid
because it is effective is a self-referential tautology that asserts its authority even in
domains in which it does not work — for instance the amazing health improvements
witnessed within the 19th century had to do more with simple sanitation than with
cuierging biomedical technologies. Secondly. to validate medicine on the basis that
“it works™ is to obfuscate the highly cultural pragmatic rationality underlining such
assumptions. This pragmatic rationality is unique to Westerners in the sense that it is
in itself cultural: it is not bevond culture. vet it is seen as the bedrock of a reality that
riles ont other ontologies. To overlook this is to ignore the wavs in which medicine

contributes to the reproduction of social power relations in capitalist society.



1.2.2 Bioculturalism or Ecology and Biomedicine

Medical anthropology did not benetited only from including political economic con-
cerns within their approaches but also from ecological understandings that allowed
them to explore interconnections between discase, culture and environment that were
absent from biomedical approaches. This did not meant, however that applied medical
anthropology was critical of biomedicine. We can see this in the work of biocultural
anthropologists that while keen of the relationship between disease and environment
shared with applied medical anthropologists their investment in a biomedical model
that would onlv recognize pathogen/host interactions within a conveniently closed
svstem (biological or environmental).  As Brown et. al. (1996) explains “diseases
cannot be explained as purely “things in themselves’; they must be analyzed and un-
derstood within a human context— that is. in relation to ccology and culture” (Brown
et al.. 1996, 184). Within this model. “disease is a process triggered by an interaction
between a host and an environmental insult. often a pathogenic organism or ‘germ.’
“ but in order for disease to occeur. the immunological svstem of the host has to be
compromised by breaking with the host/pathogen balance (Brown et al., 1996, 187).
As Brown et. al. (1996) explains. an “ecosystem is maintained through mutually
dependent interactions between members of the system and that the common goal
of the various species in the system is homeostasis™ (Brown et al., 1996, 187). The
concept of culture is key within this framework because it is understood as “a mecha-
nism of adaptation to environmental threats. such as diseases, which act as agents of
natural selection in the evolution of both human biology and culture” (Brown et al.,

1996. 184).

The prime example of considering culture as a regulator. which looks at the relation-
ship berween host /pathogens and enviromment. within medical anthropology is the
sickle cell gene. This gene is a trait found primarily in populations of West Africa
and is respousible for protecting them from the endemic malaria characteristic of
that region. It is the result of complex interactions between man made environmen-
tal chianges. the abundant presences of the mosquito-vector of malaria and a genetic

disorder selected against this discase (Levins and Lewontin, 1985).
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One of the fundamental problems with this approach is that its emphasis on homeostasis—
the integration of environment. culture and discase into a stable socio/ecological
svstenm— neglects the particular wayvs in which power relations and conflicts are re-
sponsible for the man-made creation of both unhealthy environments and disease
(Morsy. 1996: Peet and Watts, 1996). The clear boundaries of ecosystems— which
are kev o within this framework— crumbles when larger political/cconomic processes

are taken into account.

Largelv influenced by political economy and dependency theory, Critical Medical
Authropology (CMA) emerged as a reaction to the imperialist legacy of these con-
ceptions. Instead of treating socicties as islands unto themselves, CMA, similar to
PENMA. emphasized the uneven emergence and distribution of discase, which had to
be explained in relation to larger politico-economic svstems. Where CMA differs from

PEMA is in its questioning of biomedicine as a superior healing svstem.

The presumed certainty, which gives “superiority™ to this biomedical model of disease,
is based upon the germ theory. which maintains that discase can be traced to a
single phvsiological entitv. While this is true of a few infectious diseases (which has
been successfully explained by this model) it fails in the face of chronic diseases that
cannot be pinned down to a single cause. Despite chronic diseases being endemic in
contexts of environmental crisis. the biomedical model of disease has dominated and
continues to dominate public etiologic discussions. This dichotomous and atomistic
(host/pathogen) understanding of discase validates biomedicine as the bedrock of
reality while devaluing other non-Western ontologies (Lock and Sheper-Hughes. 1996:
Morsy. 1996). People’s alternative understandings of health and illness are thus denied

(Good. 1991c: Kleinman, 1992).

These and other criticisms sparked longstanding debates that generated new theoreti-
cal positions within medical anthropology. Hence. before characterizing CMA, let us
explore the debates between bioculturalists (Wilev, 1992; Leatherman and Thomas.
1993) and critical medical anthropologists (Singer. 1993: Morgan, 1993) that took

place carly in the nineties. Particularly the ones that were the result of the 1991
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AAA svmposium entitled Political-Economic Perspectives in Biological Anthropol-
ogy: Building a Biocultural Synthesis. later published in the Medical Anthropology

Quarterly.

This debate came as a result of the recognition that “biological anthropology has
reached a point where a paradigmatic expansion is both possible and necessary”
(Leatherman and Thomas, 1993, 204). Characterizing the theoretical evolution that

leads to this assertion Leatherman et al. explains that,

I the 1960°s and ecarly 1970’s biological anthropologists were largely con-
cerned with understanding adaptations to physical and biotic extremes.
In the late 1970's and 1980°s we began to recognize that other stressors,
such as undernutrition. were more pervasive and often had a greater im-
pact on human biology than purely physical and biotic ones. At the same
time rescarchers began to note that all stressors and the responses they
cngender passed through a sociocultural filter (Leatherman and Thomas.

1993, 20.1).

This theoretical evolution, however. did not emerge from internal self-criticisis; on
the contrary it emerged from critical medical anthropologists® eriticisms of biocultur-

alists” paradigins.

Critical anthropologists argue that because of this colonial ancestry, medical anthro-
pologists were unwilling (or unable) to see the ways in which their very presence
was implicated in the health problems they were seeking to resolve. This myopia
was the result of failing to see the role political economy played in the formation of
hoth colonial and epidemiological landscapes. Moreover, critical medical anthropolo-
vists made clear that bioculturalists”™ attachment to evolution and adaptation “have
tended to treat poverty, undernourishment. and disease as environmental insults to

which humans must adjust™ (Baer. 1996. 452). As Singer (1993) explains,

ideas of inadequate coping or disordered adaptation might be regarded



as the latest incarnations of a blame-the-victim schema in which respon-
sibility for illness is implicitly assigned to the person whose health has
been damaged by acculturation or by repeated exposure to events bevond

personal control (Singer, 1993, 186).

[Moreover.] The shortcoming of adaptationisi is the tendency to separate
organism from environment by treating them respectively as the depen-
dent and independent variables of a causal relationship. This is precisely
the thinking that underlies cfforts to read illness among the poor as an
expression of maladaptation while ignoring the social forces that have

contributed to their conditions of living (Singer, 1993, 190).

This separation of organism vs. person is fundamental within critical medical anthro-
pologist criticisms of bioculturalism. This separation makes possible the abstraction
of people’s disease explanatory models from the “physiological facts™ of biomedicine.
Through this separation “physiological facts™ are seen as the basic elements of reality
while people’s views are treated as simple beliefs (Good, 1994a, 5). Critical medical
anthropologists argue that this scientific view of disease obscures more than reveals,
because it mystifies the underlving causes of disease, namely. unequal and exploitative
socio economic relations. Critical medical anthropologists argue not only for paying
attention to politico-economic forces but also for a conceptualization of science as vet
another cultural svstem. Authors such as Singer propose an understanding of science

4s a lninan activity that:

is not so alienated from the world of human practice as to produce an
absolute truth. absolute facts. or an absolute confidence in itself. Their
theory of truth is not one of correspondence— facts simply match the way
the world is— but rather a pragmatic one that considers the measure of
truth to he in its use. It is in fact a false dichotomy between knowledge
and activity that has created the spectre of unconditional and disembodied

knowledge (Singer. 1993, 186.underlining mine).



Feminists™ theoreticians (Haraway, 1991a: Harawayv, 1991b: Harding, 1991; Harding,
1998: Scheper-Hughes, 2001: Shiva, 1989) have been at the forefront confronting this
particularly Western conception of scientific practice as outside of culture and disem-
bodied. NMorgan notes that critical medical anthropologists “deliberately challenge
the myvth of scientific objectivity and lack of accountability and argue that researchers
should self-consciously acknowledge their roles in a field of power” (Morgan, 1993,

200).

As a result of critical medical anthropologists’ criticisms, bioculturalists such as

Leathierman et al. (1993) recognized that although they.,

have produced critical information for detailing the biological consequences
of poverty and inequality in human populations, [they] have generally
failed to interpret these finding within the political and economic con-

texts of marginality (Leatherman and Thomas. 1993, 204).

Hence, new theoretical directions emerged within bioculturalism. Leatherman et al.
identifies at least three of those. The first is Political Economy of Health that seeks

to start the analvsis from macro political economic forces.

With their abilities to provide detailed information ou the biological con-
sequences of inequality and related processes, the inclusion of more work
from biological anthropologists should strengthen this approach (Leather-

ntaar and Thomas, 1993, 205).

The second is Dialectical Adaptation, which takes into consideration that

the environment includes the social and cultural milieus, as well as the
biophysical enviromment[:] the component parts of the environment have
no ontological prioritv. Rather, they take meaning from the whole: parts

and wholes are interpenetrated (Leatherman and Thomas, 1993, 205).



The attention is on “cost of adaptation and conflict. and contradiction as entry points
of the study of change™ (Leatherman and Thomas, 1993, 205). Finally Critical Bio-
logical Authropology is characterized by researchers being more self-reflexive of their
entanglements within specific fields of power. As Morgan proposes, “all biocultural
anthropologists should make clear their agendas. in part by locating researchers’ as

well as subjects” in the rescarch process™ (Morgan, 1993, 205).

1.2.3 Critical Mecdical Anthropology

Critical medical anthropology cmerged out of the necessity to understand the role
O. (o] N
political cconomy plaved in the uneven distribution of disease along class. gender and

ethnic lines. Singer (1986) argues that.,

Following in the analyvtic tradition initiated by Virchow and Engels, criti-
cal medical anthropology maintains that discussion of specific health prob-
lems apart from macrolevel political and economie issues only serves to
mystify social relationships that underlie environmental. occupational. nu-

tritional. residential, and experiential conditions (Singer, 1936, 129).

For CNMC. market cconomy and biomedicine are two of the most prominent mystifying
institutions contemporarily. Market economy mystifies because it assumes the exis-
tence of svinetrical economic relationships between equally standing nation-states.
Historically. though. Northern countries have benefited the most from what in reality
are unequal international cconomic transactions. The negative consequences of these
relationships surpass mere NGP caleulations and often are felt by the most vulner-
able groups within “developing countries™: particularly through public health crises.
Biomedicine mystifies because it tries to resolve these publie health erises through an

atomistic understanding of discase that overlook these larger structural forces.

The Marxists roots of this paradigm are obvious. One of the most important con-
tributions of Karl Marx was to reveal the mystifications that are wrought normal

by thie objective pretensions of the dominant classes. His main point was to present
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that the categories normally used by economists to explain and justify market rela-
tions were just another tool of the dominant classes— bv means of metamorphosing
a historically sitnated productive relation (capitalism) into a universal law of human
development. As NMarx explains. “the economic forms in which men produce. con-
sume and exchange. are transitory and historical™ (Marx et al., 1978, 138). Critical
medical anthropologists apply this same analyvtical logic to biomedicine and science.
[t is no chance that market economy and biomedicine are identified as important

contemporary mystifving institutions. As critical medical anthropologists explain.

a central arena of analysis within critical medical anthropology is the
nature and organization of the health care system that diffused hand-in-
elove with capitalism the important point of departure for critical medical
anthropology is recognition of the relationship of this medical system to its
encompassing political economic environment. [...] The term bourgeois
niedicine identifies a key feature of this health care system, namely its role
in the promotion of the hegemony of capitalist society generally and the

capitalist class specifically (Singer. 1986, 129.underlining mine) .

Critical Medical anthropologists argue that not ouly do bionedical services become
a cotnodity but that biomedicine itself. as an institution. produces. reproduces and
legitimizes the interests and views of capitalists. It is argued that the medical system,
along with other institutions. produces disciplined subjects that wonld: “work all
right all by themselves™ (Althusser. 19710 181), would never question the logic of
capital accumulation. and would docilely accept their subjection as the natural state

of things.

The disciplined body of the “patient™ (or the “criminal,” or the “mad™) is consti-
tuted through technologies of the body that. as Foucault (1980) explains, constructs
a subject throngh knowledge/power relations and through the micropolitics of medi-
cal practice. That is the evervday institutional “regulation. surveillance and control
of bodies (individual and collective) in reproduction and sexuality, work. leisure and

sickness™ (Lock and Sheper-Hughes, 1996. 45). The objectification of the person (the
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“paticnt” ) is onlv achieved hy an enormously svstematic discipline that ultimately
inscribed in the body that which perpetuated its subjection as subordinate. This con-
stitution of subjects occurred through what Althusser (1971) called the interpellation
process. which is basically the discursive and material process by which individuals
arc socialized within specific class roles and worldviews. This way. the “fabulation™
of reality takes place (Tanssig. 1980). As Taussig explains, “symptoms of discase. as
much as the technology of healing. are not “things-in-themselves,” but are. . . signs of

social relations disguised as natural things. concealing their roots” (Taussig, 1980).

In any societv. the relationship between doctor and patient is more than
a technical one. Tt is very much a social interaction which can reinforce
the culture’s basic premises in a most powerful manner. The sick person
is a dependent and anxious person, malleable in the hands of the doc-
tor and the health system. and open to their manipulation and moralism
... This gives the doctor a powerful point of entry into the patient’s psy-
chie, and also amounts to a estructuration of the patients’s conventional

understandings and social personality (Taussig, 1930, 4).

People come to understand their immediate socio-cultural context, their position in
it (class). and their health problems as something natural that has always been and
alwavs will beo This becomes socially acceptable.  As Althusser explains, “Ideol-
ogy subjects” us in [the sense of] constructing our subjectivity by persuading us into
iternalizing an oppressice law™ (Eagleton. 1994, 14, emphasis mine). But this so-
cially acceptable worldview is only possible because we internalize the structural order
within our flesh. within our bones. in our daily life. In the words of Singer (1986)

critical medical anthropology.

understands health issues in light of the larger political and economic
forces that pattern hnunan relationships. shape social behavior, and con-
dition collective experience. including forces of institutional. national. and

global scale (Singer, 1986. 128).



Echoing Marx’s (1960) dictum in the German Ideology, Singer (1995) argues that
critical medical anthropology aims not simply to understand and describe biomedicine
as a mystifving institution. “but to change culturally inappropriate, oppressive, and
exploitative patterns in the health arena and bevond” (Singer, 1995, 81). For critical

medical anthropologists (Waitzkin. 1981: Singer. 1986) disease is,

not the straightforward outcome of an infectious agent or pathophysio-
logic disturbance. Iustead. a variety of problems— including malnutrition,
cconomic insecurity. occupational risks. bad housing, and lack of political
power— create and underlyving predisposition to disease and death (Singer,

1936, 129).

1.2.4 Critical Medical Anthropology: Theoretical Limitations

As we have seen. eritical medical anthropology does not differ from traditional politi-
cal cconomy or PENA in its interest in “studyving the effects of capitalist penetration.”
In other words. “the impact of external forces. and the ways in which societies change
or evolve largely in adaptation to such impact™ (Ortner. 1994, 386). A shortcoming
of this approach. as Ortner has pointed out about political economy. is that history is
“treated as something that arrives, like a ship. from outside the society in question.
Thus we do not get the history of that society. but the impact of (our) history on

that society™ (Ortner, 1994, 387).

By paving greater attention to larger politico economic processes critical medical
antliropology loses touch with: peoples™ experiences of such processes in wavs other
than subjugating. people as actors and agents of their own histories and. the ways in
which larger political structures are also shaped from the bottom-up by people acting

against such subjugating forces.

Critical medical anthropology even when it deconstructs biomedicine as cultural sys-
tems that maintain. reinforce and reproduce political svstems of inequality, maintains

A materialist ontology that tends to overemphasize the economic over the experien-
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tial. This economic determinism tends— particularly in Singer's (1993: 1936: 1992)
and Morsy's (1996) characterization of critical medical anthropology— to depict ca-
pitalisin as homogenous. unchanging and teleological. Because it has been so critical
of bioculturalism. critical medical anthropology has failed to include an ecological
understanding within their analvsis. As a few authors have recently recognized. an
integration of ecological and environmental concerns within critical medical anthro-

pologyv is long overdue (Baer. 1996: Ferguson, 1997; Kalipeni and Oppong, 1993).

Although critical medical anthropologists use of Foucault’s insights on the constitu-
tion of subjectivities throngh knowledge/power regulating practices is fundamental:
it does not leave roonm for human ageney and it treats the body exclusively as the
hasic medinm for people’s subjection. This uncritical use of Foucault’s insights is pro-

blenatic because it forgets unan agencies. energies and desires. As Ong explains.

Foucaulr notes that in social regulation. subtle coercion takes hold upon
the bhody at the levels of movements. gestures and attitudes but he barely
explores how the subjects of regulation themselves draw the medical gaze
in the first place. nor how their resistances to biomedical intervention both
invite and defleet control. .. Thus the biomedical gaze is not such a diffused
hiegemonic power but is itself generated by the complex contestation of

...subjects pursuing their own goals and needs (Ong. 1995, 1244).

Fvervthing cannot be reduced to the overarching power of discourse, for where dis-
conrse ends the body begins. People’s corporeality is not only the canvas upon which
discursive insceriptions get materialize and hence the site where subjection most effec-
tively works but also the site of resistance and agenev. As Lock and Sheper-Hughes

explains.

Sickness. . is a form of communication— the language of the organs—
througl which nature, society, and culture speak simultaneously. The
individual body should be seen as the most immediate, the proximate ter-

rain where social truths and social contradiction are plaved out, as well
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as a locus of personal and social resistance, creativity. and struggle (Lock

and Sheper-Huglies, 1996, 70).

As opposed to critical medical anthropologists who conceptualize the “organic body”
as somchow emiptied of sociality (a passive canvas of subjection) this approach needs
an understanding of the body as the source of agency and identity: a notion of
“crubodied personliood.”™ As Lock and Sheper-Hughes have pointed out, the body
has emerged as “the primary action zone of the late twentieth century” (Lock and

Sheper-Thughes, 1996, 42).

1.2.5 Interpretative vs. Critical Medical Anthropology

To overcome CNA theoretical limitations we need to pay attention to the ways in
which macro/structural processes are factored in within micro/social interactions but
without loosing sight of people’s experiences and their creative ways of negotiating
and coping with rapid changes in their health and landscapes. In this respect, an
interpretative approach such as the phenomenological one propose by Byron Good
is long overdue (Good. 1994h: Good, 1994¢). As an alternative to materialist ap-
proaches we need to look at the important ways in which the experience and meaning
of illness constitutes the life worlds of people confronting disease.  Good (1994b)
proposes a phenomenology of illuess experiences to understand the ways in which
ilhness narratives and “rituals”™ reconstruct the world that suffering has unmade by
“subjunctivizing reality”™ in the regenerative act of engulfing reality from the sentient

position of the body (Good. 1991, xiii).

We need to understand how the medical system by its atomistic way of dealing with
illness systematically breaks with the body as a mediator (through the senses) with
the non-human world. This wav, people’s bodies and their knowledge of it are negated.
The “reification stenuning from the commodity-structure” in which the medical sys-
tem works— based on a Cartesian worldview of universal truths— tell people, “Don’t
trust vour senses. Don't trust the feeling of uncertainty and ambiguity” (Taussig,

1980, 5). The particular connections of how a situation of inequality has been pro-
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duced are hidden by an atomistic pereeption of reality, The medical system by ne-
eating the validity of people’s senses achieved the alienation of people from the pos-
sibility of making the phicnomenological connections present evervwhere, yet which
are conceal from their eves. This is the power of normalizing institution that is to
constitute specific tvpes of subjectivities along particular social projects. These social

projects gravitate around issues of control. access and distribution over resources.

But subjectivity is not constituted solely within powerful normalizing institutions,
such as hospitals. schools or churches. It also emerges out evervday life engagements of

people among themselves, with their environments and., with transnational discourses.

[ argue that these other aspects of the constitution of identity play a greater role when
normalizing institutions fail to address people’s experiences and issues. We cannot
Just look at how an institution imposes meaning on people but also need to look at
Liow people themselves generate meaning by circulating discourses in relation to their
experiences. Discourses do not stem only from localized institutions. but increasingly
are the result of transnational Hows. Transnational discourses on health. environment
and human rights then provide an alternative de-territorialized repertoire of ideas
from which to draw on when previous systems of meaning fall short to make sense of

people’s oppressive reality (Appadurai, 1996: Wilson. 1997a).

In contexts of environmental and health crises. the legitimacy of normalizing insti-
tutions is called into question because their disconrses and practices become incom-
patible with people’s understandings of such issues. This incompatibility opens up
spaces i which inscriptions other than the institutional ones acquire greater rele-
vance in people’s articulation of their own subject positions. This is not to say that
institutional disconrses and materials (such as biomedical ones) stop playing a role
within the constiturion of identities. Instead that such materials are more freely ap-
propriated. modified and negotiated to suit people’s attempts to make sense of both

an altered environment and an altered self.

Drawing from a sub-field within medical anthropology that follows an interpretative

framework— and which has been criticized by CMA for over emphasizing people’s
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individual experiences. at the expense of political economic considerations— I argue
that the experience of illuess is key in the transformations of subjectivities. Morcover.
by examining the relationship between illness and identity in contexts of environmen-
tal degradation my research will contribute to the literature on new social movements,
political ecology. and medical anthropology. especially since that literature has seldom

explored such connections.

[lIness not only challenges people’s identity but also challenges the very legitimacy of
their world: it touches every aspect of the human experience by virtue of disrupting
people’s evervday lives. Shmilar to Elaine Scarry's (1985) description of pain. illness
Lias the power to unmake people’s world in the most profound way. And vet, people
strugele to remake a coherent lifeworld out of the world unmade by suffering and

discase.

[ness and the threat of it deeply affects not only the experiential world of the suf-
ferer but also the lives of the family. intimate friends and co-workers (Kleinman et al..
1992). In this sense. illness and people’s experiences of it are fundamentally inter-
subjective. That is the process of making sense of illness takes places as a collective
endeavor of building a livable world. As people “narratively connect the cause and
effects of their illness ... to their ongoing lives. they effectively convert the liminality
of [disease] into a social resource. In a fascinating process of inversion carried out

through narrative. weakness becomes power™ (Hunt. 2000, 99-100).

And vet to only talk about the wavs in which the experience of illness is part of
people’s re-articulation of their subjectivity is to miss how other-than-human actors
arc part of this process as well. In other words, how the “coming-into-being” of
dweller’s embodied selves, whether they want it or not, is metamorphosized along
with the “coming-into-being™ of a polluted environment in which often times thev
did not assist in creating (Ingold. 2000). This is particularly true of the creation of
militarized landscapes that arve transformed by the unrestricted release of extremely

hazardous substances into the environment.



1.3 Political Ecology of Disease: A New Synthesis

Until recently, within eritical medical anthropology. the idea of integrating political
ecology into the understanding of discase etiology and perception has not been an area
of great interest. Some authors have recognized that with few exceptions. medical
anthropology and sibling disciplines have not seriously explored the ways in which
political ecology can contribute to the analysis of disease, mortality and health (Baer,
1996: Ferguson, 1997: Kalipeni and Oppong. 1998: Mayer, 2000). Ferguson (1997)
explains that the belated arrival of political ecology to medical anthropology. despite
the ascendance of environmental crises, has to be understood against the backdrop of
neo-Nalthusian, evolutionary. and systems-oriented theories which monopolized the
ccological prism within medical anthropology (Ferguson, 1997, 2). The fact that none
of these approaches incorporate the Marxist insights of political economy, dependency
or svstems theories kept many critical medical anthropologists “away from considering
ecological factors™ (Ferguson. 1997, 2). Recently, though. an interest has sparked

within medical anthropology that scems to be promising.

As Baer (1996) explains. although political ecology has arrived belatedly to the field
there is evidence of a growing interest within medical anthropology to “recognize the
significance of political-economic factors in the etiology of disease” (Baer, 1996, 451).
An example of this growing interest within medical anthropology was the panel orga-
nized in 1996 at the annual meeting of the American Anthropology Association titled
“A Dialogue between Critical Medical Anthropology and Bioculturalism: Toward a
Political Ecology of Health” (Baer, 1996, 451). As the articles of this panel showed
(Baer. 1996: Gruenbaum, 1996: Leatherman, 1996; McElroy, 1996), there is now a

new dialogue/debate between biocultural and critical medical anthropologists.

This debate stems. as we have seen, from the fact that biocultural anthropologists
have paid great attention to ecological and social relations to understand disease. mor-
talitv and health. but they have for the most part done so without looking carefully
at political-cconomic factors. Critical medical anthropologists have paid attention to

political cconomy but they have done so at the expense of ecological considerations



(Baer. 19906. -152). This could be further explained in part by the fact that traditional
political economy. with its narrow interest on unequal economic exchanges, paid little
attention to environmental factors. This ecological myvopia within political economy.
in turn. explains the emergence of political ecology as an alternative approach— par-
ticularly among neo-NMarxists. Neo-NMarxists, in turn. have for the most part neglected

paid the nexus between environmental crises and health crises.

But this ciierging interest inintegrating political ecology with the understanding of
hiealth aud discase issues hias not been limited to medical anthropology. In a sibling
discipline. geography. NMaver (2000) similarly has attempted to apply the insights
of political ccology to the understanding of epidemiological changes. He calls his
attempt “political ecology of discase.”™ Like his counter parts within medical anthro-
pology. Maver recognizes this as ~a promising if as vet underdeveloped approach to
understand disease dvnamics™ Maver (Maver, 2000, 948).  Mayer defines this ap-
proacli as emphasizing “the unintended human and natural consequences of indi-
vidual. corporate and governmental projects. and demonstrates aptly that disease
las its limman-made” components as well as its natural components™ (NMaver, 2000,
913). Maver explains that applving political ecology’s insights to specific diseases
and populations, “can alter the concepts of the causality of discase from a purely
biomedical concept to one that also incorporates the unintended aspects of human

action” {(NMaver. 2000, 949). Indeced.

the meaning of discase causation changes when considering it in social and
ccological contexts. The germ theory of discase and the doctrine of specific
ctiology concentrated much attention on the smaller scale, microscopic and
subniicroscopic scales of discase. Yet. causation can also be expanded to
larger scales ... by so doing adds to our understanding of disease causation

(Maver. 2000, 938).

Like many of the authors previously reviewed. Ferguson (1997) agrees that the im-
lications of altered environments for health “remains little investigated by critical
] & A

medical anthropologists™ (Ferguson. 1997, 5). This is indeed a limitation for critical
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medical anthropologists since “many envirommental resources like wild and domes-
ticated plants. land. water and air are also critical and contested health resources”

(Ferauson. 1997. 5). Moreover.

new social movements, especially those organized around environmental
justice concerns are also health movements, although they are not usually

regarded as such in medical anthropology (Ferguson, 1997, 6).

[ will add that by the same token. the literature on new social movements have
completely overlooked what T will ¢all the health/identity nexus as a pivotal element

on the formation of such movements.

In the few cases within political ecology in which health and disease have been ex-
plored (Kalipeni and Oppong. 1998: NMaver. 2000: Pedersen, 1996). it has been done

from a primarilv biomedical perspective. As Ferguson (1997) explains.

Health and illness are often defined in purely biomedical terms with no
place for the social construction of illness and no valuing of alternative

medical svsrems, practices or experiences (Ferguson., 1997, 6).

This is the case with the authors reviewed in this chapter who ave all trying to
mtegrate political ecology with health, with the exception of Ferguson (1997), Sheper-
Hughes (1992). and Harper (2002). As Ferguson (1997) explaius. the shortcoming of
some authors applving a political ecology approach to health and disease concerns is
that thev privilege “biomedicine as the only medical reality and fails to analyze its
social construction and practices or its role in social control” and in doing so they
denied ~the reality and value of alternative concepts of health and illness that many
people hold™ (Ferguson. 1997, 7).

v o incorporating the strengths of political ecology and critical and interpretative
medical anthropology into a Political Ecology of Discase. we can perhaps destabilize
the ontological center. A shift in analytical standpoint. a move from the center to

the margins, might enable “us™ to envision possibilities for the future.
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In my rescarch Iintend to contribute to a Political Ecology of Disease using the body
as an analvtical trope that helps understand the nexus of health/environment /identity
that is fundamental to the emergence of new social movements. This will allow me to
address the Haws of some of the approaches discussed. which paid little attention to
hluman experience and perception. Even within the literature that has paid attention
to the connection between environmental degradation and social movements (envi-
ronmental justice and environmental sociology). few theoretical and empirical elab-
orations have been developed that make it possible to understand their emergence
as processes of identity formation. I hope to contribute to the literature by using
the insights of critical medical anthropology and interpretative medical anthropol-
ogv? (Csordas. 1991 Good. 1994a: Good. 1994b: Good. 1994¢: Hunt. 2000; Kleinman
et al 19920 Klehmman. 19920 Scheper-Hughes, 1992). aiming at understanding the
disrupting cffects of illness on people’s notions of self within context of environmental
degradation. Yet I remain aware of the dangers of such interpretative frameworks:
often they form textualistic approaches in which the constitution of subjects happens
exclusively at the discursive level. This renders the body as a passive entity upon
which discursive inscriptions get “materialized.”™ Echoing Csordas (1994: 198%). T ar-
eue for “consideration of the body as a generative source of culture rather than as a
tabula rasa upon which cultural meaning is inscribed” (Csordas, 1994, 17,underline
mine). In this sense. the constitution of subjectivity, far from being understood as
exclusively taking place through discourse. emerges from a historically situated body

entangled in complex social. economical, political and environmental relations.

In my rescarcli. consciousness cannot be separated from the experiential body be-
cause it is in the body that cuvironmental contradictions get expressed and from the
body that any awarcness of. and action against. such contradictions might emerge.

[ propose the hody— alwavs entangled in definite wavs of being-in-the-world— as a

2According to some authors (Baer 1997, Csordas 1988, Frankenberg 1988) critical medical an-
thropology is further divided between the ones with a focus on political economy and the ones with
a focus on interpretative or constructivist approaches. Hence. T see my contribution to a political
ccology of hiealth as incorporating these interpretative or poststructuralist analytical frameworks,
<ince it i< ondv throneh them that we can reach people’s experiences to understand the limitations of
biomedicine, science and technology. For a review of these debates and similar plea on the integration
of rhese approaches to eritical medical anthropology and see Baer (1997).
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trope through which to understand the socio/political implications of current rapidly
changing environments. I base this proposition on the simple fact that in the face
of polluted environments the body becomes the ultimate register of epidemiologi-
cal changes by becoming sick.”™ In other words. the coming-into-being of the world
becomes central in the coming-into-heing of people’s selves and well-being.  Hence.
if in contexts saturated with hazardous substances people’s etiological explanations
depart from that suggested by traditionally atomistic biomedical accounts, it is be-
canse of the difference in their positioning in relation to the “coming-into-being™ of

industrialized and/or militarized landscapes.

A svnthesis of these analvtical insights into a Political Ecology of Disease has the
potential to show how the increasing emergence of new social movements can be the
marginal standpoint from which the hegemony of science, technology and biomedicine
can be challenged. This challenge does not come from the master narratives of science
(whether natural or social). but instead from the language of action of an increasingly
nore active civil society. ~“Owr™ disciplinary scarch for criticisms and solutions to
environmental, social. and health crises have perhaps been misplaced all this time.

Now is the time for “us™ to change “our” monocular lens to a kaleidoscopic view of

people’s struggles.
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Chapter 2

Where, How and Why?

2.0.1 Research Site

Puerto Rico is not only the place where I was born. but also the place where I ended up
conducting the dissertation research vou are now reading. My dissertation, however,
did not start there. In its inception it started between the cold winters of East
Lansing. Michigan. while working on my graduate studies, and the hot summers of
Quéretaro in Central Mexico. while conducting pre-dissertaiton research, about eight
vears aco. The US. invasion of Puerto Rico in 1898 —and the colonial status that
since has shaped Puerto Ricans™ everyvday life— also place a role in this dissertation.
[t is not an accident that, despite the difficulty of coming to the U.S. to pursue my
doctoral studies. it was still casier to come and study here —because of access to
federal loans and not having to get visas to pass U.S. customs— than doing it in
any other neighboring countryv. Puerto Ricans after all are U.S. citizens since 1917
when the U.S.. some sav granted while others say imposed, this citizenship upon
us. The “honor™ of becoming U.S. citizens for Puerto Ricans happened at the same
time U.S. involvement in World War I solidified. Tt is no accident then that the
U.S. has since drafted thousands of Puerto Ricans into military service. Despite
their citizenship and having to serve in the military, Puerto Ricans living on the
island cannot vote in U.S. elections — this did not change even when in 1952 Puerto
Rico was declared Commonwealth in “association™ with the U.S.. thus allowing self

sovertnent in matters of local politics. Now that the obligatory draft is over, U.S.
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citizenship still secures for the U.S. Army a handsome poll of recruits in the poorest
neighborhoods™ high schools. If the anti-Vietnam War movement during the seventies
brought an end to obligatory draft, it also brought the knowledge that advertising
and structural ccononic pressures were more efficient mechanisms to lure the poor
to joining the forces. T know it full well because the U.S. army alimost recruited me
twice. first in high school and later in college. One of my older brothers did join the
forces: a decision that sadly brought him not only discase. when his kidney failed
while in service. but his eventual demise when his body could no longer take dialysis.
With few economic alternatives. joining the forces becomes a way for upward mobility
for the poor. T am weaving these historical events with my own biography because
to a great degree this is the experience of Puerto Ricans at large and of Viequenses
in particular.  For instance. civilian veterans in Vieques account for eight percent
of the total populationon the island. The end of the Hispanic American War in
1893, the U.S. invasion, the granted citizenship in 1917, the military service draft,
the declaration of the Commonwealth in 1952, are some of the historical events that
explain how Puerto Rico’s landscape and the very experience of being Puerto Rican
liave been shaped within the context of the geopolitical development of the U.S. as

an cmerging power in the Western Hemisphere.

As we can sce in Figure 2.1. Puerto Rico. with a population of 3,950 million, is
the smallest and the most castern of the Greater Autilles — the other three largest
islands of the Antilles are Cuba, Hispaniola (Haiti and Dominican Republic) and
Jamaica. Puerto Rico is approximately 100 miles from east to west and 35 miles from
the north and south. which is about 3.435 square miles (8.897 km2). In addition
to the main island, the territory of Puerto Rico also includes the following smaller
islands: Vieques, Culebra, Culebrita. Palomino, Mona, Monito. Desecheo and Caja
de NMuerto. The deep occan waters that surround Puerto Rico and particularly the
Mona Passage, which separates the island from Dominican Republic and Haiti, makes
of Puerto Rico a very important marine connercial route to the Panama Canal and

the rest of Latin America.

The island of Vieques, where T conducted my fieldwork. is located off the East coast
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of Puerto Rico= refer to Figure 2.2 Tn order o get to Vieques you have to travel by
car or public transportation to the Port-of-Entry in the town of Fajardo where vou
can take the ferry to the island. Driving from San Juan to Fajardo without much
traffic — something very unlikely in Puerto Rico given that there are almost as many
cars as there are people on the island — can take up to one hour and up to two and a
half it it is done during peak hours or using public transportation. The ferry goes to
Vieques three times a dav and the trip lasts for about two hours. While during the
week the ferry is not too busy. on weekends it is another storv. especially during the
sunnner. and if vou are not carly into the port of Fajardo —and T mean two hours
carlv— vou run the risk of not boarding it hecause of how busy it becomes. I know
this because 1 did most of my research in Vieques during the summers of 2001, 2002

and 2003,
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Figure 2.2: NMap of Puerto Rico.
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While froni a geographical point of view Puerto Rico is an island, it is more than that
for Viequenses. Tn fact. T would not dare to qualify Puerto Rico as an island while
in the company of Viequenses involved in collective mobilization. For them, Puerto
Rico is an archipelago of which Vieques and other islands are part. This semantic
distinction has to do with a long history in which Vieques geographical isolation has

trauslated into political and economical marginalization.

Vieques. Puerto Rico. has a population of approximately 9.400 people who live in the

center of the island. Viequenses inhabit 22 percent of the 110 square miles while the
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remaining 78 percent of the island is occupied by the U.S. Navy military facilities
on the East and West coasts of the island. As Figure 2.3 illustrates the west part of
the island is where the the U.S. Navy stores ammunitions, while the eastern zone is
where the firing range is located and where the military practices takes place— for an

artistic depiction of the firing range refer to Figure 2.6 on page 54.
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Figure 2.3: Map of Vieques and Navy’s Military Facilities.
Source: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/americas/vieques_navy_1999.jpg

The uneven development of Vieques is best exemplified in the fact that Vieques has
among the highest unemployment rate of Puerto Rico’s 78 municipalities, with a 60
percent unemployment rate. The main areas of employment for those 1,712 employed
people are detailed in Table 2.1. What becomes obvious from Table 2.1 is that almost
half of the employed (46 %) are working the low paying service jobs, which are tied
to the foreign owned tourist sector. Manufacturing jobs accounts for only 6.8 % of
the jobs while construction for 14.5 %, government for 12.7 % and retail trade for
10.0 %— refer to Table 2.2 for detailed information on employment by industries.
While fishing and agricultural activities account for only 2 % of employment (mostly

self employment) subsistence agriculture and fishing are activities that able people
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engage in to supplement their meager economies and diets. The per capita income
of those who are emploved is 6.562 dollars and over 64 percent of the population in

Vieques live below the poverty line.

Occupation Number | Percent
Management and professional 381 22.3
Service occupations 479 28.0
Sales and office occupations 281 16.4
Farming. fishing. and forestry 34 2.0
Construction. extraction, and maintence 314 18.3
Production and transportation 223 13.0

Table 2.1: Emplovment by Occupation in Vieques
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. Census 2000 Summary.

Industry Number | Percent
Agriculture. forestry and fishing 29 1.7
Construction 249 14.5
Manufacturing 117 6.8
Wholesale trade 23 1.3
Retail trade 172 10.0
Transportation, warehousing, and utilities 91 5.3
Finance, real estate. and rental and leasing 81 4.7
Professional, scientific, administrative 136 7.9
Educational. health and social services 374 21.8
Entertainment. recreation. and food services 139 8.1
Other services (except public administration) 84 4.9
Public administration 217 12.7

Table 2.2: Emplovment by Industry in Vieques
Source: U.S. Census Burcau. Census 2000 Summary.

The harsh economic reality in which the majority of Viequenses live, which is so ev-
ident in numbers, often escapes the sight of those visiting the island. This happens
becanse this reality is easily hidden behind the breathtaking beauty of this scemingly
idvllic place and the hospitality of people depending on tourism. The spatial distri-
bution of residential areas also helps to maintain the separation between the “pristine
nature” of tourism and the living quarters of those who do the cleaning in the hotels
and serve the tourists their pinas coladas. The two biggest urban areas are Isabel

Segunda. on the northern coast and La Esperanza, in the southern part of the island.



though there are smaller barriadas (neighborhoods) spread out through Vieques. Is-
abel Segunda is the downtown of Vieques and is where the ferry arrives and the main
business district is found. Here you have the traditional layout of the Spanish colonial
town with the square plaza surrounded by la alcaldia (city hall) on one side and the
Catholic church on the other. La Alianza de Mujeres, a women'’s activist group who
organized around health issues is also located in Isabel Segunda. In La Esperanza, the
other important residential area, there is also a small tourist strip along the bay where
restaurants and stores are found. Close to La Esperanza there is the bioluminescent
bav and some of the most popular beaches in Vieques. In order to go to La Esperanza
vou take the main road and drive south up the steep hill. This route takes you past:
the medical clinic, which used to offer only secondary care often provided by nurses;
Monte Carmelo a mythical community founded by squatting (or as they explained,
retaking) fenced land that was under the U.S. Navy's jurisdiction; the gates of Camp
Garcia which is where the Navy’s firing range is located; and El Campamento Justicia
v Paz located right in front of Camp Garcia’s gate and from which civil disobedience
was organized. The trip between Isabel Segunda and La Esperanza is about eight
miles long through what I remember being a very narrow, curvy and hilly main road:
during the time I was conducting research my only transportation was a bike that

my nephew lent me.

The first summer (2001) I went to Vieques to conduct my research I lived in Monte
Carmelo. Like most of the houses in this squatting community (around 300 houses)
there was no electricity, running water or paved streets and the majority of the houses
were built out of whatever materials were available. As Monte Carmelo’s name im-
plics, the location of this community was on a mountain, and a very steep one, which
made vehicle access impossible. Walking up or down its hills was not easy either
and it would take me around a good thirty minutes to go from the top of the moun-
tain. where [ was staving. to the main road that connected Isabel Segunda and La
Esperanza: going up the hill used to take me even longer. For about three months
[ experienced the hardships that these remarkable Viequenses experience in their

everyday lives.
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For the other summers I ended up renting a room in La Esperaza. While that made my
living situation a little more manageable, not having to struggle with the conditions
of Monte Carmelo. it made it harder to attend the important activists’ meetings that
would take place in EI Campamento Justicia y Paz and in different places in Isabel
Segunda. During this time was the period that I biked the most under the hot summer
sunshine to attend the different activities and to conduct my interviews. One thing
that did not change by moving to La Esperanza. however. was the main staples of
my diet: canned tuna and bread. In what follows T will include my field notes from
those very first few days of my resecarch, because I think that they capture not only
my naivete but also the tense atmosphere of a place engulfed by an environmental

and health crisis.

Tuesday July 241, 2001

My early departure in the morning. 4:00 am, and the rhythmic movement
of the waves kept me in a lethargic state for most of the time on the ferry.
[ aun not sure if it was because T felt so tired, because of my intellectual
idleness after being with family. or simply because of research “cold feet,”
but T was unable to speak to anvbody for most of the trip. What an an-
thropologist! My first “contact” was the complicit look of a person sitting
close by, which. like me. overheard and did not agree with somebody’s

pro-Navy statements. !

[ had other reasons to be worried besides my sudden shyness: among them
were not knowing where to stay once in Vieques and not having any formal
contact with activists—despite some phone calls I had managed to make
before my arrival. In the ferry there were many people and all I could
think was how to start some casual conversation with somebody to feel
that I was finally starting my fieldwork. I looked around and I could not

decide whom to approach until I saw this eighty-year old grandma holding

"While the majority of Viequenses wanted the retreat of the Navy from the island, there were
still people whom for various reasons wanted the Navy to stav. People in favor of leaving the Navy
in Vieques were called pro-marina or pro-navy people.



a Hagpole with a Puerto Rican flag bigger than her. The fragility of her

figure in stark contrast with her defiant gesture was truly puzzling.

To my surprise I later learned that the enchanting grandma was not eighty
vears old as I thought but ninety-three. However the age of Dona Isabelita
Rosado was not the real source of my surprise. instead who she was. Dur-
ing the turbulent and repressive nineteen-fifties the Partido Nacionalista,
lead by Don Pedro Albizu Campos, was the spearhead of the national
liberation movement in Puerto Rico against the U.S. colonial regime. As
part of this struggle the Blair House was attacked and numerous mem-
bers of the party ended up in jail. The Partido Nacionalista’s attack of the
Blair House in Washington D.C. was an attempt to raise to international
attention Puerto Rico’s colonial situation. Dona Isabelita was the secre-
tary of the Partido Nacionalista and because of her political involvement
she was imprisoned for more than 16 years. As the gesture of the flag and
later events showed me, her time as a political prisoner did not change

her political ideas.

Little did T know of the surprises awaiting for me that day as a conse-
quence of approaching these fascinating characters. After two long hours
of regretting myv quictness. the ferry finally arrived to Vieques and while
seeing evervbody getting ready to leave I realized that that was probably
my last chance to get to know them, so I gathered some courage and I
approached them. They were very kind and seemed to enjoy my hard
to hide admiration for Dona Isabelita. Our conversation continued while
disembarking and as a result I got to mect the person picking them up in
the harbor: Roberto Robin, one of the activists with whom I talked to by
phone and that I was hoping to interview once on the island.

[ learned from the quick introduction the reason of their presence in
Vieques. The day of our arrival was the day of the commemoration of
Simon Bolivar's birthday. Dona Isabelita was the guest speaker at this

event. I was imediately invited to the activity and since I did not have
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prior plans I happily accepted their invitation. Later I learned that Si-
mon Bolivar visited Vieques on one of his trips. The activity took place in
la plaza central in front of Bolivar's statue— donated by the Venezuclan

governnient some vears ago.

I retrospect. being able to meet key actors of the activist network. which
would have probably taken me months to do, literally took me only a few
hours. not because of my “incredible anthropological” talents, but because

of simple chance. T met the right people at the right time.

At the commniemoration I was introduced yet to more people which where
deeply involved in the civil disobedience movement in Vieques. The gath-
ering of people. no more than 30, started the activity by singing the revo-

lutionary version of La Borinquena.? In the years of La mordaza (the gag

2Arise, Puerto Rican! \ the call to arms has sounded! \ Awake from this dream. \ it is time to
figlt!

Doesn’t this patriotic call \ set yvour heart alight? \ Come! We are in tune \ with the roar of the
cannol.

Come. the Cuban \ will soon be free: \ the machete will give \ him his liberty... \ the machete
will give Y himn his liberty.

Now the war drum \ savs with its sound. \ that the jungle is the place \ of the meeting, \ of the
mecting... \ of the mecting.

The Cry of Lares \ must be repeated, \ and then we will know: \ victory or death.
Beautiful Puerto Rico \ must follow Cuba: \ you have brave sons \ who wish to fight.
Now, no longer can we be unmoved: \ now we do not want timidly \ to let them subjugate us.

We want \ to be free now. \ and our machete \ has been sharpened... \ and our machete \ has
been sharpened. \ Why then have we been \ so sleepy and deaf \ and deaf to the call?

There is no need to fear. Puerto Ricans, \ the roar of the cannon: \ saving the nation \ is the
duty of the heart.

We no longer want despots, \ tyranny shall fall now: \ the unconquerable women \ also will know
how to fight.

We want \ liberty. \ and our machetes \ will give it to us... \ and our machete \ will give it to us.

Come. Puerto Ricans. \ come now. \ since freedom awaits us anxiously. \ anxiously freedom. \
freedom! freedom!
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law) during the fifties, the lyrics of the song calling for armed struggle
ere censured and litical k its placed. vet tl b-
were censured and a non/political version took its place®, yet the sub
versive words were never forgotten and when pronounced their symbolic
power emerged interpellating a nationalist Puerto Rican subject. 1 felt
Lailed by the power of such words and shortly after they started singing I
did too. T have to say that I was somehow troubled because while I am a
Puerto Rican more than sympathetic towards independentista ideals my

presence there was primarily as a researcher.

At the commemoration, totally unexpected to me as were the rest of things
that took place that dav, I met my most keen collaborator, activist and
friend: Miguel. In his sixties, Villa —which is how people call him —has
a long history of activismm on his shoulders. As an example, his nickname
came from a squatter settlement called Villa Sin Miedo (or The Fearless
Village) that during the seventies kept the police in “check mate” the
police for a couple of years. Puerto Rico, as many other Latin American
countries has a long history of disposed people struggling to obtain a place
to live. Villa was the spokesperson of Villa Sin Miedo and in the numerous
occasions that police tried to eviet them he led with others confrontations
whicli at times included bullet exchanges. Popular movements in Puerto
Rico. during the seventies where brutally suppressed, especially during the

reactionary Romero Barcelo’s administration under which open violence

Lyries: Lola  Rodriguez de Tié (1868);  Translation: Samuel  Quiros;  Source:
http://welcome.topuertorico.org /bori.shtiul

The land of Boringuen \ where T have been born.\ It is a florid garden \ of magical brilliance.
A sky always clean \ serves as a canopy. \ And placid lullabies are given \ by the waves at her feet.

When at her beaches Columbus arrived, \ he exclaimed full of admiration: \ Oh! Oh! Oh! \
This is the beautiful land, that I scek.

[t is Borinquen the daughter. \ the daughter of the sea and the sun. \ of the sea and the sun, \
of the sea and the sun. \ of the sea and the sun, \ of the sea and the sun!

Lyries: Mannel Ferndndez Juncos (1846—1928); Translation: Samuel Quiros: Source: http://
welconie.topucrtorico.org/



against students and independentistas was the order of the day.?

Villas™ involvement in the civil disobedience movement in Vieques started
two vears ago when he decide to move to Vieques in order to participate
in the movement. Villa expended, with other hundreds of people, a whole
vear living in what until that moment were the areas of military practice.
The camps established in these terrains were the ones that made the U.S.

Navy stop their military practices for that year.

From approaching the group in the ferry, going to the commemoration,
and being introduced to key people of the movement I was also invited to
go with them (Donia Isabelita and the other two persons accompanying
her) for lunch. At first I politely tried to refuse, because I felt that it was
too much an abuse of their kindness, but their insistence made me abandon
my futile attempts. I also figured that it would have been disrespectful
to decline their invitation and well. yes. I was also starving. After Doia
[sabelita’s sharp speech full of historical details we ended up going to a

small local restaurant.

After our lunch we went to the Alianza de Mujeres. a group formed by
wonen who have been organizing around issues of health in Vieques. Their
office, a block away from the la plaza central, is a large room with plenty
of space including a couple of work-tables full of educational literature
reacdy to be distributed. From what I picked up over lunch, the Alianza
de Mujeres is also responsible for orchestrating rallies, protests, marches
and even press conferences. Miguel introduced me to the director of the
Alianza de Mujeres. Judith Conde, of whom I had heard so much and who

[ was hoping to interview as well.

Next to this office, from which the current referendum campaign has been

taking place, there is the printing office from which all the educational

4The infamous Caso Maruvilla added another bloody chapter to the history of Puerto Rico, when
under Barcelo’s adininistration three indendentista students were ambushed and executed by the
policed. Years after the events the Government of Puerto Rico lunched and investigation in which
the police offers were convicted of murder. Hight-ranking government officials were also accused of
planning and covering up the incident.



literature circulating in Vieques is designed and distributed. The only
newsletter in Vieques, The Vieques Times, widely read by the community,
and of capital importance for the movement, is also produced and printed

here.

[ am still in shock by the way things are unfolding. In less than three
hours T have not only met key activists from the different groups but also
have visited one of the most important places in which the articulatory

process takes place, Alianza de Mujeres and the printing office.

As usually happens while doing fieldwork, the anthropologist is not the
only one asking questions, so I had to respond to Miguel’s inquiries. Either
because Miguel himself was more than aware of the dangers of historical
amnesia and understood as essential the documentation of current events,
or because previous contact with anthropologists makes him sympathetic
towards me, or simply out of a vague paternal sympathy (one of Miguel's
sons is close to my age) I think that he saw in me something like an
apprentice. As such, and after taking Dona Isabelita and her companion
to catch the 3 o'clock ferry back to Fajardo, Miguel decided to show me
the rest to be seen of the complex network of people and groups infusing

life to the mobilization against the U.S. Navy.

Our first, but quick stop., was in Campamento Justicia y Paz, which
was right in front of Camp Garcia as a constant reminder to the U.S.
Navy of the challenge to their military power. Between Camp Garcia and
Campamento Justicia v Paz, on the other hand, a barricade of eight or
nine Puerto Rican policemen were guarding the gate of the military base

—serving as a counter-reminder as well— refer to Figures 2.4 and 2.5.

As Miguel explained to me, one of the first strategies of the civil dis-
obedience movement was to take the entrance of the military base and
establish a civil disobedience camp: which they did. But after the mas-
sive operation of May fifth, in which the protestors were arrested by the

FBI. the Navy retook the entrance and placed a police camp exactly where



- Yuaticia

Figure 2.4: Campamento Justicia y Paz. Source: Taken by the author.

Figure 2.5: Camp Garcia’s Gates Guarded by the Police. Source: Taken by the
author.
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the protestor’s camp used to be. Even when the presence of the police
was meant to intimidate protestors, the material remains of the previ-
ous camp and the paintings denouncing the military injustices —placed
on the fence of the police camp— were simultaneously defying such at-
tempts. The physicality of this geography, therefore, was inscribed with
signs which were not only the result of current struggles but which were
fighting signs themselves attesting a fierce struggle over meaning and who

defines reality— refer to Figures 2.6, 2.7 and 2.8.

Figure 2.6: Shooting Range: Painting on Military Base’s Fence. Source: Taken by
the author.
Just like in Alianza de Mujeres, people in Campamento Justicia y Paz
were getting ready for a march rallying option two in the Referendum
Criollo: the immediate retreat of the U.S. Navy from Vieques.® So, af-

ter distributing among those present all the paraphernalia for the march

Bl Referendum Criollo seek to clarify whether or not Viequenses were in favor or against the
U.S. Navy’s presence in the island. After months of campaigns, the referendum took place on June
29, 2001, drawing a staggering 80.6 percent of the 5,893 registered voters. The outcome was that 68
percent of the Viequenses voted against the Navy’s presence in the island. While I was conducting
wy research, there were many rumors that the U.S. Navy was bribing possible voters to swing their
vote in favor of the Navy. These rumors were confirmed when 4 years later, February 25, 2005, the
Defense Department was forced to release the U.S. Navy contract documents showing the payment of
$1,699,830.00 to a public relations firm known as The Rendon Group with the purpose of influencing
the outcome of the election. Source: http://www.cadu.org.uk/info/countries/21_1.htm.
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Figure 2.7: Statue of Liberty: Painting on Military Base’s Fence. Source: Taken by
the author.

Figure 2.8: Pitirre: Painting on Military Base’s Fence. Source: Taken by the author.



—Puerto Rican flags, bumper stickers, educational literature, etc. —we
headed towards the first of the at least two barrios which we ended up
covering in a tiring but exciting four hour walk— refer to Figures 2.9, 2.10,

2.11 and 2.12 on pages 56, 81, 82 and 83 respectively.

Figure 2.9: Part of the four hours march through Vieques’ neighborhoods. Taken by
the author.

My picture of Vieques, up to that moment, was based on my childhood
and adolescent recollections of camping on beautiful beaches. So it was
surprising to see both, how similar these barrios were to my own —a pot-
pourri of wooden and cement houses intimately related by their proximity
and their lack of economic resources —and how much they differ from the
tourist side of the island.

Flowing like a leaf in the rush of the events I suddenly realized that per-
haps it was not a good idea for my research to be seen my first day on the
island in a rally that would situate me in one side of a polarized content,
without even having the chance to talk to the other side, the pro-Navy

people. But like a leaf being carried away by the wind, there was very

little I could do. Besides, I also wanted the U Navy to leave the island.
Hundreds of people singing, a sea of Puerto Rican flags waving, people

5
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handing pamphlets, was nothing new in Puerto Rico —one of the countries
with the highest electoral participation in Latin America —and yet some-
thing in the ambience was very different. I think that it was the intensity
of how people were experiencing the rally: it felt truly as a matter of life
or death. I felt the march (and all the following activities that I attended)
was charged with a strong solidarity, with consensus and when confronting
with pro-Navy people it became charged with tension although not ag-
gression. At most, some colorful verbal exchanges were made but rapidly
stopped by the “peace staff,” a group of people in charge of making sure

that things did not get out of control.

From the observation point of the civil disobedience movement, on the
highest hill of the island (Monte Carmelo) I’m being observed from the

other side of the fence by U.S. Marines while writing these lines.

Monday, June 29, 2001

The day of el referendum criollo arrived after weeks of campaigns, marches
and protests. The tensions that saturated the ambience until that moment
got disperse in front of the results — 80 % of the Viequences voted for the
immediate retreat of the U.S. Navy from Vieques — and festivity and joy
overtook the masses that Monday— refer to Figure 2.13, on page 84. Or
at least that was my first impression until a woman with tears in her eyes
confessed me that she was not crving of happiness as everybody else was,
but on the contrary she was crying out of angry because she just learned
that that very day of referendum the battle ships for the next military

practices where send it to Vieques— refer to Figure 2.14, on page 84.

The following day of el referendum criollo a march was organized to
svimbolically represent the death of option three and to give to the U.S.
Navy and order of eviction from Vieques signed by the Alcalde of Vieques
Damaso Rivera. A black casket was build for the purpose of putting in-
side of it all the propaganda of option three found on the way to Camp

Garcia— refer to Figures 2.15, 2.16, 2.17 and 2.18, on pages 85, 85, 80,
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86 respectively. Dona Carolna, the women that talked to me the night

before, was also in the march.

In her late forties, Dofia Carolina responded to my questions of how did
she got involved into the protests by telling me that she lived all her
life in Vieques but the situation in the nineties got a bit difficult so she
ciigrated to California, where she had some family and where she got
married. When two years ago the people of Vieques started to protesting
and getting into the restrained miltary areas she flew back to Vieques
to participate in the protests. Once in Vieques she got romantically in-
volved with one of the fisherman who was actively involve in the protest
so she divorced and stayed for good in Vieques. She was one of the many
Viequenses who staved in camps in the shooting areas for more than a
vear. When [asked her why was she doing civil disobidience she responded

that,

“The U.S. Navy is killing us. There are people in my family with cancer.
[ myvself have the vibroacustica disease. Sometimes I want to take up
arms and fight them out— ‘sacarlos de Vieques a balazos’ (get them out

at gunpoint) —so that they can try a cup of their own soup.”

My interest in Vieques started with a previous research experience (Summers of 1999
and 2000) in Central Mexico (Querétaro). I conducted research in Maria Magdalena,
an econontically marginalized community crossed by the Querétaro river which is
highly contaminated by industrial waste. In this project it became clear that there
was a correlation between disease associated to water contamination and a recently
established transnational industrial complex. Although the health of the members
of myv study site was affected by industrial water pollution, they were not able to
establish the connections between their health and the environment, minimizing the
possibility for collective mobilization. I explored, in that pilot research, one of the
processes by which a collective myopia was produced by the medical regime concealing

devastating new environmmental/health relationships.
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In contrast to Querétaro. the people of Vieques, Puerto Rico, have successfully been
able to organize and mobilize their different subject positions. This has enabled them
to mobilize around issues of health and environment. To understand the success of
Vieques™ collectives mobilizations we need to look at the historical conditions that

made it viable.

2.0.2 A Genealogy of Collective Actions

The struggle against the U.S. Navy has a long history. The Puerto Rican inhabitants
of Viegues have been protesting the US occupation of their territory since 1941 when
the U.S. Navy established their military base on the island. Through the follow-
ing decades (sixties, seventies and eighties) there were numerous protests—not only
about Vieques. but also about the colonial situation. However, the political ambience
in Puerto Rico was not a fertile soil for such voices to be heard. During those years, the
ambience was dominated primarily by the right wing party Partido Nuevo Progresista
(PNP) or the conservative center party Partido Popular Democratico (PPD). These
parties’ political agendas did not include entering into anything that could appear
antagonistic to U.S. colonial power. On the contrary. they strived to strengthen the
U.S.-Puerto Rican relationship. Although Puerto Rico was not immune to the revo-
lutionary effervescence stemming from the national liberation struggles of many for-
mer colonies (during and after the sixties), meaning that Nacionalistas waged armed
struggle against U.S. colonialism. they were brutally oppressed by the Puerto Rican
repressive state apparatus with the help of U.S. intelligence services. In addition, the
ideological state apparatus assured that these ideas did not spread to the rest of the
population through an educational system re/producing a non-conflictive US/Puerto
Rican history. As Gramsci argued. a lasting articulation of a hegemonic bloc cannot
relv on repressive power alone- for people learn soon to resist it—but must rely on
discursive consent. In the particular case of Vieques, even though there were many
protests in Puerto Rico regarding the Vieques/ U.S. Navy situation before, it was not
until recently that the issue attracted not only national but international attention

as well. Why now?



[ argue that in order to understand this question we have to understand, among other
things. the role that globalization has currently plaved in Puerto Rico, not only in
relation with transnational flows of commodities but in relation with “transnational
flows of moral values.” ideas and images (Wilson, 1997b; Hardt and Negri, 2000;
Medina, 2001). T argue that transnational discourses, such as human rights, although
historically serving as justifications for imperial expansion and colonization, are cur-
rently being used by countries of the South and oppressed minorities as a means of
liberation. Vieques™ social movement. like the Hawailan indigenous movement or the
Zapatista movement in Chiapas. is an example of mobilization that was capable of
successfully appropriating and deploving Western discourses of liberal-democracy and

human rights. among others. to fight for their own causes.

While globalization seems to create cultural homogenization, as is with the case of
hmman rights. development. biomedicine or environmentalism rhetoric, people do not
relate to these ideas in the same way nor do they give the same meaning to them (Wil-
son. 1997h, 12). The interlinkages between webs of significance in multiple contexts
enable transcultural appropriations. which “are fundamentally creative and repre-
sent forms of resistance to global homogenization” (Wilson, 1997b, 18). These tran-
scultural discursive appropriations bridge huge distances through communications
techmologies. also enabling processes of long-distance identity constitutions and inter-
subjectivities. For instance. people in Okinawa also confronting socio/environmental
problems caused by U.S. military bases are keenly aware of the Vieques’ strategies and
mobilization to confront their common problem. They are not the only ones, however,
as there is in fact an emerging and active network established which interconnects
other movements as well. The subjectivity of people in the Vieques movement. on
the other hand. has been reshaped by their awareness of their being subjects of in-
ternational attention. as both agents of social change and models for other people
experiencing similar circumstances in different places. Paradoxically, the establish-
ment of these kinds of long-distance solidarity networks was possible because of the

satie historical processes that created globalization.

Globalization is characterized by the flexible and mobile organization across national
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boundaries of capitalists’ productive activities to reduce costs and maximize profit.
While capital has always been mobile it is not until the seventies that mobility became
the defining factor of capitalist production. As Harvey (1990) explains, in the U.S.
economy there was a transition from Fordism based upon mass production and fixed
capital to fHexible capitalism based on subcontracting among other things (1990).
During the seventies, international competition and OPEC’s raising prices created a
spiral of economic crises. The subsequent stagflaction (or stagnation and inflation)
forced corporations into a process of restructuring which required the abandonment
of the rigidity of production processes that characterized the postwar economic boom.
The set of strategies developed to cope with the economic and fiscal crises of those
vears (1966-1973) was mainly concerned not only with the acceleration of turnover
time of production as the dramatic deploviment of new technologies in production
(automation) and organizational forms (intensive subcontracting) testified—but also
of the turnover time of consumption. As Harvey explains, “The relatively stable
acsthetic of Fordist modernism has given wav to all the ferment, instability and
fleeting gualities of a postmodernist aesthetic that celebrates difference, ephemerality,

spectacle, fashion. and commodification of cultural forms” (Harvey, 1990, 1506).

This acceleration of turnover time in production and consumption has led to a shift
from the production of durable goods to the production of ephemeral goods such as
events aud spectacles. T would argue that this very shift is what has made possible,
in the case of Vieques' social movements, the manipulation of mass media to their
advantage.  However, mass media has not only been useful to Vieques’ collective
mobilization in rhetorical terms —with charismatic narratives of David vs. Goliath
battles-——but also in very instrumental ways—to document ongoing abuses, to exercise
public pressure on the government or the Navy. and to protect people doing civil
disobedience in the bombing arcas. Yet this is not an innocent relationship because
if it is true that the current context in which “live-spectacle”™ has made possible the
visibility of Vieques™ social movements. it hias done so by way of its commodification

6

(particularly by TV news and newspapers).® While the shift to the production of

“Live-spectacle of the kind found on the internet (with people broadcasting their lives online).
on TV shows (like Real Police), and TV news (all with a “realist™ emphasis on live experience™ ).
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ephemeral goods has opened up spaces of resistance in Vieques, it has also framed
the limits of such resistance to the “logic” of accelerated turnover time. This is
excemplified by Vieques™ activist awareness of how important keeping the “drama’”
going is to keep the public’s attention, which is what made the movement possible and
successful in the first place. The public’s short attention span. on the other hand.—
again structured by the logic of highly rapid turnover time—has proven to be one of
the most difficult challenges facing the Vieques movement, which has nonetheless been
able to sustain itself within this context by creating svmbolically powerful cultural
productions. For instance. in one of the marches organized by Comite Justicia y Paz
(an activist organization in Vieques) people carried to the Camp Garcias’ gate coffins
representing cancer deaths in Vieques. Another. and probably the best example of
this cultural resistance (by means of using the “logic™ of the acceleration of turnover
time) is the participation of very important figures in the entertainment industry-—
both in the U.S. and Puerto Rico—in civil disobedience, which is transmitted live
through TV from the moment they enter the restricted areas to the moment they
arc arrested. Other instances include those of famous local and international singers
(such as Cuban composer and singer Sylvio Rodrigues, Argentinean singer Mercedes
Sosa. among others). who compose music and lyrics. and record videos benefiting the

people of Viegues.

From these examples it becomes clear that the shifts in the economy that enabled
the movement of commodities globally, has also enabled the circulation of important

discourses such as the human rights and liberal democracy. As Laclau explains.

... the democratic principle of liberty and equality ... as the new matrix
of the social imaginary. .. constitutes a fundamental nodal point in the
construction of the political. ... [This nodal point] would provide the dis-
cursive conditions which made it possible to propose the different forms
of inequality as illegitimate and anti-natural, and thus make them equiv-
alent as forms of oppression. Here lay the profound subversive power of
the democratic discourse, which would allow the spread of equality and

liberty into increasingly wider domains and therefore act as a fermenting
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agent upon the different forms of struggle against subordination (Laclau

and Moufle, 1985, 155).

The success of Vieques™ social movements has depended upon the appropriation of
these discourses. These discourses. or as Appadurai has called them, “ideoscapes.”
have made it possible in Vieques for an ensemble of ideas and values (those of human
rights. environmentalism, and particularly peace) to be shared by groups that were

otherwise antagonistic, thus making collective action possible.”

What is new and theoretically relevant about these social mobilizations is their rhetor-
ical shift from previous collective mobilizations. After the military expropriation of
land back in 1940, the struggle in Vieques was framed in terms of an anti-colonial
strugele (1950-1980).  As I previously mentioned, during the Cold War, Leftists’
movements were repressed and kept at bay from public debates. During the 80’s,
collective mobilization tried to bring to the forefront issues of economic development.
such as the case of fishermen in Vieques. While moderately successful in attracting
niedia attention. they were incapable of fostering popular support. It was not until
late in the 90°s that collective mobilization not only won popular support but inter-
national recognition. Collective mobilization in Vieques deploved discourses framed
in terms of health. environment and human rights. These discourses were less ob-
viously threatening to the status quo, hence they gained widespread support in the
public arena. By shifting their discursive strategy from the realm of “politics” to the
realm of the “bodv.” Viequenses. for the first time, successfully hailed, enrolled and
built significantly strong and numerous coalitions with historically opposed religious,

political and social groups.

It is only in this light that we can understand how for the first time in Puerto Rican
Listory a right-wing governor and president of the PNP. P. Rossello, demanded, in a
U.S. congressional hearing about Vieques in 1999, the immediate withdrawal of the

U.S. Navy from Vieques (even if later he had to retract his position).

"Ideoscapes are fluid configurations of “ideas, terms, and images™ that circulate globally (Ap-
padurai, 1996. 33.36)
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The formation of a collective will around the issue of Vieques was possible because
the contradictions of the discursive formation in place—that of the colonial regime
and its normative institutions justifving military occupation—became evident. As
Laclau (1985) argued. discursive formations are never totally sutured, for they can
never encompass all possible meanings. Environmental and health crises such as the
ones found in Viegues overtlow biomedicine’s atomistic discourses with a plurality of
nmeanings. This overflow of meaning is the result of very material (if always semi-
otic) socio/ecuvirommental relations. If we agree with the idea that people’s identities
arc in part shaped by dominant discursive formations, then any instability of these

formations must atfect people’s self perceptions. As Laclau explains,

the subject is constructed through language, as a partial and metaphorical
incorporation into a symbolic order, [and that] any putting into question
of that order must necessarily constitute an identity crisis” (Laclau and

Moutfte, 1985, 1206).

In the case of Vieques. this identity crisis goes bevond the discursive realm in that it
becomes evident when through the proliferation of sick bodies. The junctural space
where “environnents.” “bodies™ and “military practices™ meet allows Viequenses to

sce the colonial contradictions in a different light.

Because the established medical regime was not able to satisfy people’s quest for an
explanation of the high incidences of discase. people started to organize around that
issue. This organizing put pressure on the medical institutions in place to investigate
people’s “suspicions™ about the negative impact of the military practices on people’s

health.

The movement's success has to also be understood in terms of the particular political
situation of Puerto Rico in relation to the status quo. The organizing was successful
in applving pressure because. among other things. at that particular moment the
moventent (1995-2003). the ambicnce was such that the government could not easily
dismiss public concern. The reason: elections were close to taking place. Vieques’

social movement was effective in capturing attention by emploving a rhetoric with
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the capacity of enrolling people ou the basis of morality: it would have been immoral

to overlook the tact that children were dving in Vieques.

Becanse the Vieques situation involved children’s hiealth in a context in which child-
hood is regarded as pure. innocent. and therefore removed from “politics,” it was safe
for mainstream politicians to include the issue in their political platforms. Each one of
the three parties PNP, PPD and Partido Independentista Puertorriqgueno (PIP) had
to make the necessary adjustments in relation to how they framed the issue without

contradicting their philosophical stance in relation to the colonial status.

The Partido Nuevo Progresista (PNP). the right wing party, was the most hesitant in
eetting involved in the Vieques issue. The reason is that theyv see any relation with the
U.S.. even the military one. as a means to secure good political relations that. they
hope. will pave the way for the annexation of Puerto Rico as the 51st state. Anvthing
that might be interpreted by them as sounding “anti-American™ is immediately cast
as lieresy hecause of its potential to jeopardize annexation. Very recently (Summer
2001). because of their conservativisni, great internal contlicts developed when some
mewmbers of the party supported the Vieques' movement —in opposition to the senior
patriarchs like Ferre and Romero. The most publicized example is that of Norma
Burgos. who held an important position within the party, and who. because of her
participation in civil disobedience, was recently incarcerated for a month.  From
the strategic point of view of party politics it makes total sense to get involved in
the Vieques movement in order to regain some of the support lost because of their

conservative political stance.

On the other hand, the left wing party. Partido Independentista Puertorriqueno
(PIP). was the most invested of all parties in the Vieques™ movement. For instance.
the president of the PIP. Ruben Berrios. spent a whole year of civil disobedience in
the restricted area of the military base for which he was later incarcerated for more
than six months. The reason for this commitment has been that their understanding
of the situation is framed in terms of the colonial condition. Thus. Vieques is but

a microcosm of Puerto Rico. Their political stance with regard to the status quo of



Puerto Rico is that the only possible solution for colonialism is independence.

The center party, Partido Popular Democratico (PPD), was also vocal about Vieques’
case. Their status quo rhetoric, based on the idea of “enjoving the best of two worlds.”
enabled them (at that moment) to swing their discursive pendulum to the nationalist
side. appropriating Independentista’s rhetoric and symbols to ally themselves with
the Vieques movement. By framing the Vieques situation in nationalistic terms but
without bringing the colonial status to the foreground, the PPD was the most effective
i wonopolizing the situation. The difficulty with their maneuver has been that after
two vears in power they are incapable of delivering that which the masses demand. the
immediate withdrawal of the U.S. Navy from Vieques, clearly exposing the limits of
the “Commonwealth™ and adding vet another laver to the meaning of colonialism in
Puerto Rico. The implications of these processes are the availability of new repertoires
of subject positions (even if still using the same old symbols). For instance, a new
iteration of the reaffivmation of a “Puerto Rican Self” in the context of an imagined

nation which finds itself in a non/imaginary colonial order.

Wlhat is important. for now. is that even with different degrees and at different mo-
ments the three parties were able to attract public opinion to their side by deploying
Viegues™ situation. The converse is also true, and even more important; Vieques’
movenent was able to articulate a collection of discursive repertoires with the capac-
ity to interpellate people i subject positions quite opposite to thieir previous ones.

establishing alliances across political axes.

The legitimation of the status quo. therefore. becomes challenged and layers of mean-
ing that were not broadly circulating or were not even available to the masses, sud-
denly nurture public opinion. giving people ammunition to pressure into action certain
institutions (political parties. government, the Health Department, etc). As a corol-
lary to this. the legitimation of practices and world-views within key institutions are

also challenged.
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2.0.3 Health: The Missing Link

Siuce the U.S. Navy expropriated 2/3 of the land during the 40's, Vieques has been
used for military exercises. These exercises include: air. land and sea bombings, the
shooting of live ammunition (napalm and shaft), and mining areas for training, among
other exercises. However, it was not until the early 1980s that residents started to
notice that more and more people were becoming sick in their community. Seeing
cancer diagnoses increase within the community, a group of people demanded that the
Puerto Rican Department of Health study the ongoing increase of health risks. The
findings published in 1997, were clear; the people of Vieques had a 27% higher risk
of getting cancer than inhabitants of other municipalities in Puerto Rico. Medical
authorities therefore recoguized that people’s perceptions about increases in health

risks were more than “hysteria.”

Although island residents and the Department of Health agreed about the existence of
high health risks. contestation continues as to the origins and causes of the problem.
Community members argued that there was a correlation between rising cancer rates
and changes in U.S. Navy military practices. By contrast, the Department of Health
maintained that the cause of higher cancer rates is grounded in the community’s “life
stvles and individual behavior.™ The community members vociferously offended by
this conclusion, turned to the School of Public Health at the University of Puerto
Rico for a re-evaluation of the data. The School of Public Health corroborated the
Department s epidemiological conclusions. but disagreed with the Department’s em-
phiasis o life styvles and behavior. As explained by epidemiologist Cruz Mara Nazario,
“You cannot say that [John Doel’s cancer is because of his smoking habits if you never

tried to ask hin if he was a smoker! ™

A central question puzzling epidemiologists remained. If. in fact. the decline in pub-
lic health was derived from naval activities near the Puerto Rican communities on

Vieques. neither the mechanisin nor proximate cause(s) of the problem was clear in

¥ Translation mine. Cruz Rivera is the head epidemiologist of the School of Public Health. Inter-
view recorded on August 17, 01.



the carly 1980s. T 2000 activists discovered that the Navy had secretly used depleted
uraninm bombs during their military practices prior to the 1930s. Depleted uranium
is carcinogenic. This. combined with other evidence of historical chemical weapons

testing on the island.” heightened the controversy.

2.0.4 Methodology

[« to develop an understanding of how drastic environmental changes affect peo-
ple’s perceptions of health, discase and self within their evervday lives. In other
words. how people constitute their selves out of their “local” environment— even
more so when both are entangled in relations stretching bevond local and personal
boundary projects. In this seuse. people’s identity and perceptions are actively forged
by a historically situated embodied-self engaged with complex socio/environmental

relations.

By looking at the agency of people’s articulations of their subject positions— through
the standpoint of their engagements with a changing environment— I maintain we
can gain insights into new processes of identity formation. This is true in contexts
plagued with contestation over health and environment. As we will see in chapters
to come I compare how lay people. scientists and government articulate competing
discourses on disease etiologvy. as these feed into forming new identities leading to

collective action.

For my dissertation I relied on: (1) archival information (2) peoples narratives and

(3) ethnographic data.

Ist Phase: During the first part of my dissertation I reestablished rapport with both
Vieques' conimunity members and local scholars. Particularly useful were my con-
versations on epidemiological aspects of my research with Dr. Cruz Marfa Nazario.

head of the School of Public Health at the University of Puerto Rico. Her collabo-

Y As recently as October 7. 2002, high officials of the Departmment of Defense admitted the utiliza-
tion of Viegues in 1969 to carry experiments with chemical weapons, particularly “trioctyl phosphate.
" This is another known carcinogenic.
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ration provided me wirh advice and vital archival health information regarding the
ongoing studies done by different institutions in Puerto Rico. This opportunity gave
me unique access to documents produced by institutions such as: the Department
of Health and the School of Public Health. Originally I planned to also look at the
Archivo Historico de Puerto Rico and the Museo de Historia de Vieques, but time
restraints prevented this. I rescarchied newspapers to reconstruct the different debates
and public perceptions over health and environment across time. This information
coupled with in-depth interviews enabled me to compare different actors’ articulations

of competing discourses. During this phase I also pre-tested my survey instrument.

2nd Phase: T gathered localized publie narratives on health, illness, and environment.
Recollecting these narratives allowed me to identify what particular discourses, sto-
ries. and conceptions people use to produce collective meanings of their oppressing
circumstances, Since Tam interested in documenting changes in health. disease. and
environmental perceptions across time. I asked questions in which participants retro-

spectively recounted such changes in relation to their biographies.

Examples of some questions T used are: What does it mean for you to be healthy?
What does it mean for vou to be ill with a debilitating illness. not just a cold?
What things do people get sick with around here?  What is the most important
licalth problem that vou have confronted within the last twenty vears? When did you
realize that something went wrong? Did a doctor diagnose it? In what ways has that
affected vour life? How have vou confronted it? What do you think is the cause (or

catses) of vour hicalth problems?

[ gathered this information with an ethnographic survey. The ethnographic survey
differs from the traditional survey in that it emerges from a previous fieldwork expe-
rience. [Its] strength lies in the fact that the survey variables and items emerge from
the local context. The local foundations of the survey enhance its validity” (Schen-
sul et al.. 1999). During myv first visit (summer 2001). T conducted pre-dissertation
fieldwork in Vieques. It is out of this experience that I prepared the ethnographic

questionnaire T used in my dissertation rescarch. I used a nonprobability sample
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getting a cross-section of the population. This method yields information on sim-
ilarities and differences in health perceptions along generational, class and, gender
lines (Schensul et al., 1999). Because T used a nonprobability sample, T aimed my
ethnographic survey to different actors (such as activists and nonactivists) making it
possible to explore various views (Bernard. 2002). The definition of these different
actors stemmed. as much as possible. from peoples” own terms— the ethnographic
survey served this purpose. During myv three summers (2001, 2002, 2003) doing re-
search in Vieques [ formally did in-depth interviews with over 50 people. In my daily
interactions, however, I talked to hundreds. T interviewed both residents who were
not involved in the movement as well as activists from both rural and urban areas.
Nonetheless. because T was interested in the emergence of social movements I focused
more on Viequenses™ activists, Since I am looking at changes in health perceptions
in a span of twenry vears. I mostly interviewed people who were older than 30, and
therefore. who could retrospectively talk about such changes. Given that women'’s
participation in organizing and participating in different activists’ mobilization I spent

a great deal of time speaking with them.

Srd Phase: The ethnographic survev provided me with exceptional cases in Vieques
that later T followed up with in-depth interviews and oral histories. It was through
these oral histories that the relationship between health, licalth risks and individual
biographies in their linkages with collective mobilization later became evident.  As
botli o method to conduct and analvze interviews I paid attention to: 1) Moral
language. 2) Meta statements and, 3) Logic of the narrative (Anderson and Jack,
1991). Listening to people’s moral language enables us to understand how people
evaluate and construct their notions of self by whether they comply with the socially
assigned roles as they are revealed by their own explanations. “Meta-statements,” on

the other hand.

alert us to the individual's awareness of a discrepancy within the self—
or between what is expected and what is being said. They inform the
interviewer about what categories the individual is using to monitor her

thoughts. and allow observation of how the person socializes the feeling
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or thoughts according to certain norms (Anderson and Jack, 1991, 22).

By looking at the logic of the narrative we can start “noticing the internal consistency
or contradictions in the person’s statements about recurring themes and thie way these

themes relate to each other™ (Anderson and Jack, 1991, 22).

Ath Phase: In my research, consciousness cannot be separated from the experiential
hody because it is in the body that environmental contradictions get expressed and
from the body that any awareness of, and action against, such contradictions might
emerge. Because of this, I was particularly observant of narratives that illustrated
enmbodied understandings of the rapidly changing health and environment landscape.
[ sought ~to take the body as a methodological starting point rather than consider the
body as an object of study” (Csordas, 1993, 136). As the case of Vieques illustrates,
it was through the body - as the eventual register of epidemiological changes— that
people’s political awareness awakened. Thus, redefinitions of the self while discur-
sivelv informed were mostly experientially rooted. This observed epistemology of the
bodv  that is. how people came to generate new knowledge and understandings of
their surroundings and of them selves through their bodies— informed my own em-
pliasis on recognizing “embodiment as the existential condition in which culture and

self are grounded™ (Csordas. 1993, 1306).

Participant observation enabled me to follow how Vieques™ inhabitants generated
etiological explanations out of their living experiences and their engagements with
and movenients across a shifting militarized landscape (Ingold, 2000). In order to get
at how people perceived their militarized landscapes, T attended to the ways in which
their sensory descriptions— particular ways of hearing, seeing, smelling and moving
their bodies - articulated processes of orientations and of attending the world that
informed and as informed by (and perhaps created) social practices of resistance. As
Geurts £2002) explains.
We routinely engage in (culturally constituted) interaction or practices

that are governed by the meanings assigned to (or ways of interpreting)
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coertain smells. sounds. touches. tastes, and so forth. In turn. the orienta-
tions oue develops toward smell. sight, sound. and such. are part of what

shapes certain cultural practices (Geurts, 2002, 235).
Morcover, as she reminds us.

the senses are wavs of embodyving social categories. [hence] how one be-
coles socialized toward the meaning of sights. sounds. smells, tastes, and
so forth. represents a eritical aspect of how one acquires a mode of being-
in-the-world. or an “individual system of experiencing and organizing the

world™ (Genrts, 2002, 232-33).

By attending to people’s narratives of how thev experienced smells. sounds, tastes, in
relation to the militarized landscape. allowed me to take part in people’s everyday life
activities “as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of their life
routines” (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2002). This approach radically differs from others in
that it is not based on a disembodied gaze. This method gave me a glimpse into the
wavs in which the people of Vieques intersubjectively generate meta-narratives and

social practices to reframe their identities (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Medina, 2001).

2.0.5 Participant Observation, Personal Experience and Ac-
tivism

Verv much in line with feminist scholars. my methodologies and theories are grounded
on who I am and where I come from. From the academic point of view, my initial
interest in environmental issues is based on a previous research experience (Summers
of 1999 and 2000) in Querdétaro, Central Mexico. In this project it became clear that
there was a correlation between disease associated with water contamination and a
recently established transnational industrial complex. Although the health of the
members of my study site was affected by industrial water pollution, they were not
able to establish the connections between their health and the environment, minimiz-

ing the possibility for collective mobilization. T explored. in that pilot research, one
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of the processes by which a collective myvopia was produced by the medical regime

concealing devastating new environmental/health relationships (Taussig. 1980).

At the same time [ was doing research in Mexico, Vieques' social movement exploded
around the very same issues in which I was interested. In contrast to Querétaro,
however. the people of Vieques were successful in organizing and mobilizing their
different subject positions around health and environmental problems. As a Puerto
Rican I decided to change my research site to Vieques. Ny interests in Vieques,
however, go bevond the academy. They are tied to my personal experiences with

social inequality and with illness.

[ come from a working class neighborhood in San Juan in what used to be a squatter
settlement back in the 1930's. Coming from such a context of socioeconomic depri-
vation made me wonder from an carly age about the causes of my family’s marginal
coudition. I vividly remember how difficult it was for my mother trving to answer
myv carlv inquiries about our situation. It was not until I grew older that I could
name what until then were for me the hidden forces that once subjected many to
an unprivileged condition. In the university I learned to name the historical, eco-
nontic and political reasons that explain my personal experience growing up in Barrio

Obrero.!?

Education served nie as a way of escaping those alien forces. My escape
has indeed taken nie a long distance and away from my place of origin. And yet no
nmatter how far or how educated 1 am the forces that before subjected me, and many
others. to a marginal condition can still exercise over me their invisible powers. 1
experienced their full blow a few years ago, while working on my Ph.D., when my

mother was diagnosed with colon cancer. T could not but wonder if the places in

which we lived. public housing projects. which until recently were constructed with

'Barrio Obrero is located in the periphery of the Central Business District (CBD) in San Juan.
the capital of Puerto Rico. The squatter origins of Barrio Obrero began in the 1960°s when the
industrialization process in Puerto Rico prompted large influxes of migration from the rural arecas
and the subscquent inhabitation of wet lands. Coming from that particular urban environment
wicitns that vne belongs to a group that, by definition. is marginalized. This marginalization is not
onlv reflected in the obvious economic and material factors but also in the negative representation
of this social group by the mass media. the ruling classes and the govermment. As a result, the
place and its inhabitants are discriminated against as a whole, with an exogenous. undesirable, and
a Hattened identity imposed on them that is both unfair and inaccurate.

i



ashestos (a known carcinogenic). were responsible for her disease. The concept of
environmental inequality, since then has acquired a new and painful meaning that
is constantly feeding and guiding my personal and professional interests. I have to
brieflv include my tribulations as a son of a cancer patient for they point to important

continuities with the Vieques situation.

After a whole vear of going to the public hospital to treat what we thought was a
bad case of hemorrhoids. the doctor ordered a biopsy that vielded positive for cancer.
Here is where the odyssev started.  Since the mid nineties Puerto Rico, just like
many other Latin American countries. began implementing a draconian regime of
neoliberal policies with the result that health care, formerly provided by the state,
was now privatized. The basic assumption of privatization is that health care services
will improve because people will be paying for better care. This logic might hold true
for the social classes with resources but not for the majority of the people in Puerto
Rico. HMOs are popping up now like fast-food restaurants. and like fast-food chains
they are competing not only for clients/patients but also to capture governmental
mounies that subsidize the unprivileged. But if fast-food is not good for your health,
neither are these HNOs. The level of absurd bureaucratization would astonish even
Franz Katka the German-Jewish writer who succinetly depicted the alienating and
disempowering effects of confronting a burcaucracy in novels such as The Castle and

The Tral (Katka, 1957).

Althongli my mother received the radio and chemotherapy in Centro Medico, the main
state hospital on the island. the follow-up visits after the treatment were to take place
in the HMO of Barrio Obrero. which is where we lived. Not only was the number of
patients scen in that clinic colossal. but so was the waiting time to get an appointment
let alone to see a doctor. In the case of my mother. she needed to see a colon chirurgical
specialist. We went to at least six different offices. in different locations, and argued
with manyv uninformed and plainly ignorant health care representatives to get the
required signatures to approve the treatment. Needless to sav, all the offices that we
went to were in the same situation as the HNMO of Barrio Obrero. It took us more

than a month to get the appointment with the surgeon. I am a voung, well-educated
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and energetic person and for me going through all the burcaucratic channels was a
frightening. dreadful and exhausting experience. 1 could not but think what would
be of my mother had T not been there. What is more heart breaking is to know that
many older people like my mother. do not have the energy nor the help from other
people to go through those trials to get health care attention. Not only do they have
to confront the scary situation of being sick, but they also have to fight the monster

of burcaucracy all on their own.

This personal account offers a glimpse into the implications of neoliberal policies and
the subsequent privatization of health care services in Puerto Rico that a Political
Fcology of Discase approach can elucidate. Ny class-situated account also illustrates
that not only are chronic discases unevenly distributed but so is access to health
care. NMorcover. the production of unhealthy toxic environments — such as the public
housing projects built with asbestos in which I lived with my mom- - are dispropor-

tionately absorbed by the most unprivileged sectors of the population.

These personal experiences did more than just inform my interests and theories, for
thev deeply informed my methodologyv. While participant observation is usually de-
fined as the active engagement in people’s daily activities to gain understanding, this
literature very randomly discusses the meaning of this method in a highly politicized
coutext such as Vieques. Civil disobedience was in Vieques part of people’s daily life
experience. My decision of getting involved in civil disobedience, however, did not
stenn from methodological concerns but rather it emerged out of the anger in learning
about the health situation in Vieques. T went into the firing range with a brigade of
cight people. We hid during four davs and we walked at night until finally reaching
our target: to stop military practices by serving as human shields against the bombs
fired from different Navy ships. We did disrupt military practices for that day. but we
were also arrested. Tspent two davs in jail and [ was sentenced to a year of probation
time that forbade me from traveling. In what follows T include my self-defense state-
ment in the ULS. District Court legal case against me. T do so to illustrate the ways
in which embodied experience has the power to change people’s subject positions in

the context of health and environmental crises.
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TO: U.S. District Attorney Vega
FROML: Victor M. Torres Vélez
DATE: September 7. 2001

RE: C'ivil Disobedience

On August Hth 2001 T was arrested in Camp Garcia’s firing range for civil
disobedience, That is. serving as a human shield against the U.S. Navy's
bombing in Vieques. Mr. Vega, Taccepted the evidence presented against
me. Victor N Torres Vélez - born and raised in Barrio Obrero. Santurce. 1
authorize my lawver. Mr. Lora. to represent me in my absence in this legal
proceeding. Nonetheless, I cannot finish this letter without clarifying the
reasons for my involvement in the civil disobedience movement against
the presence of the U.S. Navy in Vieques and their genocidal military
practices...

Currently T am finishing my Ph.D. in Socio/cultural and Medical Anthro-
pologv. I was in Vieques conducting rescarch for my dissertation. I was
interested in understanding people’s notions of disease and the level of
their articulation in terms of their relationship with the environment and
the U.S. military practices. Even when I was familiar with the statistics
about cancer and respiratory discase in Vieques. 1T was not prepared for
what T witnessed on the island. How could T just observe and document
without getting “that involved™ when the people T was interviewing are
forced to live their lives in a war zone? How could T just observe without
getting “that involved™ when there are children and elders dying of cancer
and other diseases because of the U.S. Navy's military practices? When [
arrived at Vieques. even though I totally supported the struggle to evict
the U.S. Navy from the island. I was not planning to get in the shooting
arca. Nouetheless, after T have seen with my eves the disastrous impact
of the U.S. Navy on people’s lives. serving as a human shield was but the

least thing I could do to be in peace with my couscience.
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Victor M. Torres Viélez

Ph.D. Candidate Michigan State University

[ aim not the first anthropologist - nor will I be the last —to get “that involved™ with
the rescarch site. In fact my experience is similar to that of other anthropologists. For
instance. Amadiune’s (1993) experiences resonate deeply with my own situation in
multiple wavs. The colonial situation motivated Amadiume to conduct her fieldwork
“back home.” just as it has motivated my decision to do research in Puerto Rico.!!
Because “the Social Science Rescarch Council of Great Britain viewed fieldwork as
something done by strangers and not by those returning to their own society” Ama-
dive did not receive funding. having to raise it herself (Amadiume. 1993, 183). The
situation with U.S. granting agencies is not different from Britain, meaning that if
[ did not do ficldwork “abroad™ I could not apply to important sources of funding.
Morcover. becanse granting agencies make their decisions based upon the “feasibil-
ity and cvalidity™ that “objective™ rescarchers provide, T had the challenging task
of framing my rescarch proposal in their terms. This proved to be difficult not only
because Tam from Puerto Rico and T was personally engaged in the Vieques situation.

but also because of the politicized nature of my research site.

In hLer field experience Amadinme (1993) had to come to terms with what she ob-
served to he an unjust situation  the whitening in power of matriarchal institutions
in front of British imposed political ones-- by negotiating what was her positioning
from the outset. Just as for me it was not an option to remain as an objective ob-
server while the ULS. Navy was bombing Vieques vet another time---despite the proofs
of the devastating consequences for the health and well-being of the inhabitants of

the island  for Amadiume (1993) it was not an option either. Nonetheless, my in-

The listory of anthropology is inextricably tied to colonial and neoj/colonial projects and in
fact T alwavs hoped that my work was going to be part of the critique of such projects as a “native
anthropologi=t™: as a subaltern voice sercaming that which has alwavs being silenced. Even when 1
still think this wav. T have come to realize that v positioning is not as clear-cut as a thought. Tt
is not enough to think that yvour work is not going to be part of sucli a colonial project; when the
very existence of the discipline in which Tam trained came about as a result of that, when the very
methods [ am using situate me as an observer even if they propose participation, when even this
exercise of writing my thoughts becomes highly questionable if T consider for whom I amn writing
them.



volvement did not put at stake my position as a “wealthy and powerful ancestress”
(Amadinme, 1993, 197) similar to the case of Amadiume. Where she decided to draw
the line- by "not taking up their [women’s council] request to speak to the men in the
ruling council on their behalf and by not challenging those writing the constitution
of Nuobi to make sure that they included women in it™ (Amadiume. 1993, 195) - I
decided to go ahead and join the civil disobedience taking place in Vieques. Thus,
while hoping to continue “the political strugele with the pen” I also decided to po-
sition myvself with respect to what T was witnessing. not just as an observer but also
as al actor. Ny positioning as an “activist,” nonetheless. should not be understood
as altruistic or heroie but as one that evolved out of the contingencies, pressures and
negotiations of how people perceived me and placed me and how I perceived myself

in a context of political tensions and suspicions.

Allen Abramson (1993) is another anthropologist with similar experiences. In his
article. Between Autobiography and Method: Being Male, Seeing Myth and the Ana-
lysts of Structures of Gender and Sexuality in the Eastern Interior of Fiji, he is
concerned with exploring the way in which both people involved in our anthropolog-

ical studies and the anthropologist him/her self are mutually transformed by their

interaction.

Although. Abramson’s (1993) treatment of the “village™ as isolated and culturally
bounded is highlyv problematical — as it overlooks transcultural exchanges taking
place even before the colonial period — his point that the anthropologist can become
subjected to the logic of categories™ of the group under study is important. Just
as Abramson’s (1993) “strangeness™ was accommodated and incorporated within the
“mythical”™ structures of the Fijians — meaning that he was given a place and was ex-
pected to act accordingly — my involvement in civil disobedience was partially shaped
by a similar semiotic incorporation of my presence in Vieques. The reinforcement and
constant circulation of discourses of involvement and action as the most valid way
of demonstrating belongingness, thercfore was fundamental to my positioning as an
activist. Retrospectively, the way in which some people perceived me as an FBI agent

— because of the history of colonial oppression and surveillance — definitely limited
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my participation and the tvpes of activities that [ was entitled to attend. The fol-
lowing exert is from my field-notes and illustrates this community’s placing of the
anthropologist within the community’s narrative structures and the anthropologist

attempt of re-situating himself.

After several dayvs of plaving the anthropologist with that obsessive habit
of taking notes all the time in different marches, protests and disobedi-
cuce’s camps some faces started to become not only more familiar but
more curious about who I was. This was the case with Eric who after
approaching me in Monte Carmelo—identifying himself as a Viequense
- inquired without hesitation who the heck I was and what 1 was doing
there. [ knew that many people where a bit nervous because of my pres-
ence and many joked about me being an FBI agent, but I also knew that
those jokes meant more than that. I understood why he was questioning
me. but this did not make me feel any better because I felt that not ouly
was v identity as a Puerto Rican being questioned but also this ques-
tioning somchow aligned me with the U.S. colonial regime. My immediate
reaction — unconscious and at times conscious was to establish right away
my “Puerto Ricaness™ by making clear my working class origins growing
up in Barrio Obrero: “Mano vo soy de’l Barrio v como dice la cancién: de
Barrio Obrero a la Quince un paso es.” It is clear now that not only for
the purpose of dispelling peoples’ fears about me being an agent but also
for my emotional well-being T was prompt to establish rapport through
ny ethnicity and my empathy for their situation— even when my other
positioning as a graduate student in anthropology trained in a US uni-
versity made me feel T was inhabiting a paradoxical space (Field notes.

sunmner 2001).

Abramson (1993) in this respect is right. “what the ethnographer sces is a function
of where he is placed. what is presented to him. and what he is prevented from easily

seeing” (Abramson. 1993, 70). The circulation of discourses of active involvement



in civil disobedience. on the other hand. while in tune with my own political ideas.
also provided me with the means from which to be relocated in a different subject
position: from an FBI agent to another Puerto Rican in solidarity with the cause if
able to pass the ultimate rite of passage (serving as a human shield in the bombing

areas).

Abramson (1993)describes a process by which ethnographers stop being him/her self
hecause of the fact that within the research context the ethnographer is devoid of
a personal historv,  As he explains. “self-image has no introspective reality of its
own” (Abramson. 1993. 74) and vour identity has to be constituted through the
coustant performance of symbolic actions that inscribe you in a particular way. Al-
though my semiotic competence in terms of the history of colonialism in Puerto Rico
and my working class origins enabled me to draw upon key discursive repertoires
to negotiate my positioning within Vieques civil disobedience groups, my subjec-
tive repositioning—-and I suspect the subjective positioning of many others—includes
coercive aspects such as social pressures, jokes, gossip, shame, embarrassment, etc.
which are present in all community building projects and yet are little discussed in
the literature. That is why my positioning as an “activist” should not be understood
as altruistic or heroic but as one that evolved out of contingencies, pressures and
negotiations as well as out of my political views against the colonial situation and the

U.S. military presence in Puerto Rico.
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Figure 2.10: Campaigning for Option Two: Posting Signs. Source: Taken by the
author.
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Figure 2.11: Campaigning for Option Two: Handmade Poster. Notice that in this
poster the pro-Vieques respond to being accused of communist by saying that the
“real communist” is the Navy. Source: Taken by the author.
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Figure 2.12: Option Three Poster: Marx the Specter of Communism. In this poster,

the pro-Navy campaign depicts option two as in favor of communism. Source: Taken

by the author.



Figure 2.13: El Referendum Criollo’s: Option Two Victory. Source: Taken by the
author.

Figure 2.14: Referendum Criollo’s: Victory Option Two. Source: Taken by the
author.
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Figire 2.15: Referendum Criollo’s: The Death of Option Three. Source: Taken by

the author.

Figure 2.16: Referendum Criollo’s: The Death of Option Three, Arriving to Camp
Garcias™ Gate. Source: Taken by the author



Figure 2.17: Referendum Criollo’s: The Death of Option Three: Digging Up the
Hole. Source: Taken by the author.
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Figure 2.18: Referendum Criollo’s: The Death of Option Three: Buried in the Grave.
Sonrce: Taken by the author
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Chapter 3

The Making of a Militarized
Landscape

Sixty vears ago Vieques, Puerto Rico. was a tranquil island in the Caribbean where
inhabitants had a life expectancy of 75 vears. By 2000, the life expectancy on the
island had dropped significantly and the island was the site of demonstrations by
people from all over the world. What are the links between the changes of life ex-
pectancy, the social movement centered on Vieques, and how people understand the

chanees in the enviromment?

I will answer these questions by exploring the intersection of health, environment and
the military/industrial complex in Vieques, as it relates to questions of structural
change. human agency and socio-cultural reproduction. Rather than assuming the
negative “impact” of globalization, I will show the ways in which local actors shape

structures imposed upon them.

[ argue that despite the extensive geographical expansion of flexible capitalism. the
site of accumulation is more than ever situated in subaltern bodies racially, ethnically
and culturally marked as different (Hall, 1991; Harvey, 2000). Moreover, I argue
that this intensified bodily exploitation has also made them intimate “sites” in which
socio/environmental contradictions are more blatantly expressed (mainly through dis-
case) and as such they are the ultimate “sites” of material-semiotic struggles (Harvey.

1999: Lowe. 1995 Morgan. 1T987: Taussig. 1980). The body becomes a site of mate-



rial strugele in the sense that people are physically affected by chronic diseases and
their evervday activities. It becomes a site of semiotic struggle in the sense that the
discased body becomes a svmbol of people’s suffering and a reason to participate
in the social movement. Hence the importance of understanding Viequenses™ sub-
altern bodies, not onlv as sites of subjection and accumulation. but also as sites of
resistance. While people resist this “at a distance™ process of exploitation, from the
specificity of Vieques™ locale, their resistance also draws from far away resources. It
is this combination of a locally rooted and yet transnationally connected resistance
that in part explains Viequenses’ rearticulation of their identities in political terms
(Schein. 1999: Wilson, 1997b). However, my analysis of this rearticulation is not
to be mistaken with theories that conceptualize identity in nihilistic and ahistorical
rerms (Halll 1990: Harvev. 1990: Rouse. 1995; Tsing. 2001). As some authors have
poinuted out. nililistic characterizations of unconstrained “flexible identities™ are more
revealing of the influence of capitalists’ restructuring on theory than of that which
they attempt to represent (Hall, 1991; Hardt and Negri, 2000; Harvey. 1990). It is
no coincidence that the new identity of capitalism is described in the same way as

postmodern theories of identity: that is, flexible, mobile and volatile.

While accounts of identity formation have been “problematized and rendered in-
creasingly complex by recent debates, the notion of place has remained relatively
unexamined™ (Massev. 1994, 167). Space has been overwhelmingly treated, theoreti-
cally aud therefore empirically. as an empty recipient divorced from time and place.
Some authors have argued that this transhistorical notion of space as abstract. which
has svstematically concealed space as a social product. constitutes the very regime of
power in which “we” live: that of “modernity” (Lefebvre, 1974). Spatial domination.
therefore, is achieved by this concealing of the production of space and its internal-
ization as something external — through the particular configurations of spaces and
leeitimating discourses.  This violence of abstraction is only possible by devoiding
space of the historically contingent bodily-lived practices and experiences of everyvday
life that produced it (Lefebvre. 1974). The concept of place. by the same token, is

alwavs associated with the “local™ as it is considered an “indigenous source of cultural
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identity, which remains authentic™ only in so far as it is unsullied by contact with the
global™ (Massey. 1994, 15) . This notion of place not only implies that the identity of
places is constituted through inside/outside boundary distinctions but also implies a
notion of cultures as discrete entities inherently territorialized (Gupta and Ferguson,

1997).

Instead then, of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around, theyv
can be imagined as articulated moments in networks of social relations
and understandings. but where a large proportion of those relations. ex-
periences and understandings are constructed on a far larger scale than
what we happen to define for that moment as the place itself, whether
that bhe a street. or a region or even a continent. This in turn allows a
scense of place which is extroverted, which includes a consciousness of its
links with the wider world, and which integrates in a possible way the

elobal and the local (Massey, 1994, 155).

Drawing from this idea. that places are formed by social relations contained within
them and stretehed bevond them, T want to reveal the processes by which Vieques

has been produced as both a space of domination and a space of resistance and hope.

3.1 Spaces of Domination: the “Local” as Pro-
duced by the “Global”

The production of Vieques as a space of domination is tied to the U.S. Navy as a
particular expression of capitalist production, within the Western hemisphere, that
took advantage of the geographical specificities of Puerto Rico and Vieques as U.S.
colonial possessions.  As we will see, this militarization of Vieques’ landscape has
created a particular tvpe of locality that is suited for the neoliberal regime of capital
accumulation. This militarization has also created the conditions under which another
tvpe of space. in this case oppositional, could emerge. This new space of resistance

and hope is often reenacted through transnational social articulations for collective
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action and solidarity.

The production of Vieques™ landscapes has to be understood as both: 1) an instance
of capital “taking advantage of the specificities of conditions of productions” (Massey:,
199:1. 158) — particularly because Vieques' location within the Cold War geopolitical
regime was a bastion against communism in the Western hemisphere — and, 2) as a
space of colonial control, imposed on “the reality of the senses, of bodies, of wishes and
desires™ of people (Lefebvre, 1974, 139) “constantly enforced through the power of
convention. ... svinbolism, [and] through ... straightforward violence” (Massey, 1994,
180). This dual spatial production contributes greatly not only to the constitution of

particular place-based identities but also of the very identity of Vieques as a place.

The aftermath of World War I not only brought many changes to world geopolitics
but also witnessed the fight of several former colonies for their independence, this is
particularly true of many colonies in Africa. The main politico-economic alternatives
were capitalism and communism. Developnient was presented as an option for these
new nation states and through economic growth they were invited to share the ben-
efits of the international svstem as sovereign countries. This option was built as an
alternative in opposition to communism (Escobar, 1995). With communist Cuba as
a “dangerous” example for the Caribbean and Latin America, and with Nacionalista
movements openly attacking U.S. colonialism, Puerto Rico became the perfect labo-
ratory for the development alternative and indeed. the island became “The cast of the
Aniericas™ through “Operation Bootstrap.” The negative social and economic conse-
quences of such a project are well documented in Puerto Rico (Rivera et al., 1983;
Rivera. 1986: Pantojas-Garefa, 1990) but not so much the connections between the
development project and the military presence that some authors (O’Connor, 1973;
Ross. 1996: Bandarage, 1997) refer to as the military industrial complex. How is it
that the literature that has been critically looking at development in Latin America
has overlooked the U.S. military’s involvement in these modernist projects, especially
when its presence has been so overwhelming? The case of Vieques should contribute

to this gap in the literature.
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The occupation of Vieques. among other military possessions. has plaved a pivotal
role in maintaining military and economic control over the Western Hemisphere. The
U.S. interest in controlling the Western Hemisphere has a long history dating back
to the end of the nineteenth century. However the historical conditions were never as
favorable as theyv were during the Second World War. With the European powers at
war. the U.S. was not only able to monopolize world markets with their commodities,
but also strengthen and secure their presence in Latin Anierica. This was not difficult
eiven the fact that the British. the French and the Germans were too busy to attend
to their economic interests and territorial possessions. With the destruction of most of
Furope. the aftermath of the war provided the U.S. with the opportunity to establish
itself as the dominant power in the region. The aftermath also placed the Soviet
Union as a world power. It is this cold war context and the historical interest of
securig casy access to new markets and raw materials in the Western Hemisphere
that explains the U.S. military policy towards Latin America. Among the first policies
to secure this region was the Truman Doctrine. which marked the beginning of the

cold war.

The Truman Doctrine for Latin America resulted in the Inter-American Treaty of
Reciprocal Assistance (1947). This treaty forced the signatories to align with the
U.S. in the military defense of the Western Hemisphere (Rodriguez Beruff, 1988, 48).
The Matual Scearity Act (1951) farther forced Latin American countries to establish
incipient military forces in order to “contain™ communism (Rodriguez Beruff, 1988,
47). It was not. however, until the arrival of the revolutionary and national liberation
struggles. during the sixties that this military infrastructure not only increased. but

also was openly aligned with a modernization project for Latin America.

Following the recommendations of economic advisors such as Walt Rostow, the Kennedy-
Johnson admmistrations (1959-1968) created the Latin America foreign policy of pre-
venting the emergence of competing politico-cconomic models to that of the United
States. Between 1950 and 1968, the United States through the Military Assistance
Program (1951). transferred a total of 637 million dollars in military assistance to

Latin America (Rodreguez Beruff 1988, p. 52). As part of this “assistance” the U.S.
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School of Americas trained more than 50. 000 Latin American military officials in
counter-insurgency intelligence (Rodriguez Beruft, 1988, 54). The path to develop-
ment was the brutal repression and eradication of popular movements by intervening
militarily and supporting dictatorial regimes that championed U.S. interests in the
region. Hence. “developnient™ became the alternative to revolution. This meant that
U.S. military forces became the most effective instrument tailoring the modernist

project in the region.

3.1.1 Puerto Rico: The Gibraltar of the Caribbean

The militarization of the Caribbean landscape played a pivotal role within this mod-
ernization project. Through most of the twenticth century, the Panama Canal was
an important military and economic stronghold for the United States. Naval con-
trol over the Caribbean was necessary to protect this vital commercial and military
rowte. Puerto Rico not only served this purpose. having the biggest U.S. military
complex outside of the continental U.S.. but also served as the springhoard from
which most of the wilitary policies and interventions in Latin America were carried
out. Some of the U.S. Military interventions carried out from Puerto Rico included:
1954 Guatemala. 1959 Venezuela (military back up against Venezuelan demonstra-
tors). 1962 Cuba (the naval quarantine). 1965 Dominican Republic, 1970 Trinidad,
and 1983 Granada. Morcover. the “Gibraltar of the Caribbean.” as the U.S. Navy
used to cousider Puerto Rico, became the showcase of development for Latin America

(Rodriguez Beruff, 1988, 216).

The Second World War not only placed Puerto Rico as the U.S. Naval center of
command in the Caribbean but indeed it made it part of the larger military plan of
securing the Western Hemisphere for capitalist investients. We can see this in the
establishiment of military regimes in most of Central America serving the purpose of
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