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Washington
and the politics of drugs

Those struggling to solve America’s drug problems
are accustomed to talk of “demand side” and
“supply side” solutions. This language reflects a
bureaucratic perspective: it tends to project the
problem, and focus alleged “solutions”, on to oth-
ers, often on to remote and deprived populations.
On the supply side, eradication programs are
designed for the mountains of Burma or the
Andes. On the demand side, increasing funds are
allocated for the arrest and imprisonment (and
less often, the treatment) of the substance
abusers, often ethnic and from the inner cities.

Increasingly, however, researchers are becom-
ing aware of a third aspect to the problem: pro-
tected intelligence-drug connections. Within the
U.S. governmental bureaucracy itself, intelligence
agencies and special warfare elements have recur-
ringly exploited drug traffickers and their corrupt
political allies for anti-Communist and anti-sub-
versive operations, often but not always covert, in
other parts of the world. History suggests that this
third aspect of the drug problem, the protected
intelligence-drug connection, or what | call gov-
ernment-drug symbiosis, has been responsible for
the biggest changes in the patterns and level of
drug-trafficking. Thus, at least in theory, it also
presents the most hopeful target for improvement.

No one now disputes that in the immediate
post-war period CIA assistance to the Sicilian
mafia in Italy, and the Corsican mafia in Marseille,
helped consolidate and protect the vast upsurge of
drug trafficking through those two areas. No one
disputes either that a heroin epidemic in the U.S.
surged and then subsided with our Vietnamese
involvement and disengagement.

But the same upsurge of protected drug-traf-
ficking was visible in the 1980s, when the United
States received more than half of its heroin from a
new area: the Afghan-Pakistan border, from drug-
trafficking mujaheddin who were the backbone of
the CIA's covert operations in Afghanistan.
Published U.S. statistics estimate that heroin
imports from the Afghan-Pakistan border, which
had been insignificant before 1979, accounted for
52 percent of U.S. imported heroin by 1984.1

In the same period, at least a fifth of America’s
cocaine, probably more, was imported via
Honduras, where local drug-traffickers, and their
allies in the corrupt Honduran armed forces, were
the backbone of the infra-structure for Reagan’s
covert support of the contra forces in that
country.2

These specific facts are not contested by histo-
rians, and even CIA veterans have conceded their
agency’s role in the genesis of the post-war prob-
lem. Nevertheless, there is an on-going and stead-
fast denial on the part of U.S. administrations, the
press, and the public. The public’s denial is psy-
chologically understandable: it is disconcerting to
contemplate that our government, which we
expect to protect us from such a grave social crisis,
is actually contributing to it.

This denial is sustained by the general silence,
and the occasional uncritical transmission of gov-
ernment lies, in our most responsible newspapers
of record.3

It is further reinforced by a small army of pro-
pagandists, who hasten to assure us that today
“the CIA’s part in the world drug trade seems
irrelevant””; and that to argue otherwise is
“absurd.””4

Because of such resolute denial, this most seri-

ous of public crises is barely talked about. Yet the
problem of a U.S.-protected drug traffic endures.
Today the United States, in the name of fighting
drugs, has entered into alliances with the police
and armed forces of Colombia and Peru, forces
conspicuous by their alliances with drug-traffick-
ers in counterinsurgency operations. It is now
clear that at least some of the U.S. military efforts
and assistance to these countries has been deflect-
ed into counterinsurgency campaigns, where the
biggest drug traffickers are not the enemy, but
allies.

Realists object that it is not the business of the
U.S. to reform drug-corrupted regimes in other
countries, such as Pakistan or Peru. Unfortunately
U.S. overt and covert programs in such countries
are usually large enough to change these societies
anyway, if only to reinforce and harden the status
quo. At the same time they affect the size and
structure of the drug traffic itself. In the post-war
years, when the drug-financed China Lobby was
strong in Washington, and the U.S. shipped arms
and Chinese Nationalist troops into eastern
Burma, opium production in that remote region
increased almost fivefold in fifteen years, from
less than 80 to 300-400 tons a year. Production
doubled again in the 1960s, the heyday of the
Kuomintang-CIA alliance in Southeast Asia.5

Drug alliances confer protection upon designat-

ed traffickers, and such conferred protection cen-
tralizes, rationalizes, and further empowers the
traffic. When one American representative of the
ClA-linked Cali cartel was arrested in 1992, the
DEA said that this man alone had been responsi-
ble for from 70 to 80% of U.S. cocaine imports (an
estimate probably exaggerated but nonetheless
instructive).6

It is true that this man, like many others, was
ultimately arrested by the U.S. Government. But
in many if not most such cases, key men like
General Noriega are only arrested after U.S. poli-
cy priorities have changed, and de facto alliances
made with new drug figures. In short, up to now
the U.S. Government, along with other govern-
ments, has done far more to increase the global
drug traffic, than it has to diminish it.

The U.S., Drug-Trafficking and
Counterinsurgency in Peru

Today one of the most glaring and dangerous
examples of a CIA-drug alliance is in Peru. Behind
Peru’s president, Alberto Fujimori, is his chief
adviser Vladimiro Montesinos, the effective head
of the National Intelligence Service or SIN, an
agency created and trained by the CIA in the
1960s.7

Through the SIN, Montesinos played a central
role in Fujimori’s “auto-coup”, or suspension of
the constitution, in April 1992, an event which
(according to Knight-Ridder correspondent Sam
Dillon) raised “the specter of drug cartels exercis-
ing powerful influence at the top of Peru’s govern-
ment.”’8

Recently Montesinos has been accused of
arranging for the bombing of an opposition televi-
sion station, while in August 1996 an accused drug
trafficker claimed that Montesinos had accepted
tens of thousands of dollars in payoffs.?

In the New York Review of Books, Mr. Gorriti
spelled out this CIA-drug collaboration more fully.

“In late 1990, Montesinos also began close co-operation
with the CIA, and in 1991 the National Intelligence
Service began to organize a secret anti-drug outfit with
funding, training, and equipment provided by the CIA.
This, by the way, made the DEA...furious. Montesinos
apparently suspected that the DEA had been
investigating his connection to the most important
Peruvian drug cartel in the 1980s, the Rodr'iguez-Lopez
organization, and also links to some Colombian
traffickers. Perhaps not coincidentally, Fujimori made a
point of denouncing the DEA as corrupt at least twice,
once in Peru in 1991, and the second time at the
Presidential summit in San Antonio, Texas, in February
[1992]. As far as | know, the secret intelligence outfit
never carried out anti-drug operations. It was used for
other things, such as my arrest.”

New York Review of Books, June 25,1992, 20.

Others have pointed to the drug corruption of
Peru’s government, naming not only Montesinos,
but the military establishment receiving U.S. anti-
drug funding.10

Charges that the Peruvian army and security
forces were continuing to take payoffs, to protect
the cocaine traffickers that they were supposed to
be fighting, have led at times to a withholding of
U.S. aid.11

Such charges against Fujimori, Montesinos, and
the Peruvian military are completely in line with
what we know about Peru over the last two
decades. In the 1980s the same Peruvian drug-traf-
ficking organization, that of Reynaldo Rodr’iguez
L’opez, incorporated into itself several generals of
the Peruvian Investigative Police (PIP), at whose
headquarters Rodr’iguez L’'opez maintained an
office, and also the private secretary to the
Peruvian Minister of the Interior.12

Before that senior PIP officials and Army gen-
erals were controlled by the Paredes family orga-
nization, described by a DEA analyst as then “the
biggest smuggling organization in Peru and possi-
bly in the world.”13

In the words of James Mills, the Paredes were
part of the established Peruvian oligarchy that
goes back to the Spanish vice-royalty, an oligarchy
which *““controlled not only the roots of the cocaine
industry but, to a large extent, the country
itself’’14

Other observers have given a much more mar-
ginal account of cocaine’s role in Peruvian society.
Patrick Clawson and Rensselaer Lee estimated
that “nearly all Peruvian cocaine base and
hydrochloride is sold to Colombians who fly in
payments and fly out product.” In their words, “As
a $1.3 billion industry, coca accounted for 3.9% of
the 1992 $33 billion GNP”*; and furthermore was
“of shrinking importance.”15

Alberto
Fujimori with
the Peruvian
Government
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But at about the time this book was published,
it was reported that Peruvian police had seized a

single shipment of 3.5 tons of pure cocaine belong-

ing to the Lopez-Paredes branch of the family. This
single shipment was worth $600 million; and mem-
bers of this cartel later admitted to having
shipped more than ten tons (worth about $1.8 bil-
lion) to Mexico in the previous year.16

The San Francisco Chronicle also reported from
Mexican officials that “Vladimiro Montesinos...
and Santiago Fujimori, the president’s brother,
were responsible for covering up connections
between the Mexican and Peruvian drug
mafias.”17

It is evident that Clawson and Lee had serious-
ly underestimated the role of cocaine in the
Peruvian economy and polity.

The response of many Americans to the CIA’s
drug-symbiosis in Peru is to object that the alter-
native power base, the revolutionary Sendero
Luminoso, is even more ruthless and bloodthirsty.
Such would-be realists should listen to the argu-
ments of Goruriti and others that what the U.S. is
doing now in Peru, as earlier in China, Laos, and
Vietnam, only plays into the revolutionaries’
hands.18

The CIA-Government-Drug
Symbiosis in Mexico, Colombia,
and Elsewhere

It is important to stress that the CIA-drug symbio-
sis described by Gustavo Gorriti is not anomalous,
but paradigmatic of the way the U.S. is consolidat-
ing its power and its allies in parts of the Third
World where drugs are a part of the de facto politi-
cal power structure. In the name of law and free-
dom, alliances have been made for decades with
criminals and dictators. Now, in the name of fight-
ing drugs, U.S. funds are channelled to those
whose political fates are allied with those of the
drug traffickers. These funds will, paradoxically,
strengthen the status both of these traffickers and
of the social systems in which they form a con-
stituent element.

In Mexico, for example, the CIA's closest gov-
ernment allies were for years in the DFS or
Direcci’on Federal de Seguridad, whose badges,
handed out to top-level Mexican drug-traffickers,
have been labelled by DEA agents a virtual
“license to traffic.”19

Like the SIN in Peru, the DFS was in part a
CIA creation; and the CIA presence in the DFS
became so dominant that some of its intelligence,
according to the famous Mexican journalist
Manuel Buend’ia, was seen only by American
eyes.20

The Guadalajara Cartel, Mexico’s most power-
ful drug-trafficking network in the early 1980s,
prospered largely because it enjoyed the protec-
tion of the DFS, under its chief Miguel Nassar (or
Nazar) Haro, a CIA asset.21

Under these circumstances, it is hardly surpris-
ing that members of the Guadalajara Cartel
became prominent among the drug-trafficking
supporters of the CIA's Contra operation.22

Throughout Central America, and most notori-
ously in Panama, Honduras, and Guatemala, the
CIA recruited assets from the local Army G-2
intelligence apparatus, who recurringly were also
involved in drug-trafficking. Manuel Noriega, the
most famous example, was already a CIA asset
when he was promoted to become Panama G-2
Chief, as the result of a military coup assisted by
the U.S. Army.23

Later, when Noriega became Panama’s effec-
tive ruler, his drug networks doubled as Contra

support operations, while Noriega himself was
shielded for years by the CIA from DEA investiga-
tions.24

In Honduras in 1981, the CIA similarly exploited the
drug contacts of the Honduran G-2 Chief, Leonidas
Torres Arias. (The most notorious of these, the
Honduran Juan Ramon Matta Ballesteros, was
simultaneously a member of Mexico’s Guadalajara
Cartel. His airline SETCO, under investigation by
DEA and Customs for drug-trafficking, was char-
tered by first CIA and then the State Department to
fly supplies to the main Contra camps in
Honduras.)2®

The CIA was able to recruit both assets and Contra
supporters from the drug-tainted Guatemalan G-2
as well.26

One sees elsewhere this recurring pattern of CIA
collaboration with intelligence and security net-
works who are allied with the biggest drug-traffick-
ers, not opposed to them. In Colombia, U.S. funds
have gone to the Colombian Army and National
Police, both of which forces have collaborated with
paramilitary death squads financed by the drug
cartels, against their mutual enemy, the left-wing
guerrillas.2?

In Colombia and in Guatemala as in Peru and
Mexico, U.S.-assisted campaigns of repression,
nominally against drugs, have in fact been deflect-
ed into counterinsurgency operations, mis-named
as anti-drug operations to secure the support of the
U.S. Congress.

In Colombia, according to authors Andrew and
Leslie Cockburn,
“U.S. officials...knew that millions of dollars of U.S.
aid money, earmarked for the war on drugs, was
being used instead to fight leftist guerrillas and
their supporters. When [drug] cartel-financed para-
military forces entered the town of Segovia in
November 1988, the military stood by and
watched. As Colombian Professor Alejandro Reyes
remembered, “They killed forty-three people, just at
the center of town. Anybody who was close to that
place was shot. They were defenceless people,
common people of the town....[I]t was a kind of
sanction against the whole town for their political
vote...” Forty-three people had been killed for vot-
ing the wrong way....In 1989...the U.S. shipped $65
million of military equipment to Colombia. The
Colombian chief of police politely pointed out that
the items received were totally unsuitable for a war
against the traffickers. They were, however, suit-
able for counterinsurgency. U.S. military equipment
turned up in...Puerto Boyaca. [This was a region
irrelevant to the drug traffic, but where the drug
cartels’ death squads were being trained)].... U.S.
helicopters were used in anti-guerrilla bombing
campaigns, where, unfortunately, many of the vic-
tims were civilians. The State Department knew
that t00."28

This hypocrisy of “anti-drug campaigns” dates back
to 1974, the year when Congress cut back U.S. aid
programs to repressive Latin American police
forces, and then beefed up so-called anti-narcotics
aid to the same forces by about the same
amount.2®

To keep the aid coming, corrupt Latin American
politicians helped to invent the spectre of the drug-
financed “narco-guerrilla”, a myth discounted by
careful and dispassionate researchers like
Rensselaer Lee.30

U.S. military officers were equally cynical. Col.

John D. Waghelstein, writing in
the Military Review, argued that
the way to counter “those church
and academic groups that have
slavishly supported insurgency in Latin America”
was to put them “on the wrong side of the moral
issue”, by creating “a melding in the American pub-
lic's mind and in Congress” of the alleged narco-
guerrilla connection.31

The actual result of such propagandizing is to
sanction the role of drug traffickers and their
allies in U.S. counterinsurgency efforts, and thus
further to strengthen the status of the drug cartels
in the countries they terrorize.

Two recent indictments by the U.S. Department
of Justice reinforce the general paradigm of CIA-
created intelligence networks that reinforce their
local power and influence by major involvement
in drug trafficking. In March 1997 Michel-Joseph
Francois, the ClA-backed police chief in Haiti, was
indicted in Miami for having helped to smuggle 33
tons of Colombian cocaine and heroin into the
United States. The Haitian National Intelligence
Service (SIN), which the CIA helped to create, was
also a target of the Justice Department investiga-
tion which led to the indictment.32

A few months earlier, General Ramon Guillen
Davila, chief of a ClA-created anti-drug unit in
Venezuela, was indicted in Miami for smuggling a
ton of cocaine into the United States. According to
the New York Times, “The CIA, over the objec-
tions of the Drug Enforcement Administration,
approved the shipment of at least one ton of pure
cocaine to Miami International Airpost as a way of
gathering information about the Colombian drug
cartels.” One official said that the total amount
might have been much more than one ton.33

The information about the drug activities of
Guillen Davila and Francois had been published
in the U.S. press years before the indictments. It is
possible that, had it not been for the controversy
aroused by the Contra-cocaine stories in the
August 1996 San Jose Mercury, these two men and
their networks might have been as untouchable as
Miguel Nassar Haro and the DFS in Mexico, or
Montesinos and the Peruvian SIN in Peru.

The U.S. and Drug Traffickers
in Asia: Washington, Afghanistan,
and BCCI

The same U.S.-right wing-drug symbiosis has pre-
vailed for decades in Asia. Former top DEA inves-
tigator in the Middle East, Dennis Dayle, told an
anti-drug conference that “in my 30-year history in
the Drug Enforcement Administration and related
agencies, the major targets of my investigations
almost invariably turned out to be working for the
CIA34

The biggest recent CIA-drug story in Asia has
centered on the Bank of Credit and Commerce
International, or BCCI. The President until 1993 of
America’s traditional ally Pakistan, Ghulam Ishaq
Khan, was the man who as finance minister grant-
ed special tax status for the CIA and drug-linked
BCCI, the bank of his close friend Agha Hasan
Abedi. Ghulam Ishaq Khan also served as
Chairman of Abedi’s BCCI Foundation, an ostensi-
ble charity that in fact fronted for BCClI’s concert-
ed efforts to make Pakistan a nuclear power.35

BCCI’s involvement in drug money-laundering,
drug-trafficking, and related arms deals is now
common knowledge; but the U.S. Government has
yet to admit and explain why BCCI’s owner Abedi
met repeatedly, as reported by Time and NBC,
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with CIA officials William Casey and Robert
Gates.36

BCCI became close to the CIA through its deep
involvement in the CIA-Pakistan operation in
Afghanistan.37

This in itself was a drug story: by their aid in
the 1980s Pakistan and the CIA built up their pre-
viously insignificant client, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar,
to a position where he could become, “with the
full support of ISl [Pakistani intelligence] and the
tacit tolerance of the CIA...Afghanistan’s leading
drug lord.”38

BCCI was in a position to launder much of the
drug proceeds.3?

Inside Pakistan in the 1980s, the CIA's man for
the Afghan arms-and-drugs support operation,
banked and even staffed through BCCI, was the
North-West Frontier Provincial Governor, General
Fazle el-Haq (or Huq), who continued to run the
local drug trade with 1S1.40

Hag and BCCI President Abedi met regularly
with the then President of Pakistan, General Zia;
Zia and Abedi in turn would meet regularly to dis-
cuss Afghanistan with CIA Chief William Casey.41

BCCI corruption was not confined to Asia. It
extended also to the notorious CIA-Noriega
alliance in Panama, and in the 1990s to the drug-
corrupted military leaders in Guatemala that the
U.S. turned to lead the war on drugs in that coun-
try.42

BCCI, along with the United States
Government’s Overseas Private Investment
Corporation (OPIC), even played a role in the sup-
ply of arms and trainers to the
Colombian drug cartels’ death squads
in Puerto Boyaca, mentioned above.43
It would be wrong to blame this perva-
sive drug corruption on BCCI alone, or
to expect that the exposure in 1991 of
BCCI, which was only achieved after
great opposition and obstruction in
Washington, will make the problem go
away. BCCI was just one major player
in a complex multinational intelligence
game of drug-trafficking, arms sales,
banking, and corruption. Other CIA-
linked and drug-linked banks, to which
BCCI can be connected, such as the
Castle Bank in the Bahamas, the World
Finance Corporation in Miami, and the
Nugan Hand Bank in Australia, have
risen and fallen before BCCI’s spectacular demise,
and we should expect more such scandals in the
future.44

It is the same with the drug traffic itself. As
long as we do not address the root problem of gov-
ernmental drug connections that make and break
the kingpins, traditional law enforcement will con-
tinue to be ineffective. The kingpin is dead; long
live the kingpin.

Protection for Drug Traffickers
in the United States

These gray alliances between law enforcement
and criminal elements lead to protection for drug-
traffickers, not just abroad, but at home. Drug-traf-
fickers who are used as covert assets abroad also
are likely to be recruited as informants or other
assets in the U.S. Thus for example, a syndicate
headed by Bay of Pigs veteran Guillermo Tabraue
was able to earn $80 million from marijuana and
cocaine trafficking from 1976 to 1987, while
Tabraue simultaneously earned up to $1,400 a
week as a DEA informant.

Vastly under-reported in the U.S. press are the
number of cases where indicted drug-traffickers,
because of their intelligence connections, are

allowed to escape trial in U.S. courts, or else have
their charges or sentences reduced. Usually the
public learns of these cases only by accident. In
one case a U.S. Attorney in San Diego protested
publicly when he was ordered by the CIA to drop
charges against a drug-trafficking CIA client in
Mexico (the head of the corrupt DFS mentioned
earlier), who had been indicted for his role in
what was described as America’s largest stolen-car
ring. Despite public support for his honesty, the
U.S. Attorney was fired.45

After a DEA undercover agent retired and
went public, he revealed that in 1980 a top
Bolivian trafficker arrested by him was almost
immediately released by the Miami U.S.
Attorney’s office, without the case being present-
ed to the grand jury. This was two weeks before
the infamous Cocaine Coup in Bolivia, financed by
the trafficker’s family and organization, which
briefly installed the drug-traffickers themselves in
charge of law enforcement in that country.46

These anecdotal stories, which are numerous,
are tiny when compared to the U.S. governmental
protection and cover-up of BCCl’s involvement in
drug-trafficking and money-laundering.4?

To its credit, the CIA knew of BCCIs illegal
activities as early as 1979, and started distributing
information to the Justice Department and other
agencies in 1983. After an unrelated investigation
in Florida, two of BCCI’s units pleaded guilty to
drug money-laundering in 1990, and five of its
executives went to jail. But a senior Justice
Department official took the unusual step of
requesting the Florida Banking Commissioner to
allow BCCI to stay open.48

For over three years between 1988 and 1991,
the Justice Department “repeatedly requested
delays or halts to action by the Senate concerning
BCCI, refused to provide assistance to the [Kerry]
Subcommittee concerning BCCI, and, on occasion,
made misleading statements to the Subcommittee
concerning the status of investigative efforts con-
cerning BCCI.”49

New York District Attorney Robert Morgenthau
in this period was also openly critical of the point-
ed lack of co-operation from the Justice
Department.50

BCCI’s drug-related crimes cannot be separated
from its other illegal activities, notably arms-traf-
ficking and the corruption of public officials. For
years the CIA has used corruption of foreign offi-
cials to further its aims; and this has fostered a cli-
mate of corruption by other entities, such as BCCI.
The size of the BCCI scandal and cover-up raises
questions as to whether (with or without CIA con-
nivance) BCCI, having corrupted senior public fig-
ures in such countries as Argentina, Brazil, the
Congo, Guatemala, Nigeria, Pakistan, Panama, and
Peru (to name only a few), may not have also man-
aged to corrupt major figures in the U.S. as well.

As noted by many observers, BCCI and its
American allies have prospered through strong
financial and other connections to Presidents
Carter, Reagan, Bush, and Clinton. Many of these
were orchestrated for BCCI by the Arkansas
investment banker Jackson Stephens, a backer in
turn of Presidents Carter, Bush, and Clinton.51

The CIA’s world-wide penchant for political
influence may help explain why it “seems to have
protected BCCI and its backers for well over a
decade.”52

Since the demise of BCCI, such influential con-
nections to Clinton have been continued by
Stephens and his close investment allies Mochtar
and James Riady. In addition the Riadys’ Lippo
Bank in Hong Kong was at one point scheduled to
buy out the bankrupt BCCI branch in Hong Kong,
where the Burma drug lord Khun Sa was
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rumoured to have deposited hundreds of millions
of dollars. The deal went sour, and the BCCI
branch was bought instead by the Australian Alan
Bond. After Bond in turn went bankrupt, the
Lippo Bank bought from him the old Hong Kong
BCCI bank building, which it now occupies.53

The root problem however is the U.S. decision
to play Realpolitik in regions where the reality of
right-wing power is its grounding in the resources
of the drug traffic. Alternatives to this easy route
of drug traffic symbiosis and co-dependency are
not easy, but they must be turned to. The govern-
ment strategy of global Realpolitik has helped to
expand the global drug traffic to the point where
the strategy itself, strengthening the flow of drugs
from one ClA-protected network to another
around the world, has become a more genuine
threat to the real security of the domestic United
States, than the enemies it allegedly opposes. The
United States certainly does not control these
dangerous allies it has strengthened and in some
cases invented. The problem of disengagement
from such world-wide alliances is complex, and
disengagement by itself will not bring an end to
the traffic which U.S. policies have fostered. But it
is clearly time, with a new Administration and a
new post-Cold War global environment, for a deci-
sive repudiation to drug alliances, and a move
towards new global strategies.

What Can Be Done?

What can be done to stop this governmental pro-
tection of drug-traffickers? In the short run we
need an explicit repudiation of former drug-linked
strategies, and an admission that they have been
counter-productive. This might take the form of an
explicit directive from the Clinton Administration,
that old strategies to shore up corrupt right-wing
governments abroad, like Peru’s, must be clearly
subordinated to the new domestic priority of
reducing this nation’s drug problems.

More specifically, the misnamed “War on
Drugs”, a pernicious and misleading military
metaphor, should be replaced by a medically and
scientifically oriented campaign towards healing
this country’s drug sickness. The billions that have
been wasted in military anti-drug campaigns,
efforts which have ranged from the futile to the
counter-productive, should be re-channelled into a
public health paradigm, emphasizing prevention,
maintenance, and rehabilitation programs. The
experiments in controlled de-criminalization
which have been initiated in Europe should be
closely studied and emulated here.54

The root cause of the governmental drug prob-
lem in this country is the National Security Act of
1947, and subsequent orders based on it. These in
effect have exempted intelligence agencies and
their personnel from the rule of law, an exemption
which in the course of time has been extended
from the agencies themselves to their drug-traf-
ficking clients. This must cease. Either the
President or Congress must proclaim that national
security cannot be invoked to protect drug-traf-
fickers. This must be accompanied by clarifying
orders or legislation, discouraging the conscious
collaboration with, or protection of, criminal drug-
traffickers, by making it clear that such acts will
themselves normally constitute grounds for prose-
cution.

Clearly a campaign to restore sanity to our pre-
vailing drug policies will remain utopian, if it does
not contemplate a struggle to realign the power
priorities of our political system. Such a struggle
will be difficult and painful. For those who believe
in an open and decent America, the results will
also be rewarding.
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Albert Ayler in a kilt

The Assassination Weapon
Edinburgh, 1966/7

Looking back on it, the hippies, dopers and beats
in Edinburgh in the Summer of Love, 1967 got a
shitty deal. Where their equivalents in London got
to sit and get blasted in front of light-shows
accompanied by early versions of the Soft
Machine and Pink Floyd at UFO, their Scots
cousins’ first exposure to light-shows was accompa-
nied by a rambling avant-garde jazz band called
the Assassination Weapon which must have sound-
ed like a bad Albert Ayler out-take.

The name came from the band’s drummer,
Jamie Muir, and was taken from a J.G. Ballard
short story. (Ballard was very hip at
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the time.) Jamie and | started the
band; and though I have no recollec-
tion of how that happened, it was
probably through Jackie in Cairns
Brothers Bookshop near the
University. Jackie ran the record-shop
in the basement and began importing
the first ESP records and | used to
walk the three miles or so up from
Leith where | lived to buy coffee and
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listen to his latest acquisitions. One
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day he played Albert Ayler’s Spiritual
Unity—and | walked back down
Leith Walk in a trance. What an
amazing sound! And to play this stuff
you didn’t have to learn all those
damned, complicated, be-bop chord
sequences. Which was good news to
me: | could play the trumpet, but
though | loved jazz, had been listen-
ing to it on things like the Voice of
America and Barry Aldis’ jazz pro-
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gramme on Radio Luxembourg since
I was in my early teens, and could do
a fair impersonation of mid-period
Miles Davis, | knew next to fuck-all
about playing the stuff.

The core of the band was Muir, me on
trumpet and a sax player called
Bernie Greenwood—a doctor, whose
claim to fame was having once played
with Chris Farlowe’s band. Other

local musicians would turn up just to
try this stuff out. A very good trombonist called
Brian Keddie, for example, a bass player called
lan Croall, who later went into jazz administration
and was running something in Manchester, and a
young tenor player called Gordon Cruikshank, |
remember. (Cruikshank is a now very fine tenor
player in the Coltrane mould and was still gigging,
last | heard, based in York.)

We began playing in a pub and, amazingly
enough, an audience turned up. More amazingly,
they liked it. We outgrew that pub and moved to a
bigger one where a friend of a friend called
Adrian, who had been down to UFO, bought a cou-
ple of projectors and began doing wet slides on
the wall behind the band. Suddenly the place is
packed with every shade of underground/alterna-
tive people and there was this funny smell in the
room. 18 years old at the time, | didn’t smoke fags
and had no idea what dope smelled like. But dope
it was and after half a dozen? ten? nights in the
place the police came along and leaned on the
landlord and we were expelled from the room, ‘For
inducing a drug-like atmosphere’, we were told. It

must have been the light-shows: the music would
only have induced a headache. Somewhere along
the way a group of art students, Alan Johnson,
Graeme Murray and Ken Duffy—friends of Muir
who was an art school drop-out—adopted the
band. (Johnson did the artwork for the first Evan
Parker LP on Incus, The Topography of the Lungs.)
They got some money from the Art College and
brought up from London the Spontaneous Music
Ensemble—at the time just a name | saw occa-
sionally in articles in the Melody Maker. My mem-
ory says that the late John Stevens, Kenny
Wheeler and Trevor Watts came up from
London—no small trip up the Al in those days—in
a Mini, for £50. They blew us away: goodbye Albert
Ayler and Pharoah Sanders. The SME’s sound was
the one in my head from then on.

Expelled from the pub the band began to
change. Adrian the light-show guy went off—to do
Scientology?—and the band shrank. The SME
showed us that bands could be any size or line-up
and the Assassination Weapon changed its name,
became the Free Association Quartet—Or was it
Ensemble? And did the name change happen then
or later that year?—and moved to a basement bar
in one of the roads leading off Princess Street.
Some nights it was just me and Jamie Muir, drums
and trumpet, thrashing away in front of the audi-
ence. | blush at the thought of how that must have
sounded.

By now it was definitely 1967 and Jamie and
Bernie decided to move to London to join the free
music scene there, centred round the Little
Theatre Club. | didn’t fancy going to London with
no money, went to University instead, lasted a
term and dropped out and went to London. But
there was no scene at the Little Theatre Club.
Most nights the people on stage out-numbered the
audience. Jamie and | played there once, | seem to
remember, and John Stevens invited me to play
with the SME after our set. So | got to stand
amidst the Gods—Kenny Wheeler, Derek Bailey,
Paul Rutherford, Evan Parker. An amazing experi-
ence. But | was living in Richmond, supporting
myself working in Marks and Spencer’s, playing
opportunities were few and far between and after
a miserable 7 or 8 months in bed-sitter land | went
back to Edinburgh where | teamed up with a
Norwegian clarinet player called Jon
Christopherson and began playing as a duet, most-
ly; but occasionally as a trio with lan Croall on
bass.

Of that period | remember little. But one high-
light remains in my memory. In 1968—or was it
69?7—messers Murray, Johnson et al conned the
Arts Council of Scotland into giving them some
money to put on a concert of ‘contemporary
German music’ and brought over Peter Brotzman
on sax and Hann Bennink on percussion. The gig
was in the Traverse Theatre, the old Traverse,
which was about 25 foot square and seated about
40 people. A group of Scottish Arts Council people
turned up in their evening suits and sat on the
front row. Brotzman and Bennink walked on and
proceeded to make the loudest and most ferocious
acoustic music | have ever heard. Brotzman was
blowing and chewing his tenor’s reeds to shreds
every few minutes and changing them while
Bennink thundered along without him. At the end

The Pink Floyd 1967

of the first piece the appalled Arts Council wal-
lahs made a hasty exit to the bar.

Jamie Muir played quite a bit with Derek
Bailey in London and joined King Crimson at one
stage, part of the late seventies wonderful
Crimson line-up with Bill Brufford—one of the
greatest live rock bands | ever heard but whose
recordings never lived up to the live version. | see
the name Jamie Muir as producer of BBC TV pro-
grammes and it might be the same man. Bernie
Greenwood | never heard of after 1967. | gave up
playing at the age of 21—I had begun to hate the
trumpet: it was so limited compared to the saxo-
phone—and these days | could not sit through one
side of the solitary Albert Ayler LP still in my col-
lection.

About ten years ago, when | was about 40 and
hadn’t played for nearly 20 years, Evan Parker
brought a band to Hull where I live. | went to see
them. At the interval he came over and said hello
to me and my partner, Sally. He said something
like this to me: “You were good. If you'd kept at it,
you could be playing with me.’ | said, ‘Thanks a lot
Evan. Pity you didn’t tell me | was good in 1967,
when | was a pimply, fucked-up, adolescent having
a horrible time in London. | might have stuck at it
longer’ But he didn’t and | didn’t. Life is full of
what-ifs.
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Artists as Workers
and Technology as Artists

Critical Artists Devolve to Political Technologies

Images:
Lev Manovich

Critical Images Il : DVolution!
The Lux Centre, 27th May, 2000

Apparently the artists at Andy Warhol’s Factory
spent most of their time doing celebrity portraits
and promotional work just so they could pay the
rent. At the end of the day Andy would assemble
his staff around the table and say “Now, what are
we going to do for Art? | can’t think of anything
today, does anyone have any ideas?”” Artists that
work with forms of mass media can be faced with
the double edged sword of having to afford access
to the relevant equipment and also the opportuni-
ty to pay for it by using their skills to accept com-
mercial work. But balancing time spent working
on paying jobs against time spent on “personal
work” has led to unique conflicts in their roles as
well as unique insights for media artists.

Critical Images Il was a four day
programme of events at the Lux
Centre, London, culminating in
a one day conference on strate-
gies for moving image based arts
in online and interactive con-
texts. Unlike the dismal perfor-
mance of last year’s Critical
Images conference where panels
of tasteful art house film makers
and trendy ‘Hoxtonite’ multime-
dia designers engaged in an end-
less orgy of professional back
slapping, the emphasis this time
was on practitioners from fur-
ther outside mainstream culture.
In fact, nearly all the speakers
present could have been
described as “artists”.

In the morning film maker Ana
Kronschnabl showed examples
of online movies from her
Plugincinema site while artist
Nick Crowe presented his web
based movie Discrete Packets
which showed how linear narra-
tives could be stretched by using
links to live real and fictional
web sites. Then film maker Jon
Jost moved the direction of the
debate away from aesthetics as
such by talking about the problems artists had in
gaining access to the expertise that would enable
them to pursue these more technologically sophis-
ticated forms of movie making. Nick Crowe made
the crucial point that artists must avoid relying
too much on technical experts because they
always work with reference to received notions of
“quality”—technicians are not trained to exploit
“bugs”, only to erase them, and in doing so new
avenues of exploration are missed. If the art world
pursues these technical standards blindly then it
would lead to the situation that Jon Jost described
where art galleries would become cineplexes that
just made people want to see more Hollywood
films.

In the afternoon Kate Rich from the Bureau of
Inverse Technology (BIT) showed several projects
which involved the placement of video cameras in
spy planes flying over the high security bunkers of
silicon valley companies or planted in childrens
toys to create films of the consumer landscape
from the point-of-view of the technologies that cre-
ated it. Jim Fetterley and Rich Bott of Animal
Charm recycle footage from industrial documen-
tary and corporate videos. In picking out the bits

inbetween moments of dramatic significance they
create an eerie world made up of figures distract-
edly waiting or standing around with looks of mis-
placed concern. These are the minute things the
camera records when it is being least influenced
by the desires of its human operators. Chris
Wilcha talked about his documentary The Target
Shoots First which was composed out of camcorder
footage shot while he worked as a marketing man-
ager for Columbia House records, exposing a cor-
porate culture which erases distinctions between
personal values and marketing strategies.

The writer Chris Darke chaired the final ses-
sion called Culture Jamming in which he vigorous-
ly championed the featured work as encouraging
examples of “art re-engaging with social condi-
tions.” Animal Charm and Chris Wilcha both
pointed out that in the US public arts funding has
practically disappeared and this has generated a
peculiar feeling of freedom and urgency. The need
for these artists to pursue day jobs has given them
a keener sense of the divisive values and limited
visions of the corporate world, their work acquir-
ing a politically oppositional motivation. Lev
Manovich stated that commercial culture is now
more formally innovative than the arts, which also
suggested that artists must direct their arguments
towards the level of the quality of lived experi-
ence instead. Kate Rich said that when corpora-
tions found out about their work what they most
objected to was not the technological ingenuity of
concealed surveillance but concern that they were
being made fun of and their beliefs questioned.
These artists seemed to be using their proximity
to commercial media to recover from its technolo-
gies the remnants of alternative futures, or
ambivalent energies that ignite other desires
whose promises are not yet patented.

But then an odd thing happened. In a comment
from the floor, the conference organiser Rhidian
Davis questioned whether the debaters had
assumed an outdated romantic role for the artist
as a social outsider fighting against an impersonal
corporate world. This comment had the effect of
misrepresenting the practitioners as criticising
from an arbitrary subjective position, as though
they were grumbling about a mainstream culture
that they had elevated themselves above. As if on
cue, each of the panellists then denied one by one
that they had ever claimed they were artists. This
may have been intended to distance themselves
from the implication that they were old fashioned
elitists but it effectively silenced the debate,
seemingly robbing the panellists of any basis on
which to continue their discussion. It was as
though either an objective social critique were not
possible from the position of the privileged sub-
jJect with their disorderly emotions and interests,
or in contrast because of their romantic isolation
from the cut and thrust of daily life. But the fact
that artists at this conference had been forced to
support themselves by working commercially had
led to the direct personal motivation behind their
strongest work. Perhaps it is this very familiarity
with the unpalatable realities of corporate politics
that is limiting the debate in the art world to pre-
sentations of formal innovations couched in sooth-
ing poetic terms or somehow trying to leave the
responsibility for critique to internal conflicts
articulated by the technology itself. Devolution
indeed.

The complexity of this relationship between
artistic intentions and the language of the technol-
ogy itself had been made plain when Lev

Manovich showed his Little Movies project. He had
taken some footage from the early cinema of the
1880s of characters involved in simple, gestural
actions like circus performers posing and progres-
sively reduced them down to single pixels to cre-
ate an alternative movie aesthetic that preceded
Hollywoods technical standards. However, the
LUX Centre’s internet connection proved unable
even to cope with this as the sluggish playback
stuttered to a halt during the presentation. But
was this a technical “problem” or a further “fea-
ture” of Manovichs digital “aesthetic’? Perhaps
this means we should not discount human inten-
tion entirely and not leave everything to the
unfolding of the technology (or perhaps some
technologies make bad ““artists” just as some peo-
ple do?). Technicians pursue “quality”” and artists
seek “meaning”—either may imply technical stan-
dards as well as other agendas.

The general tendency of the work shown at this
event was to allow the technology to suggest its
own internal potential or structures of meaning.
This strategy works for a while but breaks down at
the point where it comes up against how the tech-
nology is already being deployed by other parties
for their own interests. The best you can then do is
to expand your field of reference to include the
social and political dimensions. At the moment
when you find yourself in a world where stan-
dards, protocols and channels of communication
are already in place then a space for technological
neutrality and objective experimentation no
longer exists. We are now in that world.

Web links

Anna Kronschnabl
http:/Mmww.plugincinema.com
Nick Crowe
http:/Amww.nickcrowe.net

Lev Manovich

http:/ivisarts.ucsd.edu/~manovich
http:/mww.manovich.net/little-movies
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Hey, Jimmy

Over the years we have become accustomed to
appalling bearded ex-teachers passing themselves
off as the voice of the proletariat by penning sup-
posedly realistic plays and films that only add to
the embarrassment of Liverpool’s long suffering
populace. Inexplicably, even sane friends of mine
have been known to treat Jimmy McGovern as a
special case, some offering the opinion that he is
somehow ‘alright’. In my opinion he is the equiva-
lent of John Prescott; he is the man people who
don’t want to admit the truth cling to. But, like the
lovable deputy PM, he is deep down ‘one more
whore at the capitalist gangbang’, as Bill Hicks
put it. Let us examine McGovern’s record.

That he started out at Brookside is probably
enough to condemn him, but we can all make mis-
takes in our early years. He was involved in trans-
forming Bobby Grant from a principled trade
unionist into a misogynist caricature who cared
for nobody but himself when his wife got raped.
He also made that scab Billy Corkhill into a lovely
feller who ended up snaffling Bobby’s bird. None
of this was anti trade union of course, Jimmy was
only breaking new dramatic ground by question-
ing old certainties and challenging stereotypical
caricatures. By painting the scab as a lovable fami-
ly man and the trade unionist as uncaring and
absorbed by the union. Very innovative I’'m sure.

However it was during the highly praised
Cracker that the first serious doubts about
McGovern surfaced. As a series, its acclaim has
always baffled me. Pseudo-psychiatry and a large
girthed man being chased by an unfeasible num-
ber of gals couldn’t disguise the fact that it was
just one more cop show. What was more revealing
was what it told us about the writer.

One story line involved a black man who was a
rapist—never one to deal in stereotypes, Jimmy—
who at one point tells the assembled white police-
men that their worst nightmare is their wife being
raped by a black man. This hit home with our
white brethren who had clearly been troubled by
just such a worry. Now, maybe I'm wrong or differ-
ent but in ten years of marriage it has never
occurred to me to entertain this notion. In
McGovernspeak, this sort of rubbish is known as
confronting our demons. In reality it is just a
regurgitation of hoary old myths and stereotypes.
It reveals McGovern as a man who is wracked with
guilt about his own bigotry, but has found a way of
making a small fortune out of it. A recent inter-
view in Esquire saw lovable Jimmy pissed and let-
ting slip one or seven anti semitic remarks to a
clearly frightened woman interviewer.

Crime number two in Cracker was the story of
the Hillsborough victim. Leaving aside the fact
that Robert Carlyle should have been nominated
for the Nerys Hughes services to the Liverpool
accent award, this set of programmes was full of
even more dangerous nonsense. Carlyle has been
at Hillsborough and still suffers from the trauma.
One day he’s going home from work and an Asian
shopkeeper won't let him off with ten pence till
later. Carlyle does what everyone who survived
Hillsborough would do, goes home, shaves his
head, gets a knife and stabs the shopkeeper to
death and makes it look like a racist murder. But
it’s not racist, cos Jimmy’s not like that and so
Carlyle tells the shopkeeper that he is being mur-
dered because he’s a capitalist. Carlyle then
broods about Hillsborough, sings Liverpool songs
to the wrong tune on top of buses and kills some
more people. But because he’s a good socialist he
only kills people who deserve it. The whole series

finishes with the cheap payoff of a tabloid journal-
ist who wrote lies about Hillsborough getting
blown up by a letter bomb from Carlyle.

Again McGovern tells us more about himself
than he intends. Instead of questioning why no
Hillsborough survivors have turned into mass mur-
derers, or what it is about socialists’ view of
humanity that seems to stop them becoming serial
killers, Jimmy merely sees the absence of these
things from society as a gap in the market, no-one
till him was clever enough to think of it. His com-
plete misunderstanding of the people he’s writing
about comes through more in this set of pro-
grammes than in any other. Hillsborough, the
drama, played an important role in highlighting
the issues around the continuing denial of justice
to the families. But | don’t think you would go far
wrong if you saw the whole thing as a huge act of
contrition for the Cracker fiasco.

Recently McGovern has collaborated with some
ex-dockers and friends to write the minimalistical-
ly titled Dockers. Typically and arrogantly, Jimmy
insisted that a scab had to be a central character
and that he had to be ‘lovable’. This news was
delivered to the dockers by Jimmy with all the
gravitas of Moses descending from that mountain
with a few rules. But why does the scab have to be
lovable? It's always possible that one or two scabs
in history have been quite nice to their kids, but
the vast majority are despicable twats. However
Jimmy’s a groundbreaker and an innovator, so the
scab gets to be played by the only decent actor in
the entire film—are there no actors who are actu-
ally from Liverpool?—and the trade unionist gets
to treat his wife like shit. Haven’t we heard this
somewhere before? To suggest that the Dockers
film would have been less of a drama without the
addition of the already well overstated world view
of the scab says a lot about McGovern’s approach.
And given that he is seen as radical it says even
more about tv and film drama in general.

While it is relatively easy to pick holes in
McGovern’s films, he is often defended on the
grounds that ‘he gets things done’ or that ‘he rais-
es issues nobody else will touch’. Both of these
things are true as far as television is concerned,
but surely that is a reason to condemn television
rather than a feather in Jimmy’s cap. And just
because he tells stories that at least include a rad-
ical working class point of view, does that elevate
him and his work above criticism? Are we to be
grateful that the powers-that-be allow us a fleeting
and shallow amount of exposure and not kick up a
fuss?

Part of the problem arises from the fact that,
while Jimmy may include radical subject matter
in his scripts, they are contained within an entire-
ly conventional framework. Thus he cannot tell a
story from only one side for that is not ‘drama’.
This willingness of allegedly radical writers to
accept that there are certain immutable principles
to writing drama is profoundly depressing. It is
also dangerous. It has been widely reported that
McGovern’s next project is to be a film based on
the events of Bloody Sunday in Derry. Following
on from his insistence on including a lovable scab
in Dockers, will there have to be a lovable squaddie
in the Bloody Sunday film? Will the logic run that
it is not ‘drama’ if we do not see two worlds col-
lide? | fear that the answer to both questions will
be yes.

It is perfectly possible—I would say vital—to
make a film entirely from within the Bogside. The
debates and discussions within that community at

that time—against the backdrop of the Battle of
the Bogside you had questions about the role of
the state; the logistics of urban guerrilla warfare;
self organisation of policing, welfare and social
provision; links with other liberation movements
etc etc carried on at a high level and leading to
immediate practical action; as well there was the
generational divide over rioting, the fact that we
were only two years on from the troops being wel-
comed etc.—are more than sufficient as subject
matter and as an audience we should be forced to
face the actions of the British Army on the day
with the same degree of bewilderment and unpre-
paredness as the people on the march did. There is
no need to restate the Army’s view of the day, and
even if there was it is surely not the role of a radi-
cal dramatist working with families of the victims
of Army terror to do so.

This debate is by no means confined to drama,
the tyranny of balance pervades television and
infects documentary making even more. But of
course the balance demanded is selective. A docu-
mentary on victims of crime is not required to be
balanced by an interview with a burglar or mug-
ger; documentaries on the financial system are
not required to present us with the human casual-
ties of stock market fluctuations; a film on child
sex abuse need not bother interviewing a pae-
dophile. So if balance is optional and negotiable,
what’s wrong with us negotiating it from our side.
What’s wrong with excluding the viewpoints of the
police, the judiciary, big business and other over-
represented bodies from drama and documentary
depictions of working class life and struggle?

Myself and others made a series last year for
Granada television called Tales From The
Riverbank. The first point we made in the treat-
ment for that series was that there would be no
balance, that it was unnecessary given the volume
of negative, anti- working class coverage of
Liverpool’s history over the years. The series was
essentially a working class history of Liverpool
over the last forty years. It was an unashamedly
rank and file, bottom up history that contained no
balancing interviews on any issue; riots, rent
strikes, strikes and council rebellions included. If
a tiny independent company in Liverpool can do
that, how much easier would it be for a bankable
‘name’ script writer? And how liberating would it
be for others to have successful examples of
unashamedly biased films to point to as prece-
dents.

All film making, documentary and drama, is
authored. All script writing is biased. Until film
makers, screen writers and others consciously
acknowledge this and start to question and experi-
ment with the fundamentals of the grammar and
narrative voice of film, along the lines of James
Kelman’s seismic shifts in literature, we will
remain mired in the current situation where
attempts to make ‘balanced’ films lead to the
more or less conscious adoption of the prevailing
ideology.

Jimmy
McGovern

Aversion of this article originally appeared in The
Guttersnipe magazine.




VARIANT

VOLUME 2 NUMBER 11 SUMMER 2000 - PAGE 9

Indeterm

Introduction

We usually think of order as confronting chaos,
pitting structures and plans against random
unpredictability. But another approach is to distin-
guish different types of order precisely in terms of
how they interact with indeterminacy. A type of
order that was in some way open to indeterminacy
might learn to be more subtle and complex, with a
wider range of possible responses to the unexpect-
ed. A type of order that never interacted with
indeterminacy would, in contrast, stay fixed and
closed. Whatever the advantages of openness how-
ever, the open type of order clearly has a problem
which the closed type doesn’t: how does the sys-
tem ensure that the input of indeterminacy does-
n’t directly erode, and even finally dissolve, its
own organisation?

Human cultures have, | suggest, adopted a spe-
cific solution to this problem: openings to the
indeterminate occur only at specific places and
times, or “phases”, these being clearly distin-
guished from the other more widespread phases
during which indeterminacy is immediately assim-
ilated to determinate models. The cultural prac-
tices identified as religion and art provide the
main contexts within which these special phases
happen. However, religion and art also offer
modes of retrospective integration of the indeter-
minate, with religion typically re-presenting it as
an expression of universal order.

What they utilised of chance in divination practices was
absolutely not considered as such but as a mysterious
web of signs, sent by the divinities.... (who were often
contradictory but who knew what they wanted) and
which could be read by elect soothsayers.

lannis Xenakis Towards a Philosophy of Music in
Formalised Music.

From amongst the many types of phases for the
interaction of order and indeterminacy within
human cultures, this article will single out
shamanism. | will argue that the technique of the
shamanic trance is a method for deliberately
exposing the shaman to the aleatory within the
human psyche as a model or equivalent for the
larger indeterminacies of the natural environ-
ment.

Indeterminacy and Shamanism

My argument will partly build on, and partly
depart from, what I consider to be the single most
important work of modern ethnography on
Siberian shamanism, Roberte Hamayon’s La
Chasse I’Ame. Towards the end of this work,
Hamayon sums her account of the functioning of
shamanism into the phrase la gestion de I'atoire.
(roughly, the management of indeterminacy,
although gestion has less administrative connota-
tions in French than management in English). It is
still possible within this perspective to read the
shaman’s relations of exchange with the spirits,
expressed in alliance (for hunters), or filiation (for
pastoralists), as an interaction between order and
indeterminacy. But for Hamayon the act of
shamanising, or conducting a shamanic seance, is
no more nor less than the symbolic exchange
itself. Only in her conclusion does she retreat from
this unyieldingly semiological account of what
happens in a shamanic trance, to remind us that,
if the sociology of shamanism can now be

sketched in—perhaps more than sketched for cul-
tures where information is adequate—the psychol-
ogy of shamanism still waits to be written.

It is the hint of this opening left by Hamayon
that | shall use to introduce a distinct but comple-
mentary reading of the data—a reading based on
the notion that, although the indeterminacy which
shamanism explicitly addresses may be in the
external environment, in the form of uncertain
food supplies (for hunters), or uncertain health
(for pastoralists), the act of shamanising activates
the potential indeterminacy of the human mind
and is therefore not reducible to a symbolic
exchange dependent on, and conducted by, a con-
tinuously present and responsible narrative self.

Indeterminacy and Self

I draw from the work of Daniel Dennett the idea
that the continuity of the human conscious self is
an illusion made necessary by a cultural need for
the continuous narrative projection and interac-
tion of all members of society. In fact, according to
Dennett, in day to day life, consciousness constant-
ly suffers micro-lapses which it then papers over,
so to speak, to project to itself, and potentially to
others, an appearance of ongoing control. Much of
the time, says Dennett, experience just happens:
the integral sense that is given to it is a retrospec-
tive construction, and the all-powerful all-active
decision-maker seated at the centre of the human
mind is simply an illusion.

The real matrix of experience is what he calls
the parallel architecture brain, or PAB. This is not
an integrated structure with a central decision-
making core, but a cluster of many different kinds
of modules, all with different yet flexible modes of
functioning, all having evolved in different evolu-
tionary epochs as responses to the changing
demands of Darwinian evolution.

One implication of Dennett’s account is that, if
it is narrative that defines the sense of self and is
the essence of the human psyche’s auto-structur-
ing process, then societies could, at least in theory,
suggest not only other narratives but other kinds
of narrative. | propose that types of symbolic
exchange that putatively involve direct encounters
with other worlds, such as those of the spirits, will
require a local and temporary lapse in the normal
social narrative. Dennett’s unified narrative self, or
UNS, is not only an actor in this kind of exchange,
but the bearer of a symbolic value that is here
given up and then returned. For this to be the
case, the relation between the UNS and the paral-
lel architecture brain has to be abnormal. The
UNS has to enter a phase of temporary abeyance,
allowing in a lot more from the PAB, and only
later reconstructing the significance of the new
material into a narrative. The micro-lapses of
everyday living that are usually constantly reab-
sorbed into the continuum of the social narrative
and its self, now become a continuous and pro-
longed lapse.

After the travel episode, the shaman sits down and
starts telling stories about what he has seen on his
journey, and at the same time the spirits repose who
helped the shaman on his journey.

Triinn Ojamaa: The Shaman as the Zoomorphic Human

Shaman'’s
ceremonial
coats

Ritual

If this is so, then the problem of description shifts
from the indeterminate element in shamanic prac-
tice to the determinate element. That is: in what
way, and to what extent, is the information activat-
ed in the shamanic trance organised? It is impor-
tant to understand this question as not being
dissolved by the usual semiological or functional-
ist procedures which assume a fundamental conti-
nuity between all types of practice occurring in a
culture. That is: the answer will be in terms of a
type of articulation between determinacy and
indeterminacy strongly different from that pro-
posed for other types of social practice.

Even though a shamanic trance is an opening
to indeterminacy, the trance is evidently set in
motion and brought to a conclusion by the use of
determinate ritual sequences that are carried over
from one session to the next. This is what makes
shamanising a method, and distinguishes the
trance from an attack of madness. The elements of
these sequences carry determinate meanings.
That is: the ritual is not the indeterminacy itself,
but the method for opening and closing a bound-
ed zone of indeterminacy right inside the ordered
cultural system.

In fact | define ritual as a technique for sepa-
rating out phases that are normally intertwined
and in mutual dynamic balance. On a psychologi-
cal level ritual reorganises the rhythm of experi-
ence, and, where it is used for shamanic trance,
this leads to episodes during which the narrative
of the self is postponed. Right now, however, |
want to apply this definition of ritual to the
macro-level of the culture as an informational sys-
tem. On this level, ritual frames or separates out
different phases in the total informational process
of the culture. It is not a completely different cate-
gory of actions but a set of formal changes in the
informational aspect of whatever objects, words or
actions are brought into its sphere. These formal
changes have long been identified in anthropologi-
cal literature as exaggeration, stereotyping, and
repetition. They represent a disruption of the for-
mal surface of functional communicative modes,
and this corresponds to an important shift in the
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relation between signifier and signified.

The terms “symbol” and ““sign” can be used to
define the limits of the range of possible relations
between signifier and signified. The symbol is
defined as having a highly present signifier, tend-
ing to split into many parallel repetitive redun-
dant intrances: singly or together, these indicate a
signified that remains fluid, absent, and relatively
undefined. Within the communicative field of the
culture, the symbol then allows certain limited
operations involving a meaning that remains
ambiguous and indeterminate.

The sign, in contrast, has a signifier detached
from any one manifestation in time and space; its
signifier is that aspect of the concrete thing that
can be abstracted, generalised, exchanged with
another one similar. Meanwhile the signified
becomes less fluid, more fixed. So the sign spans
less of the possible distance between presence
and absence than the symbol. But it spans it more
functionally because it enables the absent signi-
fied to be configured as a distinct and determi-
nate idea, and at the same time one concrete
situation to be compared with another.

It is not surprising then that there is a very con-
crete side to the way in which ritual frames the
shamanic trance. The ritual situates and frames
the trance in the now and the here. There is
always the aspect of an attentive re-situation and
restitution of the participant(s) into the moment
and place in which they are present. The partici-
pants are deliberately withdrawing from the
mobility of the sign offered by the cultural sys-
tem: they are re-embedding the sign in a conspicu-
ous tension between presence and absence. And,
as | suggest below, it may be a special concentra-
tion on the highly present that triggers the
shaman’s imaginary absence or journey into the
domain of the spirits.

Symbols rather than signs also characterise the
transmission of information from older shamans to
novices during training. This knowledge does not
explain how something works but involves familiarity
with all the specific occurrences of a phenomenon.
Ritual activity requires repeating a procedure until all
the concrete intrances in a set have been exhausted. In

some forms of shamanic training every individual part
of the initiate’s body must be individually “consecrated”
by a spirit if the shaman is not to risk death during
healing seances.

The Training of a Siberian Shaman - Leonid Lar

And, as every ethnographer knows, interviews
with shamans usually start with the shaman dis-
playing her or his knowledge in list form even if
the question was intended to avoid just that.
Again what is important here is not the “content”
of the lists, the fact that each item can be allocat-
ed a cultural meaning to be decoded or not decod-
ed by the ethnographer, but the repetitive
parallelism of the form.

This distinct organisational character of ritual
and symbolic information shows that the nature of
the determinate elements in shamanic practice is
such as to preclude their recuperation into the
semiotic totality of the culture. Such a recupera-
tion is reductive because, judged as a sign, a sym-
bol is inefficient, ambiguous, and polyvalent, so
that semiological interpretation leaves out the
main thing that symbols do, which is to herald,
activate, or refer back to, zones or phases of inde-
terminacy.

In some episodes of the shamanic trance we
see the shaman acting out memorised ritual
sequences, whereas in others he or she appears
physically disorganised, or at least differently
organised, and so incapable of intentional action,
and perhaps dependent on help from an assistant.
If shamanising is nothing else but symbolic
exchange, this lack of control must be a theatrical
effect geared to a symbolic and communicative
function. Are shamans then just actors? Is the
shamanic trance in fact a theatrical performance
in which the shaman pretends to communicate
with spirits—presented as autonomous and
volatile—whilst actually enacting a symbolic
exchange according to the rules of that exchange
so as to arrive at a predetermined or otherwise
determined result—the verdict, diagnosis, or heal-
ing?

Hypnosis

There are parallels here with the current debate
about hypnosis; do hypnotised subjects just simu-
late being hypnotised or do they really enter a dif-
ferent state of mind? The psychologist John
Gruzelier identifies two main characteristics of
mental behaviour under hypnosis that indicate
what can legitimately be called a different state of
mind. The first of these is that the brain “turns in
on itself”, losing interest in sensations from the
external world and paying more attention to prod-
ucts of the imagination. The second is that the
brain stops testing, criticising, and verifying per-
ceptions; therefore products of the imagination
become more credible.

I suggest that the shaman engages in partial
self-hypnosis and that the lapse in the UNS and
opening towards the PAB is achieved via the inhi-
bition of both attention to the outer world and
criticism and verification of perceptua.
Furthermore, the shaman’s withdrawal of atten-
tion from the outer world seems often to be
achieved by the intermediary step of focusing the
entire attention on a highly present object to the
exclusion of everything else, just as it is in hypno-
sis with the focus on the hypnotist’s voice. The
shaman’s personal equipment (in which I include
not only actual objects and their ritual uses but
also mental images and sensations acquired by
training) contains one or more element that func-
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tions as the equivalent of the hypnotist’s voice:
that is, it is an object towards which the shaman
has built up the mental habit of exclusive atten-
tion. It triggers the characteristic state of mind of
the shaman during the trance.

I have found that, when questioned about what
happens during trances and rituals, shamans
emphasise seeing—meaning inner seeing. This is
consistent with the observation that where atten-
tion is withdrawn from the external world, brain
areas normally occupied in processing sensory
information begin to present experience on the
basis of random fluctuations and feedback within
the sensory system. For visual centres this tends to
produce a raw material of symmetrical and geo-
metrical shapes, which are then interpreted as
substitute visual impressions of things that they
resemble, with their appropriate emotional and
contextual connotation filling in the image, flesh-
ing out, so to speak, the geometrical bones. At the
same time, the shaman typically dances and
drums, so that the visual information is dynamic.
Physical movement dynamises and shapes the
fluctuations in the sensory systems. Hence images
appear and disappear, move, approach, lead away,
fly, and so on. The state of mind of the shaman
might be compared to that of a person manoeu-
vring a canoe down a fast-moving stream: the dif-
ference is that the stream is now inside the person
and not in the outside world.

My conclusion is that shamans are not just
actors. They do not maintain the continuous narra-
tive self that an actor maintains when acting a
role. In a particularly revealing interview with a
Tuvan actor specialising in playing the part of
shaman in touring theatre performances, the actor




