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Introduction

Charlotte Al-Khalili, Narges Ansari, Myriam
Lamrani and Kaya Uzel

To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognise it ‘the way it
really was’ (Ranke). It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes up at a
moment of danger.

Walter Benjamin (1969)

We seem to live in a present that is stalling, the redemptive possibilities
of the future no longer lying in wait. There is without a doubt a perva-
sive sense of temporal ‘afterness’ that seems to be quite simply a mani-
festation of our zeitgeist and the often-invoked adage that we live in
post-revolutionary times appears truer than ever. We are not only after
’68, after Trotsky, Tiananmen and Tahrir, but we are being constantly
reminded that we are also after truth.

To draw a straight chronology of a political struggle implies tell-
ing the story with a clear-cut beginning and a temporal endpoint. Such a
narration might be, for instance, that the Jasmine Revolution started in
Tunisia on 18 December 2010, with violent protests following the self-
immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi, and ended on 14 January 2011 when
President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali dissolved his government and declared
a state of emergency. The aftermath of these events heralds the begin-
ning of the Tunisian transition to democratic consolidation, the analysis
would follow, marking the country’s new status as a post-revolutionary
nation. Many would recognise this as a descriptive exercise of historical
narration. They may even postulate that it is only ‘in retrospect’ that we
can understand the ‘structural consequences’ (Cohn, 1987: 46) of a polit-
ical event such as a revolution.

While similar events across the Middle East and North Africa
were taking place, quick though observers were to proclaim them as



revolutionary, they were just as quick subsequently, especially with the
rise of political Islam, to characterise these revolutions as failed (see
Armbrust, 2019; Bayat, 2017). Yet, as reflections on the so-called Arab
Spring have shown, the politics of hope and disappointment are fickle,
and far from being neutral arbiters of the past, those who narrate it
always access it from the point of view of the exigencies of their own cur-
rent predicament.

Rosa Luxemburg reportedly said that before a revolution happens,
it is perceived as impossible; yet after it happens, it is seen as having
been inevitable. Hindsight is a beautiful thing indeed. But it is not the
reason why we have decided to focus our attention on the aftermath
of revolution in this volume. In keeping with a Benjaminian sensibility
to the contingencies of time, we are interested in what happens after
the ‘event’ because the sense that something important can be gleaned
from an engagement with it resonates with us as anthropologists work-
ing within contexts where a revolution has already taken place or is
ending (see Haugbolle and Bandak, 2017). In our respective field sites
in Burkina Faso, Iran, Mexico and Syria, we have each had to grapple
with how the passage of time actively, and continuously, shaped and
reshaped the boundaries of the revolutionary experience, and the vari-
ous authoritative voices that have come to narrate them. While, for
example, the Iranian Revolution - its meaning, its causes, its actors, and
its circumstances — has had over four decades to be ‘re-evaluated’, ‘fact
checked’ or ‘explained’ by scholars and commentators, for many who
participated in it, the prospective ‘spirit’ of the Revolution has resisted
capture by many of the retrospective treatments to which it has been
subject (Ansari, 2023). Meanwhile, the verdict on the Syrian Revolution
is still pending despite its Syrian actors describing it as thawra — a rev-
olution. The use of the term revolution has been discussed by com-
mentators, scholars as well as by Syrian revolutionaries, witnesses
and opponents: has it been a defeated, failed or successful revolution,
or rather a ‘rebellion’, an ‘uprising’ or even a ‘civil war’ (see Al-Khalili,
2019; 2021)? In confronting the retrospective impulse by distant, objec-
tive, accounts that seemed to characterise how these revolutions were
made legible, we have appeared to share a common experience with
many of our interlocutors for whom the revolutionary experience and
its temporal boundaries and trajectories are far from settled.

Approaching revolution through its relationship to time itself, in
this book we offer a critical intervention in attempts to define revolu-
tions as bounded events that necessarily act as sequential transitions
from one political system to another. Arguing that such linear analyses of

REVOLUTION BEYOND THE EVENT



revolution are inextricably tied to notions of progress and modernity, we
pursue an ethnographically driven rethinking of the temporal horizons
that are at stake in revolutionary processes. In this sense, we are equally
interested in exploring the unexpected and unforeseen consequences
of revolutionary events and actions in the Middle East, the Caribbean,
and Latin America. By bringing together a wide range of ethnographic
settings, this volume explores the idea that a focus on revolutionary
‘afterlives’ — a term we borrow from Alice Wilson (2019; 2023) - can
complicate commonplace assumptions about their duration, pace, and
progression, arguing that a renewed focus on the temporality of radical
politics is essential to an anthropological understanding of revolution.

We thus ask: in what ways do revolutions shape people’s lives in
their wake, and in what manners are revolutionary pasts in turn shaped
by subsequent political practice and discourse? How can we engage
conceptually with the complex permutations that radical political pro-
jects undergo over time, their unexpected and sometimes perplexing
consequences? Can an anthropological inquiry into the afterlife of a
revolution help rethink taken-for-granted assumptions about such funda-
mental concerns as our understanding of political subjectivity, historical
transformation and social change? These are the main questions that this
volume addresses through a careful examination of the often ambigu-
ous legacies of revolutionary projects in a range of ethnographic settings,
from the Anglophone Caribbean and Cuba, Iran, Libya, and Yemen, to
Nicaragua and Peru.

Our comparative choice is driven by our doctoral years within the
framework of Comparative Anthropologies of Revolutionary Politics
(CARP), a five-year research project led by Martin Holbraad and dedi-
cated to developing an anthropological understanding of revolutions
through case studies in the MENA, the Caribbean, and Latin America.’
Studying revolutions ethnographically and comparatively pushed us to
rethink classic conceptualisations of revolutions built around paradigms
inspired by the French, American and Russian revolutions (see Al-Khalili,
2019; Cherstich et al., 2020). In this volume, we carry such a focus on
regions where revolutions and their afterlives have taken shapes that do
often differ from most canonical ones (see Buck-Morss, 2000).

As this book’s contributions demonstrate, focusing on the after-
maths and afterlives of revolutions in these regions of the world simul-
taneously allows us to move away from a teleological approach to the
study of revolutions as well as from the classic dichotomy that considers
revolutions as either ‘failed’ or ‘successful’ (see Haugbolle and Bandak,
2017; Al-Khalili, 2023). Indeed, rather than leaving failed revolutions
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in history’s dustbin (Scott, 2014) and letting them be erased from col-
lective memory and history (Trouillot, 1995), we suggest looking at
their effects on our interlocutors’ present. The chapters of this book
thus analyse revolutions’ aftermaths in different temporal frames (short
and longue durée), different domains (social life, religious practices and
in the intimate sphere), and on different scales (collective and private
lifeworlds).

More specifically, our comparative approach elaborates new
insights on revolutionary events such as the ‘de-orientalisation’ of revo-
lution (see Chapter 5) and opens the possibility of reconsidering revolu-
tionary afterlives through the lens of ‘postcolonial futures’ (Chapter 7),
a kind of temporality which reveals that the socio-political, economic
and racial questions that we consider in this collection are quite distinct
from those that started the ‘notable’ revolutions of this past century. This
move also helps us reconsider and move away from an archetypal and
very Western idea of the revolutionary ‘event’ (Badiou, 2009) (e.g., the
bourgeois revolutions of France and America), or that of the Russian and
Russian-inspired revolutions to offer valuable acumen on the uprisings
that have convulsed our world in recent years, for some of the temporal
horizons that we consider here have often not even been considered as
revolutionary by Western observers.

The temporality of revolutionary afterlives

Engaging in an ethnographic rethinking of the scales, sites, and temporal
horizons of transformations at stake in revolutionary processes, this vol-
ume proposes to focus on revolutionary posteriorities — on the afterlife,
the aftermath, the aftershock and the afterthoughts of revolution — by
exploring how reverberations of radical political projects extend into the
present and the future. In approaching revolution through the lens of
temporality — broadly understood as the lived experience of time pass-
ing (Scott, 2014) — we suggest shifting the analytical focus to those peri-
ods commonly understood as being subsequent to, and distinct from, the
‘event’ of revolution. This volume thus takes the experience of the after-
lives of revolution as objects of study in their own right.

Here, we position ourselves against the backdrop of a scholarly
tradition that has long been dominated by historians, political scien-
tists and philosophers (e.g., Arendt, 1965; Brinton, 1965; Koselleck,
1985; Skocpol, 1979). Indeed, even though the study of political rebel-
lion has long been a subject of interest for anthropologists (Gluckman,

REVOLUTION BEYOND THE EVENT



1963), some observers have remarked that, until recently, there has not
been a systematic canon for the anthropological study of revolutions
(Thomassen, 2012; Wilson, 2019). This has changed in recent years with
the publication of a number of important works which apply anthropo-
logical thinking to the general topic of revolution (Cherstich et al., 2020;
Haugbolle and Bandak, 2017; Shah, 2018; Starn and La Serna, 2019;
Thomassen, 2012). These publications, however, have neither focused
ethnographically on the afterlife of revolution nor dedicated special ana-
lytical attention to questions of temporality raised by the process of revo-
lutionary transformations.

If several ethnographic monographs have focused on the temporal
dimensions of revolutions, they have not framed their central arguments
in those terms (e.g., Verdery, 1999; Greenberg, 2014; Schielke, 2015).
Moreover, although numerous publications have implicitly thematised
the nexus of history and revolution (e.g., Allan, 2014; Hegland, 2014;
Nugent, 1993; Piot, 2010), while the work of others explore the politi-
cal, social, and philosophical dimensions of (post-)revolutionary periods
in the Caribbean, Russia, and Northern Europe respectively (e.g., Scott,
2004; 2014; Ssorin-Chaikov, 2017; Krgijer, 2015), comparative anthro-
pological works on the subject of revolutionary afterlives are still missing.

Revolutions, as we intend to demonstrate in this volume, are not
only teleological destinations (Haugbolle and Bandak, 2017) spurred by
radical political change. Instead, revolutions educe the kind of temporal-
ity that ‘may appear finite, strictly anchored in the present, but the pos-
sibility of futurity and connections to the past continue to exist within
its form’ (Holbraad and Lamrani, 2021: 6). As such, they mediate dif-
ferent times that extend beyond the temporal window of the event of
revolution (Lazar, 2014: 9; see also Ssorin-Chaikov, 2017: 4; Dalsgaard
and Nielsen, 2013: 11). Historical events, Fredric Jameson (2002: 301)
warns us about 9/11, ‘are never really punctual ... [they] extend into
a before and an after of historical time that only gradually unfolds, to
disclose the full dimensions of the historicity of the event’ (emphasis
ours). Here, historicity — understood in Hirsch and Stewart’s (2005:
261-3) terms, not as a linear succession of tenses where the past prevails,
but as framing to understand how social past and futures resonate in the
present circumstances — is useful to introduce the temporal directions
that this collection takes. Allowing for a conceptualisation of revolution-
ary time across ethnographic contexts as being ‘relative, multiple, and
diverse’ (Kirtsoglou and Simpson, 2020: 2), in other words, as being wildly
multitemporal (Chakrabarty, 2000; Munn, 1992; Ssorin-Chaikov, 2006;
Bear, 2014; Birth, 2008; Pandian, 2012; Nielsen, 2014; Knight, 2014;
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Shove et al., 2009; Stewart, 2017), we ask what happens when we shift
our focus on temporalities contained in the revolutionary aftermaths?

We are simultaneously interested in locating the presence/
absence of revolutionary processes in our interlocutors’ everyday lives.
That is, to study revolutionary transformations in ‘neglected’ domains
of our interlocutors’ lifeworlds; domains that often appear marginal
to revolutionary events, having been deemed apolitical. Revolutionary
transformations can thus be located in the intimacy of one’s home, as
much as in social and familial relations (Winegar, 2012). Moreover,
they can inflect religious practices and migratory horizons, thus oper-
ating a shift in scale from the collective to the individual or vice versa
(Al-Khalili, 2019; Ansari, 2023). We therefore ask: how can revolu-
tions’ afterlives, consequences and legacies be captured and described
by anthropologists when these temporal unfoldings seem unrelated to
‘revolutionary events’?

Analysing revolutions through such lenses leads us to conceptualise
the often unimagined and unwanted consequences of revolutions. In his
monograph on the forgotten (because, according to classical definitions,
‘unsuccessful’) Grenada 1979 revolution, David Scott develops a compel-
ling theoretical framework and analysis to make sense of the effects of a
failed revolution on time, temporality and history as well as the effects of
temporality and time on revolutionary actions. Drawing on Bradley’s par-
adox about human action in time — ‘that men may start a course of events
but can neither calculate nor control it’ (cited in Scott, 2014: 33) — Scott
argues that political action is inherently tragic, for it happens in time and
therefore always has uncertain consequences. Focusing more specifically
on revolutionary action, Scott writes that in this field ‘the consequences
of tragic collision are considerably magnified’ (Scott, 2014: 34) for revo-
lutions are organised around the idea of ‘an exceptional time’ and are a
time of ‘exceptional human beings ... whose actions are of unusual inten-
sity and urgency’ (Scott, 2014: 34).

The specific temporality of revolution thus makes revolutionary
action more vulnerable to tragic endings for it rejects the past and projects
itself towards an unknown future, aiming to establish a new order that is
being resisted by existing powers. This analysis leads Scott to develop a
concept of ‘tragic consequences’ — that is, uncontrollable outcomes — in
relation to political and revolutionary actions. He argues that the ine-
radicable contingency of human action in general, and of revolutionary
actions in particular, make them vulnerable to failure and often lead to
tragic outcomes.
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This resonates with Samuli Schielke’s analysis of unexpected con-
sequences (2015). Starting from the ethnographic description of the
pursuit of grand schemes as unrealisable, Schielke draws our attention
to the ‘ambivalence, contradictions, and experiences of failure’ rather
than the ‘successful ordering of social experience’ (2015: 19). He thus
presents failure and its unintended consequences as inherent in human
actions and intentions. Moreover, Schielke diagnoses a lack of interest
in, and theorisation of, consequences in anthropology, that is, ‘of the
uncertain and the unintended that constitutes the element of surprise
and unexpected in the consequences, since they never quite fit the aims’
(2015: 217). It is one of the aims of this volume to attempt to partially
fill this gap by analysing the consequences of revolutions on our inter-
locutors’ experiences, time and temporality. Hence, building on these
conceptualisations of tragic and unexpected consequences, we suggest a
way of grasping revolutions anthropologically and theoretically as inher-
ently temporal phenomena that inevitably have reverberations beyond
their happening, at times even counter to their actors’ expectations.
In this volume we enlarge this prism to include revolutions’ long-term
consequences in all domains of our interlocutors’ lifeworlds (Al-Khalili,
2019: 31-3).

Our theoretical approach also builds on historian Fernand
Braudel’s concept of longue durée to grasp revolutions as historical
processes rather than singular events creating a clear chronological
before—after and a historical rupture characterised by a change of
political regimes — from an ‘old’ one to a new one (see also Chapter 5).
In doing so, we are inspired by more recent works on revolutions’
‘end(ings)’ (Haugbolle and Bandak, 2017) and revolutions’ ‘after-
lives’ (Wilson, 2019). We suggest seeing revolutions as open-ended
processes — ‘end’ having both a temporal sense of closure and a sense
of definite goal (see Haugbolle and Bandak, 2017). We build on Alice
Wilson’s work in Dhufar, Oman (2019: 133), in which she shows that
political uprisings can have a ‘social afterlife’, leaving what she calls
‘legacies’ consisting in revolutionary values being upheld, even though
a revolution may appear to have failed. We propose to enlarge her con-
cept of afterlife to the entirety of our interlocutors’ lifeworlds rather
than limiting it to the ‘social’ domain.

The ethnographies gathered in this volume suggest a novel way of
grasping revolutions’ aftermaths across time and through the concept
of (in)visible legacies. This could be read, following and transposing
Yael Navaro’s work on aftermath of mass political violence (2020), as a
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way of tracing the legacies of revolutionary processes in our interlocu-
tors’ lifeworld. This, concretely, opens up the study of the presence/
absence of revolutions as traces, fragments, archives, ruins and ruina-
tions in our interlocutors’ lives (see Navaro, 2020). Such an approach
is central to our volume for we aim to analyse the ways in which not
only ‘defeated’, ‘failed’, erased and silenced (see Al-Khalili, 2022), but
also long-passed and memorialised revolutions have effects on people’s
lives in unexpected and unimagined ways even long after they have
happened.

In looking at revolutions through the prism of their multiple and
intricate afterlives, our intention is not to ignore or dismiss other social,
cultural or economic ‘causes’ that may contribute to the formation and
unfolding of various revolutionary movements. Rather, in our view, by
beginning from the vantage point of those who are subjected to and
are subjects of revolutions, while resisting the impulse to impose our
own temporal and theoretical frameworks, anthropology is uniquely
positioned to formulate and account for the novel modes of engage-
ment with revolutionary experience. Thus, in introducing the notion of
temporality, our aim is not to bypass questions such as the role played
in revolutions by, for example, gender, religion, race or class in favour
of a more abstract theoretical concept. Instead, the prism of temporal-
ity is here offered as a starting point from which we can consider the
very nature of the relationship between these domains of being (and
becoming) a subject without assuming from the outset that we know
how various realms of subjectivity affect and relate to one another.

Rethinking ‘event’ through revolutionary afterlives

In bringing together the collection of essays in this volume we are
interested in the intersection between the temporal conditions of field
research, its later representation (or presentation), and the temporality
of revolution as its object of analysis. Our decision to place our focus on
‘beyond the event’, therefore, is to be read in a narrower conceptual and
methodological sense.

If decades ago it was a preoccupation with scientific objectivity
that resulted in the expulsion of time and engagement with history from
anthropological discourse — as pure speculative guesswork — the intro-
duction of historical analysis in later years also ran the risk of deploying
its own ethnocentric assumptions about what is understood as history,
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the relationship between past and present, and the position assumed by
events within these temporal frameworks.

The debates surrounding the synchronic or diachronic analysis of
events in anthropology is of course not a new one. In placing our focus on
the afterlives of revolutions, and their diverse manifestations in a variety of
field sites, we echo earlier positions that have problematised the portrayal of
non-Western cultures as static entities that exist outside the flow of history
(Fabian, 2014; Trouillot, 1995). In introducing temporality as both a meth-
odological and a heuristic question in relation to a subject that often resists
definitive anchoring in the past, our concern is with the distinct contribu-
tion that the discipline of anthropology can make to the study of revolu-
tions by exposing some of the ethnocentric analytical frameworks that have
dominated their analysis. More specifically, we are interested in decoupling
the historical, in its narrow universal sense, from the temporal by calling
into question the assumptions entailed in the sequential framing of events
as bounded units within an often linear view of history (Strathern, 1990).

In its various iterations, the ‘event’ has become an increasingly
influential model within anthropology that allows the analysis to move
beyond the static models of the social, with those who claim that one can
never err on the side of rupture in a discipline as invested in continuity
as ours. Our proposal to move the debate on revolutionary temporality
beyond the event is not intended as a criticism undermining the work that
has been done in this relatively recent paradigm (Engelke and Robbins,
2010; Holbraad et al., 2019; Kapferer and Meinert, 2015). Rather, we
hope to move beyond the accounting-style counterposition of continuity
and rupture as the terms in which this debate has often been conducted,
and to leave behind its infinitely regressing logic in the process. To this
end, we share the same approach towards the notions of discontinuity
and rupture in relation to the topic of revolution as it has been advanced
by the authors of Ruptures: Anthropologies of discontinuities in times of
turmoil (Holbraad et al., 2019), who have called for a renewed interest
in the study of ruptures in our discipline. As the ethnographies that fol-
low show, revolutionary rupture, rather than an embedded condition of
continuously emerging structures and ways of becoming, is often actively
sought, brought about and re-imagined by various actors and in various
scales and temporal trajectories of their lives.

Yet, the following chapters also highlight that these modalities of
relating to revolutionary rupture are rarely bound to specific moments
of transition in time, space and scale. From this perspective — namely
one that seeks to decouple the notion of rupture from that of a bounded
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event — we see our approach, and indeed our topic, to be different to
that advanced by Holbraad, Kapferer and Sauma. In bringing together
topics as varied as prophetic invention, conversion, ecological disaster
or jihadism, the editors of Ruptures successfully advance a case for an
ethnographic study of discontinuity beyond the current, pervasive view
of rupture as a ‘constitutive element of social reality’ in anthropology
(Holbraad et al., 2019: 11). Yet, the treatment of the temporal dimension
of ruptures explored in their volume remains predominantly within the
framework of a sequential, definitive, and clear-cut transition from one
set of pre-existing conditions to the next. In this volume, by proposing
to focus ethnographically on revolutionary posterities, and by describing
the distinctly temporal dimensions of revolutionary rupture, we seek to
problematise some of the ethnocentric assumptions inherent in this cou-
pling of the bounded event and rupture.

Taking the lead from political theories of revolution (Arendt, 1965;
Badiou, 2003; Dunn, 1982; Hobsbawm, 1986), recent anthropological lit-
erature on revolution has tended to emphasise the significance of revolu-
tion as a ruptural event (Engelke and Robbins, 2010; Holbraad et al., 2019;
Jansen, 2019; Robbins, 2007). Revolution in these accounts appears as an
abrupt and violent suspension of the normal order that marks a transition
from one political system to another. As noted earlier, our shift away from
the paradigm of the event is not meant to negate the potency of discon-
tinuity as such, or to suggest only that anthropology’s traditional privi-
leging of continuity provides a better way of understanding the complex
temporality of social change. Instead, by broadening the scope of what we
may consider as the revolutionary ‘event’, that is, its temporal boundaries
and its ruptural shape and potential, we intend to open a conceptual space
to examine the unexpected domains and effects of revolutionary change.
This, we argue, allows us to capture alternative forms of radical transfor-
mations that take shape in various sites, scales and temporal horizons in
people’s lives, including religion, ethics and politics.

Drawing on these alternative views of the nexus between history
and agency, the book investigates how the understanding of revolution
as a bounded ruptural event is based on preconceptions about what con-
stitutes valid revolutionary causes, actions and objectives. Emphasising
the disjuncture between the liberal subject that often guides established
theories of revolution and alternative forms of subjectivity emerging dur-
ing revolutionary afterlives, we aim to shift our scope of analysis beyond
a teleological historical framework that necessarily tends towards such
notions as modernity, progress, and secularism (Ansari, 2023). This
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volume also stresses the gatekeeping function of this teleological under-
standing of history, as it delineates what counts as revolution and what
can be discounted as rebellion, uprising, or mere violence.

For instance, ethnographically studying the Syrian 2011
revolution — a revolution that had long been ‘invisibilised’ (Trouillot,
1995) before being actively erased by the Assad regime — the anthropolo-
gist is confronted with several questions that echo Trouillot’s analysis of
the Haitian revolution (Al-Khalili, 2022). Indeed, if some events cannot
be accepted even as they occur, how can they be assessed later? How does
one write a history of the impossible (Trouillot, 1995: 73)? Building on
such questions, we transpose some of Trouillot’s analytical and methodo-
logical analysis of the Haitian revolution and ask: how can one do the
anthropology of a revolution that is not perceived as such, a revolution
that is unreadable or that has been erased from history? This suggests
looking into revolutions’ witnesses and survivors in order to write ethno-
graphic stories of revolutions that appear as counter-histories and allow
to ‘fill the gaps’ of history. Our aim, following Trouillot, is thus to render
visible and readable histories of revolutions that no history book can tell
or has told.

It was precisely this refusal to commit to the temporal map of
Enlightenment rationalities, argues Ghamari-Tabrizi, that allowed
Foucault to understand the Iranian Revolution as both ‘a phenomenon
of history’ and ‘a phenomenon that defies it’ (Ghamari-Tabrizi, 2016: 2).
By utilising the prospective momentum that characterised the revolu-
tionary movement as a method to make sense of its ambiguous, indeter-
minate features, Foucault attempted to move beyond the retrospective
reflections that commonly coupled the revolutionary experience and its
‘outcome’ (Ansari, 2023). His description of what he observed in Iran
as political spirituality captures the non-teleological, open-ended con-
ception of the revolutionary experience and the subject position that
emerged as a result of it. It was this emergent ‘movement of spirituality’
which he recognised as being a characteristic of nearly all great political
and social revolutions (Ghamari-Tabrizi, 2016: 124-8).

Inspired by Ghamari-Tabrizi’s critique of scholars’ misunderstand-
ing of the Iranian 1979 and Arab 2010s revolutions and linking up with
recent efforts to decolonise anthropological research and writing (Allan,
2014; Mogstad and Tse, 2018), our motivation is to draw attention to
the broader political implications of our own knowledge practices. This
entails a commitment to a form of critical recursivity that sheds light on
the discipline’s own liberal suppositions that have enabled some forms of
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radical politics to be heard while silencing others (Al-Bulushi et al., 2020;
Jobson, 2020; Starn, 1991; Trouillot, 1995).

Trouillot and Ghamari-Tabrizi point out the impossibility of think-
ing of and conceiving revolutions that develop outside the Enlightenment
frame in their full radicality. Following their caution, we thus try to push
back against formulas of erasure’ that tend to make revolutions and their
afterlives — particularly those that do not fit a pre-set framework — invis-
ible (Trouillot, 1995: 96). Placing our ethnographic focus on what happens
beyond the ‘event’, therefore, is not so much meant to make us see that a
particular revolution was inevitable all along. Rather, it is to give us renewed
appreciation of the fact that the revolutions, even after they have happened,
appear to have been quite impossible. That they happened nevertheless,
against all historical odds, is what keeps the possibility of revolutionary
futurity alive. On such a reading, the overwhelming sense of political disap-
pointment that is palpable today appears no longer as the necessary end of
politics but rather as a possible beginning for a new politics.

Outlines and rationales

Focusing on the temporality of revolutionary afterlives grants the possi-
bility of reappraising revolution as a temporal continuum that does not
stop with ideas of the revolutionary failure or success of radical political
projects. Treating our interlocutors’ narratives, artefacts and memories as
living archives and as traces of revolutions is thus a way of broadening the
field of studies of revolutions. Indeed, in paying attention to what seems
peripheral, marginal and inessential in classic studies of revolutions, new
theoretical and methodological avenues that challenge the very concept
of time itself. Part One of this book, ‘The shifting grounds of revolutionary
temporality’, is an ethnographic exploration of people’s changing engage-
ments with revolutionary pasts. We consider how the lingering effects
of political uprisings allow for a critical ethnographic interrogation of
how post-revolutionary time itself is experienced. Some of the temporal
contradictions that can arise are explored in David Cooper’s work on the
Sandinistas in Nicaragua (Chapter 1), as some of the heirs of what many
see as a finished revolution consider that revolutionary times are still
ongoing. Cooper examines how a committed Sandinista community inter-
prets polarised public opinion about the Sandinista Revolution, probing
how local definitions of revolution shape perceptions of its strengths and
weaknesses. In Nicaragua, the afterlife has become blurred as the revolu-
tion is still ‘alive and well’.
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In Chapter 2, Gabriele vom Bruck focuses on the affective dimen-
sions of revolutionary afterlives to examine the role of photographs as
memorial sites through which experiences of loss, following Yemen’s
1962 revolution, are continuously reckoned with in the present. She
explores how that which is manifestly absent — disappeared family
members as well as photographs — might well have an agentive pres-
ence involving emotional and imaginative labour. In the aftermath of
the revolution, their ‘presence in absence’ is central to the survivors’
demands for official acknowledgement of the atrocities committed half
a century ago. Meanwhile, life can stand still when young Libyan men
try to ‘kill’ time, experiencing the heavy lid of a temporal impasse as
revolutions recede from sight. In Chapter 3, Igor Cherstich highlights
the contrasts between revolutionary promises and their realisation in
the aftermath of the 1969 and 2011 Libyan revolutions by investigat-
ing young people’s recourse to an ambivalent discourse of vitality and
lethargy. Indeed, the experience of time can become one of inertia,
boredom and depression. But the various experiences of the aftermath
of the Libyan revolution can also contribute to the process of reinvent-
ing everyday life, a space where individuals can determine how they
express their agency.

Part One closes by considering the retrospective reflections
through which people revisit and re-evaluate their expectations of the
Iranian Revolution from the vantage point of its outcome. Drawing on
her long-term ethnographic engagement prior to, during and after the
Revolution with the people of Aliabad, Iran, Mary Elaine Hegland traces
the pre-revolutionary hopes, ideas and expectations of her interlocutors
and their reflections, disappointments and complaints in its aftermath.
Hegland’s expansive account provides plenty of raw material on which
to reflect on the role played by religious motifs as both ‘shelters’ for the
practices of spirituality described by Foucault, as well as their ‘restric-
tions’ (Foucault, 2020: 124-8). In light of the recent renewed calls for
a revolution in Iran, Hegland’s account, with its focus on the retrospec-
tive engagements of her interlocutors with the revolutionary ideals and
aspirations of 1979, invites us to reflect on the temporal dimensions of
revolutionary action itself and the interaction between its prospective
and retrospective momentum in such an experience.

Part Two examines the temporal logic of revolutionary afterlives
from an anthropological and historical perspective, proposing novel
methodological and conceptual tools to study the ways in which radical
political projects remain significant in the present. David Nugent decon-
structs orientalist understandings of Peruvian revolutionary history
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in Chapter 5, reframing what for a long time has been thought of as a
revolution in its own right as the afterlife of an earlier revolution. On
closer examination, revolutionary afterlives are found in retrospect as
having taken place before the event itself as radical political projects. As
the author argues, the revolution may have been brewing under the sur-
face for decades before Sendero Luminoso (the Shining Path) sprang into
action. Given the view that anthropologists have ‘missed’ the Peruvian
revolution (Starn, 1991), Nugent’s observation that revolutionary incep-
tion constitutes a longue durée of radical political activity in Peru is signif-
icant. In this configuration, a focus on the afterlife brings the possibility
of deconstructing Western temporality. Looking at the Peruvian revolu-
tionary uprising retrospectively upends time and de-orientalises the con-
ceptualisation of revolution itself.

In a similar vein, Martin Holbraad explores the relationship between
time and revolution in Chapter 6 by rethinking the Weberian concept
of routinisation through ethnographic findings from Cuba and Soviet
Russia. The perceived temporal duration of social and political struggles
can condense or change course as, in Cuba, the trajectory of Fidel Castro’s
revolution follows its course but the cracks in the narrative, as Holbraad
argues, link revolution as a rupture and its afterlife, as permanence as a
‘distinguishing feature of post-revolutionary temporality’. Understanding
revolutions as long-term processes, with a beginning but no endpoint,
brings forward what Nugent (Chapter 5) calls a ‘compression’ of the
revolutionary temporal horizon. The afterlife here encompasses different
speed rates. It can be condensed, extended, or disjointed. So, although
a straightforward definition of the afterlife supposes a survival of revo-
lutions, we propose that it can also indicate the pre-existence of revolu-
tionary ideas. In pinpointing the temporal category of the afterlife, the
theoretical focus shifts from the revolutionary event — characterised by
immediacy — towards a concept of the afterlife that acknowledges revolu-
tionary time-shifts and the unfinished business of revolutions.

In the final chapter, based on a close engagement with the works of
David Scott and C. L. R. James, as well as the rise of the Black Lives Matter
movement, Brian Meeks, a historian of the Anglophone Caribbean,
reflects on how tragic and romantic imaginaries respectively inflect not
only our understanding of revolutionary time, but also the political pos-
sibilities of the present moment. The author’s re-reading of David Scott’s
(2004) assessment of the tragic outcomes of the Grenada revolution,
for instance, illustrates how the reappraisal of revolutions in retrospect
offers new ways to think about current political movements. As the Black
Lives Matter movement attests, past revolutions open the door for a new
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era of revolutions that can ‘learn from the tragedy of history’ and offer
the possibility of optimism about the future of radical politics. The shift
of focus towards the afterlife attends to the extension and expansion of
revolution into different timeframes. Such a shift illuminates a kind of
temporal collapse that exists at the heart of nationhood and mediates dif-
ferent understandings of revolutionary outcomes (Lamrani, 2021: 11).

Revolutionary afterlife is akin to ‘a temporal shape’, yet one not
based on the conception of a temporally bounded event but a shape
that operates across different timelines (Cherstich et al., 2020: 21).
Focusing on an examination of revolutionary contexts in their afterlives
illuminates the fact that revolutionary outcomes ought to be understood
as being embedded in the very conceptualisation of everyday time. As
Kirtsoglou and Simpson (2020: 10) elegantly put it, ‘we are constantly
becoming within time, within unbounded temporalities where pasts,
presents and futures bleed into each other’. The foregrounding of revolu-
tionary afterlife is a simple proposition, yet as we hope this volume dem-
onstrates a powerful one as the remains of political struggles linger well
after revolutions. In this indeterminateness of revolutionary afterlives, it
iswhat happens as the radical revolutionary projects endure to which the
authors of this volume attend.

Note

1. See https://www.ucl.ac.uk/anthropology/research/anthropologies-revolution.
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Part One:

The shifting grounds of revolutionary
temporality






.

The remains of revolution:
disagreements about revolutionary
failure in Nicaragua

David Cooper

Revolution, dead or alive?

In April 2018, Nicaraguan politics suddenly exploded into the global
news agenda after many years of journalistic non-interest. The Sandinista
government was accused —in a flurry of social media activity — of brutally
repressing student protests against planned pension reforms. As reports
of student deaths spread, the unrest escalated, and protesters against
the government set up roadblocks across the country. Further reports
told of clashes between police and those manning the roadblocks, and
of government-sponsored paramilitaries working to systematically put
down the protests. Within a few months hundreds had lost their lives,
and hundreds more had been arrested. Once the government had suc-
ceeded in eliminating the roadblocks, many of the student activists who
had led protests were imprisoned on terrorism charges.

This resurgence of international news attention caused many who
had celebrated and supported the Sandinista revolution during the
1980s to suddenly try to catch up with the political developments of the
intervening decades. Forming a view on these events required people to
sort out their stories of the revolution’s trajectory.

In doing so, they had two basic narratives available to them. The
first narrative —which has been consistently developed by the overwhelm-
ing majority of Nicaraguan intellectuals and political commentators, and
which most Nicaraguanist scholars find persuasive — tells of the death
of the Sandinista revolution. The utopian dream of transforming soci-
ety was gradually worn down during the 1980s. The United States had
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sponsored a counter-revolutionary war, which gradually ground down
public support for the revolutionary project. In 1990, general elections
were held, and the revolutionary Sandinista government, to their bewil-
derment, lost the vote to a conservative opposition coalition. In the years
since that electoral defeat, the ‘gains’ of the revolution were almost com-
pletely undone. The Sandinista National Liberation Front (henceforth
the ‘FSLN’, or the ‘Sandinistas’), gradually shifted from being a party of
genuine revolutionaries to being a machine for the personal enrichment
of party leaders and their cronies.

This is a story, then, of the revolution’s utter defeat, and Nicaragua’s
slide back towards tyranny, authoritarianism and the dictatorial rule of
strongmen. Among scholars and commentators, the notion of history
repeating itself — the re-emergence of an entrenched political culture of
populism, clientelism and caudillismo (strongman politics) — has become
a frequent trope in attempts to synthesise these developments (for exam-
ple Baltodano, 2009; Hoyt, 2004: 18; Sierakowski, 2012: 324-5). With
the president’s wife Rosario Murillo now holding the formal role of vice-
president, and at least one of his sons seemingly being groomed for high
political office while other relatives hold significant public positions and
own much of the country’s media (Gutiérrez and Ocampo, 2019), there
is a sense that another dynasty is in the making. And from this perspec-
tive, of course, reports of a dictatorial government brutally repressing
protesters seem entirely plausible.

The second narrative is about revolutionary continuity. It finds
voice in the speeches of the president, in the daily radio broadcasts of the
first lady and vice-president, and in the writings of some ‘international
solidarity’ activists who remain loyal to the FSLN. On this view, while
the revolution was defeated electorally in 1990, this is best understood
as a temporary shift in the balance of power within Nicaragua between
the political forces of the Left and the Right. The narrative tends to rely
on a Manichaean political imaginary that opposes ‘Left’ and ‘Right’, the
interest of the ‘People’ and those of ‘Imperialism’, and sees politics as
an enduring struggle between ‘Socialism’ and ‘Capitalism’ — a struggle
which, in Nicaragua, maps onto the struggle between the FSLN and its
‘US-backed’ opponents. The Right’s ascendancy came to an end with the
FSLN’s electoral victory in 2006. The return to power of the Sandinistas
indicated a return to political dominance of the Left, and allowed the
revolution to enter a ‘second stage’. From this perspective, it seems clear
that all those reports of government repression were a part of a system-
atic disinformation campaign, part of a ‘coup’ attempt by ‘the Right’. And
if the great majority of scholars and journalists depict Ortega’s regime as
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brutally repressive, this is taken to reflect naive reliance on a narrow sec-
tor of Nicaragua’s elite for information, who will do anything to under-
mine a government that governs in the interests of the poor.!

Revolution as national event in historical time

So, the Sandinista Revolution died, or the revolution lives on. This meta-
phor of life and death seems to work well, and it is often drawn on explic-
itly by those who narrate the revolution’s trajectory. It suggests itself
because of the way these opposing accounts, despite their incommensu-
rable differences, each position the revolution as a national event in his-
torical time. By doing so, they establish the terms of revolutionary failure.

As an event in historical time, the revolution began at a particu-
lar moment, and everyone agrees when that was: it was the moment
of revolutionary triumph in July 1979, when the old regime was finally
defeated, when President Somoza finally lost his family’s decades-long
hold on power, and the Sandinistas stormed into the capital city and,
soon after, became a governing party. At that moment, Nicaragua became
‘Sandinista Nicaragua’; a phrase which provided a title for countless
scholarly studies. Nicaraguan society became ‘revolutionary society’. The
sense is of the political regime governing life within a nation suddenly
and dramatically changing. The national polity, coinciding with the
political territory, was, all of a sudden, undergoing revolution. Old, ‘pre-
revolutionary’ Nicaragua, became revolutionary, Sandinista Nicaragua.
The impression is produced by these pithy descriptors that everything
was swept up, all together. Nicaraguans might have been for the revolu-
tion or against it, but they were, without question, involved in it, part
of it, within it. With the revolution cast as an event in national histori-
cal time, sheer presence within the territory of the nation was enough to
guarantee involvement.

And the failure of revolution — on this model of an event in historical
time — necessarily has to do with duration and continuity. Within the col-
lective sweep of national history, the revolution either failed because it
finished, or didn’t fail because it hasn’t finished. It either came to an end,
because its ‘gains’ were overturned, or continues, because its achieve-
ments are entrenched, enduring and ongoing. The disagreements about
the current state of politics I have sketched above revolve around diver-
gent views of whether or not the country’s incumbent leaders really are
revolutionaries any more. They say they are. Most, and with good reason,
are of the view that they are not.
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Conceiving the Sandinista Revolution as a collective political event,
then, relies on a sense of a singular starting point at some time in the
past. It carries with it a sense of the nation as a political container condi-
tioning life for everyone within it. And it tends towards the assumption
that the end of revolution would coincide with the end of government
by genuine revolutionaries, and the resulting dismantling of the changes
the real revolutionaries put in place. It can be observed that while the
opposed perspectives in the polarised dispute contesting the interpreta-
tion of Nicaragua’s political present disagree as to whether this shift has
taken place, they nevertheless share the conceptual foundation of linear
national time on the basis of which it is asserted.

These disagreements about the Nicaraguan revolution’s temporal
trajectory share some notable conceptual features with the way ques-
tions of time and temporality have played a role in the arguments put
forward by anthropologists who have studied revolutions more broadly.
Anthropologists have explored the ways in which the putative socio-
political ruptures proclaimed by revolutionary discourse might conceal
continuities; attending to the way older, even ‘traditional’ political forms
play out in a new contexts (Cherstich et al., 2020: 1-17; Wilson, 2019).
While revolutionaries themselves might proclaim a radical break with
the old society, anthropologists have been alert to the ways in which
longstanding social and cultural forms find new expression within
revolutionary contexts. An underlying question here is whether a given
‘society’ was really transformed absolutely, or whether some aspects of
it remained the same. Nicaraguan leaders talking the talk of revolution,
while doing the politics of traditional Latin American clientelism, seem
to exemplify just the kind of awkward political continuity that anthro-
pologists have observed in numerous other post-revolutionary contexts.

The line of analysis to be developed in this essay will revolve around
an examination of the above ways of thinking about revolutionary conti-
nuity in the light of several quite different ways of conceiving revolution
I encountered during fieldwork with a community of government support-
ers in the Nicaraguan countryside, and will explore the distinctive forms
revolutionary durability takes when revolution is locally understood as
land, as development, and as mestizaje (racial and cultural mixing). The
treatment of each topic will necessarily be brief, and I have developed more
extended explorations of each of them elsewhere (Cooper, 2015; 2018;
2021). The aim here is to think though their implications in relation to this
collection’s theme of revolutionary afterlives. The simple argument I will
develop is that the revolution was not always understood, among my rural
interlocutors, as an event in national historical time. As a consequence,
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what it meant for the revolution to fail was not always a question of con-
tinuity, and revolutionary durability took multiple, divergent forms, even
within a single location. We will see that the temporal horizon of revolu-
tionary participation emerged in varying, sometimes contradictory ways,
in relation to specific local ways of conceptualising and engaging with
revolution. Rather than asking broad questions about whether society in
general was truly transformed, the perspective taken here suggests that
the temporal parameters of revolution — and as a result, what it means for
revolutions to continue, or to fail — always emerge in relation to specific
ways of attempting to enact the possibility of transformation.

Presence and absence in the imagined community

In order to pursue this line of analysis, it will be useful to draw on
Benedict Anderson’s (1991) classic account of the emergence of a nation-
alist ‘imaginary’. Anderson’s work investigates how ‘print capitalism’
facilitated the emergence of new and distinctive ways of thinking about
sovereign collectivities: shifts facilitated by novel ways of thinking about
the simultaneous coexistence of a national constituency within the flow
of time. Indeed, his theory of nationalism focuses on just the temporal
coordinates described above, those which underpin the conception of
revolution as an event in linear national time. We will see as the discus-
sion proceeds that the range of divergent ways revolution came to be
conceptualised and engaged with in rural Nicaragua raise a number of
questions about the role of presence, absence, and governmental efficacy
in Anderson’s model.

I want to highlight two components of Benedict Anderson’s analy-
sis of the way the narration of collective national experience becomes
thinkable, which will be helpful points of comparison in the discussion to
follow. Firstly, note the way he draws on a depiction of territory in his con-
trast between pre-modern and modern conceptions of sovereignty. The
comparative characterisation is captured in the following observation:

In fundamental ways ‘serious’ monarchy lies transverse to all mod-
ern conceptions of political life. Kingship organizes everything
around a high centre. Its legitimacy derives from divinity, not from
populations, who, after all, are subjects, not citizens. In the mod-
ern conception, state sovereignty is fully, flatly, and evenly operative
over each square centimetre of a legally demarcated territory. But in
the older imagining, where states were defined by centres, borders
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were porous and indistinct, and sovereignties faded impercepti-
bly into one another. Hence, paradoxically enough, the ease with
which pre-modern empires and kingdoms were able to sustain
their rule over immensely heterogeneous, and often not even con-
tiguous, populations for long periods of time. (Anderson, 1991: 19;
emphasis added)

Older monarchies and empires were able to operate discontinuously,
because of a distinctively pre-modern mode of conceptualising the basis
of sovereign power, which inhered in the relationship of monarchs and
nobles to divinity. As the relationships constitutive of the political order
weakened, sovereignty dissipated accordingly. Sovereignty, as a result,
had no necessary relationship to a given territory; a zone could stand
outside the relationships constitutive of sovereignty without compro-
mising the divine basis of sovereignty itself. It was, then, at least theo-
retically possible to live in close proximity to centres of power without
having anything to do with a polity. The result is a view of sovereignty
that maps discontinuously onto territory and there is the possibility of
gaps. The modern conception of a national territory as Anderson depicts
it, in contrast, recalls an atlas’s image of a neatly divided political map, in
which, to reiterate the point, ‘state sovereignty is fully, flatly, and evenly
operative over each square centimetre of a legally demarcated territory’.
The political map, we might note, has no shading or half-colours; no
indistinct border zones where jurisdiction is unclear or ambiguous, no
territories left unfilled. Congruent with the depictions of ‘Sandinista
Nicaragua’ referred to above, all populations living within a given nation-
state are, by the modern notion of national sovereignty, equally and uni-
formly ‘within’ it.

In relation to the ‘pre-modern’ model, Anderson gives us a very
brief sense of the relationship between the way sovereignty is concep-
tualised, and the role of effective governmental capacity. Since the pol-
ity was mediated by relationships between nobles, which in turn were
thought to mediate a relationship with divinity, the broader political
order stood as a hierarchically ordered amalgam of localised social
systems. Centralised governmental capacity of whatever kind - either
in the form of military force, or in any redistributive capacity or role
in the provision of services or the construction of infrastructure — was
simply not a necessary ingredient in this configuration. A legitimate
king could, in theory, hold a polity together on the basis of allegiance
alone. In the modern conception, however, Anderson’s analysis, while
focused on the conceptualisation of sovereignty, implicitly relies on

REVOLUTION BEYOND THE EVENT



the idea that there is some kind of correspondence between the ‘flat’
conception of territorial hegemony, and the practical capacity of states
to exert governmental influence of some kind within that territory.
Modern ideas about the role states should play depend, at least in part,
on the premise that states are able to act, to enact governmental will,
to ‘do’ something or other within the territory putatively governed.
Everyone is ‘within’ the modern nation, at least in part, because moder-
nity brings with it states that actually have the capacity to intervene in
the lives of their citizens.

The second of Anderson’s observations I wish to highlight emerges
from his key argument about the emergence of modern ‘simultaneity’
through the symbolic premises of novels and newspapers; symbolic
effects which, he suggests, enable the possibility of thinking of the nation
as a singular community jointly traversing the linear flow of time. In the
case of novels, Anderson focuses on the ways in which particular descrip-
tive details are cast as typical of a distinctive national type. In relation to
newspapers, he teases out the temporal implications of the basic logic of
presenting a diverse array of happenings that take place on a given day
as having anything to do with each other. It is the idea that they take
place within or in relation to an ongoing national experience that this
eclectic arrangement of fragments makes sense. Together, these allow for
the very possibility of thinking of an event in historical time as having any
coherent empirical referent:

The idea of a sociological organism moving calendrically through
homogeneous, empty time is a precise analogue of the idea of the
nation, which also is conceived as a solid community moving stead-
ily down (or up) history. (Anderson, 1991: 26)

In Anderson’s analysis, the nation emerges as part of the imaginative work
by which the reader-citizen interprets an observed instance in relation to
an imagined collectivity of similar instances, ‘a world of plurals’, with the
collectivity itself — the imagined community — constituted by the reader’s
recognition of shared characteristics. The national context can never be
encountered directly, because it inevitably exceeds the capacity for direct
perception of any given observer, but it emerges from the interpretative
move by which those observed particularities that do indeed fall within
the range of a viable viewpoint are framed as belonging to a typical form.
The idea of a nation as a singular ‘sociological organism’, then, operates
as an absent schema fixed onto that which is accessible and present; an
interpretative framework brought to bear on direct observation by the
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nationalist subject. It emerges by weaving tangible particularity into the
intangible generality of shared characteristics.?

The imagined community of Anderson’s modern nation, then, con-
structs a sense of a shared collectivity moving through time together,
jointly undergoing a common trajectory of temporal experience. And
this sense of common temporal trajectory mutually conditions a sense
of national territory as itself fully saturated by the national experience,
in contrast to the discontinuous nature of pre-modern polities. At first
glance, dramatic political events definitive of national history — events
such as revolutions — might appear to be phenomena that crystallise the
mode of nationhood Anderson is concerned to theorise. The divergent
ways in which revolution was understood in rural Nicaragua, however,
raise questions here. If an implicit set of claims regarding governmental
efficacy accompanies Anderson’s account of the ‘flat’ quality of modern
sovereignty, the material explored below prompts the question of what
happens when modern governments are incapable of action, and when
there is little in the way of infrastructural or service provision to accom-
pany the idea of statehood. Similarly, what happens to Anderson’s notion
of a national imaginary when the tangible referent of collective identity
(the typically Mexican prison, in one of his examples) is absent; when
that which is putatively definitive of the national experience is in short
supply, inaccessible, out of reach, ruined, or simply non-existent? What
happens, in other words, to the imaginative work of weaving the gener-
alised position of a national frame of reference from the particularities of
tangible instances ... when those instances are themselves also missing?
We shall see that each of the three themes explored below introduces
a distinct dynamic of presence and absence which demands that these
questions be addressed, and which, as a result, give rise to forms of rev-
olutionary durability distinct from those that might obtain for a singu-
lar ‘sociological organism moving calendrically through homogeneous,
empty time’ (Anderson, 1991: 26).

The remains of revolution in an agrarian
reform community

The village of Gualiqueme was established in 1984, as part of the founding
of Rigoberto Cruz Cooperative, a new ‘Sandinista Defence Cooperative’,
which was a collectivised and militarised agricultural organisation estab-
lished on expropriated land. Prior to the revolution, this region within the
Segovian mountains had been a zone of extensive haciendas that produced

REVOLUTION BEYOND THE EVENT



coffee and raised cattle. Small hamlets existed on the peripheries of the
haciendas with residents sometimes providing seasonal labour during cof-
fee harvests. Many rural people also lived within hacienda-owned lands,
relying on sharecropping arrangements with landlords to grow subsist-
ence crops, frequently with the requirement that every few years a new
patch of forest be cleared in order to open new land for expanding dairy
herds. Several local landlords had close ties with the Somoza regime, and
fled the country when the Sandinistas took power, leaving their estates
unoccupied. The incoming government soon appropriated these lands.
After an initial policy of converting these estates into state farms, collec-
tivised cooperatives were established, in line with the view that intensive,
mechanised, large-scale production in the countryside would be essential
in order to fund the revolution’s objectives (Baumeister, 2012; Enriquez,
1991; Kaimowitz, 1986; Marti i Puig and Baumeister, 2017).

Rigoberto Cruz was founded at a time when the ‘Contra’ war was
at its height, and the new cooperative was expected to operate as a
military outpost in an area of considerable insurgent activity. Founding
members had almost all been displaced from their previous homes by
Contra attacks on villages perceived by the counter-revolutionaries to
have developed strong ties with the FSLN. After a period of time living as
refugees in a nearby town, the prospect of a position in a new cooperative
offered founding members the chance to return to life in the countryside.
Early years saw fully collectivised production under the direction of an
elected leadership, but production was made difficult by the fact that the
institution was operating in a warzone. Many agricultural activities were
performed by women, since men and many boys had been drafted into
the Sandinista army. Those men who remained in the community served
in a militia that kept constant guard in case of Contra attack, but even
so, the women working the fields carried arms, just in case. On several
occasions the militia successfully defended the cooperative from Contra
attack, but not without suffering numerous casualties.

By the time I first visited Gualiqueme, the agricultural land of the
cooperative had long since been informally de-collectivised, but the
institution itself remained in existence, serving to provide residents with
an avenue to commercialise their individual production through mem-
bership of a coffee-exporting cooperative. Serious tensions in relation
to land tenure — which remained legally the collective property of the
cooperative — had flared up over the years. The sale of land to outsiders,
technically prohibited but increasingly common, was widely viewed as
a problem. Most families, however, retained access to cooperative land;
and produced coffee for export, along with maize and beans for both
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sale and consumption (for detailed accounts of land division in the com-
munity see Cooper, 2015; 2018). A series of non-governmental organi-
sations had been active in the area over the years, offering small-scale
development programmes, loans and infrastructure projects, among
other interventions, and residents generally placed great value on their
work. Migration to Honduras was easy, requiring no documentation,
and was common for young men during the coffee season. Costa Rica
was harder to get into, but was also a popular destination. Nobody from
the community had made it as far as the United States, though young
men swapped heroic stories of less long-distance border-crossings, and
cultivated fantasies of one day making the trip to the United States. In
general, while residents recognised themselves as being very poor, they
viewed their access to modest parcels of land as placing them in a more
secure economic position than those they knew in towns and cities. In the
cities you have to buy everything, people would often tell me; and if you
do not have any money, you starve.

Revolution as land

Residents of Gualiqueme frequently stated that the whole point of the
revolution had been the land. In the years prior to 1979, Sandinista guer-
rillas venturing out of a nearby training camp had told some of the found-
ing members that the revolution would take land from the rich and give it
to the poor. And most members of the cooperative had long understood
this as a promise that referred to the eventual delivery of personal plots
ofland. In Gualiqueme, as in collectivised cooperatives across Nicaragua,
after a few years of faltering collective production, the land started to be
divided out informally. First, small parcels were shared out within the
cooperative’s coffee-producing areas. Then areas which had once been
used for pasture were allocated to members to raise modest parcels of
maize and beans of their own. When the war ended, and it became safe
to go into the more mountainous zones of the cooperative’s territory,
members began to claim more parcels there. At a time when other nearby
cooperatives had legally disbanded and fully divided out lands, the idea
emerged among many members that each of them should have the right
to a full share of the cooperative’s whole territory. Children of members,
looking to start independent households of their own, claimed parcels
too, arguing that they were claiming part of the share that their parents
were entitled to. People claimed parcels by marking out perimeters, by
visibly working the land, and by planting crops and trees. If someone
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began to work a parcel, others recognised it as their property, even if they
disputed the legitimacy of the claim. Almost all the land within the coop-
erative was eventually claimed in this way.

People told me that they would always support Daniel Ortega,
because he had given them the land. They also told me that they had
won the land themselves at the cost of many lives. They contrasted their
current lives with those they had lived before the revolution. Before, they
had had to work at the beck and call of the rich, all day, for almost no
money. But now, they had land. Thanks to the land, they were no longer
quite so poor, they said.

But if the revolution was about land, and if the land in question
was a share of the cooperative’s fragmenting collective territory, it was
not quite the case that they ‘had’ the land. Though there was hardly any
unclaimed land left, most residents only owned part of what they con-
sidered to be their entitlement. The idea of a full, fair share hung over
them as an unrealised promise. And so, if the revolution had always been
the promise of land, then it was hardly something that came about, all
together, at a single point in the past. The revolution’s gains had been
partly realised, but they also partly stood as a potential that was yet to
materialise.

Many residents talked about the prospect of a full, legal division of
land in the future, in which everything which had been grabbed would
be measured out, and those who had grabbed too much would be made
to hand it back. But people also pointed out that much land had been
sold, illegally, to outsiders. Would they be made to give it back? How
would the full territory be shared out if part of it had already been lost?

What it might mean for the revolution to fail was conditioned by
this conception of revolutionary gains as the realisation of a share of land.
As individuals claimed personal plots — illegally, as far as the municipal
Sandinista government was concerned — they understood themselves to be
asserting their right to the revolution’s promised gift of land. The ways in
which ownership was locally recognised and secured became ways in which
the revolution’s gains were shored up. The ways in which property could
be lost became ways in which the revolution, in turn, could be lost. Just as
important, ways in which the prospect of obtaining those unclaimed, poten-
tial entitlements to a share of land might be weakened or undermined,
became ways in which the revolution’s full promise could wither away.

Towards the end of my fieldwork, a prosperous potato farmer
rented a few parcels within the formerly collective territory that had
been claimed as personal property by one cooperative member. He paid
Gualiqueme residents to do the ploughing, the planting, the tending and
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the harvesting. He began to expand his enterprise, buying neighbour-
ing plots from other cooperative members. Some appreciated the paid
work, which was not normally available so close to home. Others saw the
defeat of the revolution in the potato farmer’s success. This was how it
happened before, the cooperative’s president told me. Haciendas encour-
aged the peasantry to fall into debt, then claimed their lands as repay-
ment. Peasants became landless labourers. The loss of the revolution
would be the repetition of the historical process by which the land was
lost before.

Revolution as development

If land was one important way in which Gualiqueme residents thought
about the gains of revolution, another had to do with economic and
infrastructural development. When the Sandinistas had been out of
power between 1990 and 2006, I was told, the ‘Liberal’ governments had
done nothing to help the poor. The return of the Sandinistas to power —
the return of the revolution, as my interlocutors framed it — brought
with it a whole series of poverty-reduction programmes and infrastruc-
tural projects (Spalding, 2009). Ongoing revolution, as my interloctors
saw it, meant road construction, electrification, and government pro-
grammes like Plan Techo - ‘the Roof Plan’ — which distributed sheets of
corrugated zinc to needy households. It meant a government that would
weave rural communities into a national infrastructural network, and
which would provide services and afford a basic level of welfare to rural
constituencies.

Revolution, then, meant improvement of the lives of the poor. It
meant a government that took the poor into account, and which worked
to improve their conditions of life. The revolution was seen to be still
under way when government trucks arrived in Gualiqueme to repair dirt
roads worn down by years of rainfall. Its gains were known through the
various rounds of Plan Techo delivered to residents. And with the revo-
lution understood in this way, its viability, success and ongoing vitality
were related to how infrastructural and poverty-reduction programmes
were actually accessed. The possibility that the revolution might fail, on
this model, came to revolve around the ways in which access, inclusion
and eligibility to state services and infrastructural development came to
be threatened.

In general, in abstract proclamations of support for their Sandinista
government, Gualiqueme residents affirmed that by these criteria, the
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revolution continued apace. Daniel Ortega, unlike the ‘neoliberal’ gov-
ernments who preceded him, was in the process of delivering countless
projects, building countless roads, constructing countless houses and
allocating them to ordinary Nicaraguans. Everyone was familiar with the
litany of infrastructural improvements recounted each day on the first
lady’s daily radio broadcast, and had heard the lengthy lists of names
of beneficiaries recited by the president at political events. The imagery
and rhetoric of governmental delivery was a theme endlessly repeated,
day after day, on the media sources consumed in this community.’
Improvement was happening everywhere, and the revolutionary project
continued.

But as with land, it was not the case that revolutionary develop-
ment was something that necessarily stood available, here, for me.
Development may have been happening to ‘Nicaragua’, but the nation’s
abstract improvements did not seem to carry everyone along. It was
noted earlier that conceiving of the revolution as an event in historical
time results in a depiction of Nicaraguan territory as a kind of politi-
cal container; everyone was necessarily carried along with an event
that filled the nation. But if the hope for revolutionary development in
Gualiqueme gave rise to any sense of the nation as a container, it must
have been something like a colander: it was full of holes, and there were
many ways of being left behind.

Indeed, there was a real sense of anxiety regarding the ways in
which revolutionary development was accessed. Many in Gualiqueme
felt that their eligibilities had been overlooked. They felt that some
members of their cooperative had managed to manoeuvre themselves
into privileged positions, enjoying close relationships with local politi-
cians and gathering up all the benefits of the revolution for themselves.
A clientelistic imaginary informed these evaluations. Governmental
support was understood as a kind of gift, and it was assumed that per-
sonal relationship was the medium through which revolutionary benefits
could be realised. When access to state projects was not forthcoming,
many came to the conclusion that the problem was a problem of per-
sonal relationship. The government, the president and the party were all
unable to see them or recognise their needs, and the possibility of mutual
encounter was lacking. The people who should have been working to
serve as political intermediaries were failing to make the pressing needs
of residents adequately known to powerholders. People felt cut off. The
viability of revolutionary gains, from this perspective, depended upon
the prospect of recognition, and upon a kind of visibility which would
make political relationship a possibility.
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I noted previously that accounts of the revolution as an event in
historical time tend to assume that the Sandinista revolution lived on for
as long as true revolutionaries held political power. Society was revo-
lutionary society as long as it was revolutionaries who governed. That
assumption relies on the simple premise that government and society
are in contact. Government works upon society. Governments with a
transformative agenda transform society, or at the very least try to, and
if they fail it has to do with the extent to which society resists that will to
transform, or perhaps emerges as a result of the way planners and politi-
cians misread the reality of local conditions. Everyday life, and the trans-
formative work of government, push against each other. There might be
‘friction’ here (Tsing, 2005), but at the very least there is contact.

The way Gualiqueme residents experienced themselves as being
cut off from the relations which enabled development, however, gives
rise to a very different sense of the relationship between government
and everyday life. The work of revolutionary government was assumed
to be out there, in general, but making sure you remained an object
of that transformative work was a problem. Rather than revolution
saturating a uniform national territory, revolution became something
contingent upon an elusive state of political connection. Revolution
came to be something which some people managed to grab more of
than others; something which only some people, by dint of the rela-
tionships they had managed to establish, were able to benefit from.
Revolutionary failure, on this model, became the absence of the right
kinds of relationship.

Revolution as mestizaje

The final theme I will discuss emerged through the intersection of ideas
about revolutionary transformation with the ambiguous and stigma-
tised status of ethnic identity for Gualiqueme residents. Recent histori-
cal scholarship of Nicaragua — primarily that of Jeffrey Gould (1993;
1996; 1998) — has critically documented a pervasive ‘myth of mestizaje’,
a broad cultural claim that ethnic particularity in Pacific Nicaragua was
a thing of the past. Gould argues that discursive disavowal of the exist-
ence of Indian communities within Spanish-speaking Nicaragua — at a
time when in fact many such communities retained a viable institutional
existence — stood as a primary causal factor underpinning the actual
disintegration of these indigenous communities throughout the nine-
teenth century, as communal lands were privatised and large haciendas
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expanded into formerly indigenous territories. These arguments are of
pressing relevance to the region under consideration here. Lands tra-
ditionally belonging to Chorotegan Indians had been appropriated by
the region’s haciendas, and overlap with the land reform title granted
to the Gualiqueme cooperative. A neighbouring land reform coopera-
tive was almost entirely located within such lands. And, as documented
by Monachon and Gonda (2009), the Comunidad Indigena de Telpaneca
(Telpaneca Indigenous Community) — a political organisation represent-
ing this historic indigenous community — has been involved in a continu-
ing political struggle aimed at gaining recognition of jurisdiction over
this territory, and an accompanying right to receive the traditional rent
for which those occupying the land would be liable.

As Monachon and Gonda make clear, the historic disintegration
of communal lands led to a weakening of subjective indigenous identity
throughout the area. Nobody in Gualiqueme identified in any positive
sense as indigenous. But ethnic descriptors were frequently employed by
others when describing Gualiqueme villagers in general, or sometimes
certain individuals in particular. Physical attributes such as height, skin
colour, and less commonly individual traits such as gait or style of speech
were singled out as evidencing an ethnic status of either ‘indio’ (Indian)
or, much less commonly, ‘indigena’ (indigenous). These ethnic terms
were almost universally disavowed within the community as terms of
self-identification, except in very occasional situations of confidence and
trust — and even then in an ambiguous and distanced fashion. In open
and casual usage, it was almost always other people who were the ‘indios’.
Despite this, ethnic terms were continually referenced in everyday life.
Sometimes they indexed technological or cultural simplicity. ‘Indian soap’
referred to traditional handmade soap, rather than the commercially pro-
duced varieties that were seen as superior. ‘Indian chickens’ were hardy
native breeds rather than the commercially bred hens that were much
more productive but required expensive feed. At times indio was used to
mean ‘poor’ in an economic sense. On one occasion I had been speaking
to a pair of young men in Gualiqueme and they mentioned that people
in the adjacent village of El Poso referred to Gualiqueme as indios. But
that was nonsense, they both argued, because people there were even
poorer: ‘we have land, but they have nothing’, they insisted. Nevertheless,
the local potency of the category had to do with both this intense stigma
surrounding it, as well as its ambiguous reference in relation to local peo-
ple themselves. The security of always situating Indianness elsewhere, for
many Gualiqueme residents, was continually threatened by the possibil-
ity of being identified with the stigmatised category. It was all too easy to
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recognise, in the connotations of backwardness and simplicity, signs of
the material conditions that continued to mark local lives.

This possibility of troubling identification, however, was coun-
tered by the assurance that the revolution had effected a fundamental
transformation. The most consistent feature picked out by Gualiqueme
residents when characterising and defining actually existing indios was
a startling inability to speak. One of my hosts during fieldwork, Wilber,
articulated this idea starkly after he had chastised his mother for using a
word that he considered to be too indio to be used in polite company. She
had referred to her belly as a barriga, and Wilber had immediately inter-
rupted her, insisting that barriga was meaningless, a senseless ‘Indian’
word that conveyed nothing.* The correct term to use was ‘estomago’.
The thing about indios, he explained, is that they are stupid. They do not
understand anything. Our ancestors that lived here before, he went on,
just like the indios that still live in some remote communities, were unable
to speak. They might try and say ‘left’, but the word ‘right’ would come
out of their mouths. If they tried to say ‘son’, they would say ‘daughter’.
And so on. They couldn’t communicate, and their words were jumbled
and backwards in relation to their referents.

This depiction of confusion and communicative inability caused by
unwitting lexical inversion functioned as a standardised image of indi-
geneity among Gualiqueme residents, one that was frequently drawn
upon when people wanted to characterise present-day Indians living
elsewhere. Crucially, however, this unfortunate condition had - for
Gualiqueme residents at least — become a thing of the past. While indios
still existed, still beset by these cultural disadvantages, for Gualiqueme
residents a cultural gulf had been opened up between them and their
ancestors. Wilber was forthright in explaining how this transition came
about. The revolution is what happened, he stated. With the revolution
came groups of teachers — student participants in the Literacy Crusade —
who taught people to read and write. As a consequence of the revolution,
schools were established that people could attend for free. Indeed, for
many older residents of Gualiqueme the first experience of being able
to write came about through their experiences participating in Literacy
Crusade classes. Though some individuals who have been involved
in administrative elements of cooperative organisational work have
retained literacy levels gained during those classes, in many cases the
skills older rural people acquired did not progress very far, and were later
lost through lack of practice in the years that followed. But the ability to
sign documents yourself is widely taken by participants in the Crusade
in Gualiqueme to indicate a categorical shift between a prior state of
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unchanging ignorance, and the transition to a state of progress, however
gradual. This amounted to a sense that the Literacy Crusade and more
recent state provision of education had been responsible for a profound
shift in the kind of people Gualiqueme residents were, effecting a transi-
tion from uncivilised indios to proper members of the category of ‘the
poor’. Within such claims is conveyed the sense that any deficiencies
attributable to ethnicity have been overcome and eliminated through the
progress made possible by the revolution.

In relation to this way of conceptualising revolutionary transforma-
tion, once again, what it means for revolution to fail takes a form quite
different to that of an event coming to an end. With revolutionary trans-
formation framed as a kind of progressive ethnic development — an over-
coming of a deficient indigenous identity that previously conditioned
ways of speaking and comporting oneself in the world — revolutionary
failure came to be seen in moments of ethnic slippage, moments that
made a transition away from ethnicity and towards citizenship seem
partial or incomplete, such as when Wilber saw in his mother’s choice
of words a painful recognition that an indigenous heritage might not be
entirely in the past, but could also be carried along in the present within
words, minds and bodies.

Revolution, dead and alive

Revolution is not only an event, then, and as a result, a revolution’s fail-
ure is not always a matter of ending. There is certainly nothing surpris-
ing in the idea that the nature of revolutionary durability depends on
what revolution itself is understood to mean, a statement that verges on
tautology. Nevertheless, the implications of the observation can be hard
to square with an abiding imperative to relate revolution in the form of
a story. Revolutions and their aftermaths compel public affirmations of
loyalty, approval, opposition and critique, and in doing so they give rise
to the demand for narrative. And this impulse to depict the trajectory of
revolution within narrative time, as an event undergone by a national
collectivity in the course of history, stands in tension with the varied tem-
poral forms produced by the different conceptions of revolutionary trans-
formation explored above.

To return to our initial set of propositions that emerged from treat-
ing revolution as a national event in historical time: we saw that conceiv-
ing revolution as a collective political event implies a singular starting
point, some time in the past. But for residents of Gualiqueme, the close
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association of the revolution’s gains with partially unclaimed land unset-
tled any such sense of a singular beginning. The revolution was a promise
that had still only partially been fulfilled. Some of the revolution’s gifts
remained to be given, and everyone needed to make sure they seized
what was due to them. To concede that the revolution had come to an end
carried the implication that this claim of outstanding debt might also be
relinquished, and that the full share of cooperative land which many saw
as their due would never be realised. Claims of revolutionary continuity,
in other words, were also active claims regarding local entitlements and
ownership, not simply diagnoses of the state of national politics.

Similarly, the idea that the revolution was something that had
already happened, and that its transformations had already been
effected, was drawn upon in negotiating an ambiguous set of ideas about
the revolution’s role in overcoming stigma-laden ethnicity. Moments
where ethnic markers re-emerged unbidden, or where the connotations
of ethnic categories seemed to uncomfortably index the conditions of the
present, also unsettled any such sense of a singular originary revolution-
ary moment. Instead, revolutionary transformation became something
that needed to be produced and maintained through a careful choice of
words, and through efforts at cultivating standards of living that marked
people out as having moved beyond the life of ‘Indios’. Claims that the
revolution’s gains had been overturned had to contend with a firm sense
that the schooling and education now widely available to primary-age
children (Muhr, 2013) had permanently solidified this shift away from
the indigenous lives of ‘ancestors’.

We also saw that conceiving revolution as event carries with it a
sense of political territory as a container conditioning life for everyone
within it. Anderson’s account of a ‘modern’ view of nationhood smoothly
saturating a national territory captured this well. A substantial literature
has critically examined the ways in which an undifferentiated sense of a
national revolutionary process led FSLN leaders in the 1980s to overlook
the profound cultural, political differences that exist within Nicaragua,
most significantly in relation to the Atlantic coast; elisions which resulted
in profound political ruptures with Miskitu communities (Hale, 1996;
2017). The ways Gualiqueme residents depicted the revolution as hav-
ing to do with land and development point towards the ways in which
uniform, unitary notions of involvement and participation similarly
efface notable forms of exclusion that continue to condition the experi-
ences of those living within communities supposedly at the heart of the
original revolutionary process, and which remain part of the ‘base’ of
core FSLN supporters whose electoral support is unwavering. With the
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revolution defined as land or development, partaking in the revolution’s
gains became contingent on specific forms of ownership, entitlement and
inclusion. Revolution becomes something distributed unevenly between
individuals and between communities — it becomes something ‘patchy’
(Tsing, 2015), which might easily fall away, but which you can strive to
recover and retrieve.

Two comments regarding Anderson’s analysis emerge here. Firstly,
the fact that fellow citizens jointly participate in the sense of shared
membership in a polity forged on the basis of the common temporality
of ‘events’ does not tell us much about the material underpinnings of a
sense of citizenship and national belonging. Another way of putting this
would be to observe that it is possible to be a full participant in the discur-
sive construction of a national polity without having any corresponding
access to state-provided services, infrastructure, or welfare provision. To
the extent that these infrastructural correlates of a putatively revolution-
ary project were viewed by rural Nicaraguans as definitional of revolu-
tion as such, their experience of the ‘second stage’ of the revolution set
unitary notions of an ongoing national event against the local specifics
of unmet demands for land and state-provided services. Secondly, the
prospective and subjunctive quality of the signs by which revolutionary
transformation was gauged in Gualiqueme contrasts with the sense of
national belonging Anderson analysed in nationalist novels. Anderson
focused on the way nationalist consciousness interprets particular
instances of observed reality as typical of a generalised national type. The
way Gualiqueme residents defined the revolution as a series of demands,
many of which remained unmet, however, suggests a form of political
consciousness focused on absences rather than observed instances. That
which was taken to be typical of the ongoing event of national revolu-
tion — abundant state services, and the continual transformative work of
an active government — was often out of reach. In this context, the act of
weaving specifics into a generalised national context became not just an
interpretative move constitutive of national consciousness, but the asser-
tion of a rightful place in the imagined community.

Finally, we saw that the sense of revolution as national event tends
towards the assumption that the end of revolution would coincide with
the end of government by genuine revolutionaries. Each of the examples
we have explored, however, gives rise to quite different criteria of revolu-
tionary failure, and makes clear that the notion the revolution is continu-
ing opens up a quite different set of evaluative criteria for the ordinary
Nicaraguans who find it persuasive. When Gualiqueme residents found
the FSLN’s claims that the revolution was continuing persuasive, in other
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words, they were not engaged in the same kind of evaluation of the gov-
erning party as scholars who have charted the FSLN’s trajectory. Their
assertions of revolutionary durability were woven through with fractious
land claims, assertions of full national citizenship as opposed to ethni-
cised exclusion, and efforts to secure the elusive protections of a viable
welfare state.

Itis notable, in this regard, that Gualiqueme residents seemed quite
comfortable to combine their stated support of Ortega and their com-
mitment to the notion that the Sandinista revolution was ongoing with
a nuanced moral appraisal of Ortega as an individual. The opposed nar-
ratives recounted at the start of this chapter presented morally coherent,
internally consistent stories regarding the relationship between the revo-
lution and its leaders, with Ortega figuring as marked by either virtue
or vice depending on whether the narrative casts his role as that of true
revolutionary, or self-interested traitor to the revolution’s aims. Those
I knew in Gualiqueme did not seem to need to purify their political and
historical narratives in this way, and I frequently heard the same individu-
als who proclaimed lifelong loyalty to Ortega also criticise him as greedy
and corrupt. They were familiar with critiques relayed by the political
opposition along these lines, and were troubled by the extent to which
Ortega had enriched himself and his family by means of his political posi-
tion. But these observations did not lead them to switch between poles
of the dichotomous, mutually incompatible accounts of the revolution’s
life or death that marked public political debate. Ortega, they assumed,
could be a problematic individual and a force for good at the same time.
Appreciating the varying, overlapping, and contradictory temporal forms
revolution took in rural Nicaragua — and the way the temporal coordi-
nates of revolution emerged through a range of practices in addition to
that of telling a story — allows us to understand why.

Notes

1. The many online writings of solidarity activist John Perry since April 2018 provide a good
English-language sense of these arguments (for instance Perry, 2019), which, within
Nicaragua, have been promoted through government-controlled media outlets (with the
increasingly sophisticated propaganda output of the Sandinista Youth playing a major role
on YouTube and Twitter; see, e.g., https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC9eaNdd1t64xLoga
RVmGrow), and in the writings of intellectuals who remain loyal to the FSLN.

2. Anthropologists, along with nationalist novelists, contend with the rhetorical affordances and
analytical pitfalls of the interplay between specific instances and generalised types. To make
long-term fieldwork with a fairly limited pool of individual interlocutors speak to categori-
cal constituencies — ‘Malay villagers’, ‘rural Nicaraguans’, and so on — requires the descriptive
work of making observed instances stand for, or in some way speak to, sociological catego-
ries that can never be perceived directly. Anderson’s interests here, as a result, resonate with
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discussions within the discpline about the role of ‘example’ and typicality in both ethnography
and anthropological analysis (Hgjer and Bandak, 2015).

3. Ownership and control of media has been a key strategy pursued by the governing family.
Critical scholarship and civil society activists in Nicaragua have charted a steady accumulation
of ownership of television and radio channels by the president himself, along with his family
members. Critical and non-partisan analysis of the government makes no appearance on these
channels, which exclusively develop themes aiming to promote support of the FSLN.

4. The word does not derive from an indigenous language, but its informality in Spanish perhaps
prompted Wilber to identify it as ‘Indian’.
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Picturing absence in
post-revolutionary Yemen

Gabriele vom Bruck

Introduction

In 1962 the age-old Yemeni imamate was overthrown by so-called ‘Free
officers’ with the support of Egypt, and a republic established.! Half a
century later, visual artefacts related to that period continue to reveal
Yemenis’ diverse political locations: portraits of revolutionary heroes
displayed by the detractors of the old elites glorify those whom others
regard as their tormentors. Their display in the domestic sphere may
generate instantaneous interaction, tacit understandings, the articula-
tion and sharing of memories, as well as expressing political commit-
ment. Analysing the relationship between visual imagery, agency, and
revolutionary violence,? I focus on the modalities of remembering that
are being created around images of the past buried in people’s albums
or exhibited in their diwans (‘reception rooms’).? I explore how (post-)
revolutionary subjectivities are mediated by photographs and how these
social artefacts often speak to a past that is experienced and understood
in the present tense (Morton, 2015: 268). Susan Sontag (1977: 70) draws
our attention to photography’s inherent link with human mortality, doc-
umenting ‘the vulnerability of lives heading toward their own destruc-
tion ... this link between photography and death haunts all photographs
of people’.* The poignancy of this haunting quality is heightened when
we gaze at images of people who died untimely or violent deaths. What
kind of historical, moral or cultural claims are made by these displays?
As noted by Lucie Ryzova (2015a: 161), photographs capture a com-
plete likeness of persons in tandem with other acts and practices, nota-
bly by being acted upon, managed and circulated in unpredictable ways.
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Here I am interested in photographs that changed hands by being force-
fully appropriated during revolutionary unrest or stored and displayed in
the survivors’ homes in its aftermath. Practices such as those indicated
above attest to the agency of photographs and the ways in which they
operate as affective spaces that embody the debris of lived experiences
and unfinished pasts. They offer clues as to how attachments, rejections
and sensibilities of various sorts are formed. ‘Affective spaces’ are con-
ceived of in terms of emotive, interpretive, and performative sites for
engaging with and negotiating ruptured pasts (Behrouzan, 2016: 9),
whereby the personal and the political are closely intertwined.®

In what follows, revolutionary afterlife is studied through both
present and absent (reimagined) images. They are conceived of as
texts rather than illustrations of a text. Photographs, which form part
of quotidian socialities, reveal the minutiae of personal loss and frac-
tured lives, as well as hopes for ‘progressive’ politics and social mobil-
ity. They acknowledge ‘absence’, whether of disappeared relatives or of
revolutionary transformation that has remained a distant dream, and
engagement with them shows that there is often more than one story
found in them (Batchen, 2009: 33). One of my concerns is with ‘that
which is absent but nevertheless experienced as a presence’ (Fowles,
2010: 25), an endeavour which must include an inquiry into how
‘absence’ is marked, dealt with, and acknowledged. Attending to the
problem of absence is not just about conceiving of absence as the anto-
nym to presence (Bille et al., 2010: 13), but as something that may have
an agentive presence by virtue of being absent. Since Roland Barthes’s
(2000: 87, 99-100) characterisation of the photograph ‘as a certificate
of presence’ and his auto-ethnographical notes centred on a personal
image which conveys a presence that is immediately submerged by a
sorrowful absence, the issue of the presence of the dead and disap-
peared generated via visual representation has been problematised.®
Dealing with the vexed issue of presence and the problem of continuity
and discontinuity on a more general level, the social historian Eelco
Runia has provided a novel reading of metonymy that is not limited to
the discursive realm. Metonymy is understood as a trope of ‘presence
in absence ... in the sense that in the absence ... that is there, the thing
that isn’t there is still present’. By presenting an absence, metonymy is
a ‘transfer of presence’. The author’s analysis includes artefacts such as
the photographs illustrating the novels of W. G. Sebald and the Berlin
Wall (Runia, 2006: 1, 5-6, 15, 29).

While it has been widely acknowledged that photographs do not
truthfully represent the past (Batchen, 2009: 33), in recent writings they
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have been appreciated for their relational quality and agentive capacity.
Centred on the notion of ‘distributed personhood’, these aspects of Alfred
Gell’s anthropological theory of visual art have inspired work on photog-
raphy, though he himself dealt with the subject only peripherally.” Gell
(1998: 102) claims that the agency of the person that is represented in
an image is impressed on the representation. With respect to the pho-
tographic image — unlike someone’s painted portrait — the emphasis is
solely on the person qua object (the index) rather than on the ‘maker’
(the photographer), who in the case of a painting is visible only via his
works (for example, Leonardo da Vinci).® In other words, the person
appearing in a photograph is not merely ‘a secondary agent’; rather,
the prototype is the cause of the index (1998: 35, 50). It may indeed be
argued that the visual image of the person represents the relational qual-
ities of the ‘material’ par excellence. Gell insists that images of something
(a prototype) are parts of that thing (as a distributed object)’ (1998: 223,
emphasis his).? The parts that perceptible objects give off themselves are
incorporated by the onlooker in the process of sensual perception. A per-
son and a person’s mind consist of various biographical events, as well as
of ‘a dispersed category of material objects, traces, and leavings, which
can be attributed to a person’. Persons ‘are’ the sum total of all indexes
that testify to their biographical existence (1998: 222-3).1°

Establishing a well-conceived theory of object agency, Gell
(1998: 222) argues that the opposition between ‘mind’ (the internal per-
son) and the external person (who is the sum of their relations with other
persons) is only relative. Elizabeth Edwards, whose work on photography
and the production of history has been inspired by Gell, maintains that
engagement with photographs provides evidence of this blurring of dis-
tinctions between the internal and external person, and that their capac-
ity to distribute personhood has significant implications for the telling of
histories. According to her, this is so because it is through the agency of
photographs and relations with them that they are historically entangled
(Edwards, 2006: 32, 34). Thus, Edwards links Gell’s notion of relational
agency to the modalities of making visual images legible, arguing that
this process is relevant to the articulation of histories. Against the back-
drop of nineteenth-century colonial photography of Australian indigénes
more generally (Edwards, 2001: 131-55; Peterson, 2003), she finds evi-
dence of this ‘distributed personhood’ in statements by their descendants
when they were presented with the photographs taken of their forebears.
Benjamin Smith (2003: 15), who carried out research on the subject,
was told by his interlocutors that their forebears were ‘looking at us’ from
those photographs. Edwards writes within a genre that raises questions
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regarding the kinds of histories that can be composed if we start from
the photographic image as the basis of a lived experience rather than a
representation (Geismar and Morton, 2015: 231). She is especially inter-
ested in the ways in which it provides a resource for the production of
alternative historical knowledge and operates as ‘conduits of historical
consciousness’.!’ ‘Photographs allow people to articulate histories in
interactive social ways that would not have emerged in those particular
figuration [sic] if photographs had not existed. Photographs become a
form of interlocutor. They literally unlock memories’ (Edwards, 2006: 29,
39; emphasis mine).

This chapter explores how Yemeni men and women who experi-
enced the 1962 revolution relate to the visual artefacts preserved by
them. Rather than focusing attention on the ‘event’ per se, it will con-
sider the resulting burden of remembering its traces and its inscrip-
tion into the present (Behrouzan, 2016: 30). I raise questions about
the extent to which photographs serve as memory’s prosthetics, and
whether ‘telling histories’ via photographs is a kind of straightforward
storytelling. I suggest that if we want to research photographs as ‘mem-
ory images’ (Gell, 1998: 228) that might inspire the historical imagi-
nation, as Edwards does, practices of viewing necessitate elaborate
scrutiny.'” One of the issues that interest me in this regard concerns the
ways in which images become catalysts for the articulation of memories
when their owners are not confronted with direct questions by anthro-
pologists about their provenance and identity (‘histories’). I argue that
their capacity for performing as agentive artefacts can by no means be
taken for granted and requires consideration of context and ambiguity.
Without denying that memory is encoded in photographs, let me stress
that we must also pay attention to remembering in terms of something
performed through specific acts or doing things with visual artefacts
(Ryzova, 2015a: 165), such that the emphasis is on unpredictability
and contingency.®

Afterlives

Exploring the affective trajectories of the North Yemeni revolution ethno-
graphically, I present three vignettes related to the photographs kept or
re-imagined by Yemenis who lived through that revolution as children or
young adults, beginning with the story of a man of humble background
who, after studying abroad, became a banker.
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Case 1: Waiting for the revolution: ‘Ali b. Muhammad

‘Ali’s paternal grandfather served as a headman (‘aqil) of one of the
quarters of Sana‘a. With the exception of his father, who worked as an
army clerk, prior to the revolution ‘Ali’s paternal relatives were mostly
soldiers. His father listened regularly to an Egyptian radio service with an
anti-monarchical bias, the Sawt al- ‘Arab (Voice of the Arabs).'* He was a
friend of Iraqi-born Jamal Jamil who served as an officer in Imam Yahya'’s
army but turned against him in 1948.'> The father’s portrait, dating from
the late 1950s, shows him wearing a suit which he had borrowed from his
uncle (Figure 2.1). In those days, the Yemeni leadership wore traditional,
non-European clothes only, and he apparently wanted to make a state-
ment of siding with the ‘progressive’ forces that opposed Western impe-
rialism and the Arab monarchies. He considered the ruler of his time, the
imam, a despot (zalim).'®

A picture from the mid-1950s depicts ‘Ali’s father and grandfa-
ther wearing traditional garments, the young ‘Ali in their midst wearing
an Egyptian-style uniform during id (religious festival) (Figures 2.2 and
2.3).17 He is particularly proud of this image for it presents him in the spirit
of revolutionary effervescence. One of the images that greet visitors enter-
ing his diwan is a photo of ‘Ali’s baby grandson Qasim. Whilst I was compli-
menting him on this cute looking child, ‘Ali hastened to explain that he was

Figure 2.1 ‘Ali b. Muhammad’s father, 1950s. Image re-photographed
by the author and reproduced by permission of ‘Ali bin Muhammad.
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Figure 2.2 The young ‘Ali (centre), his father (left) and grandfather

(right), 1950s. Image re-photographed by the author and reproduced
by permission of ‘Ali bin Muhammad.

Figure 2.3 ‘Ali b. Muhammad wearing an Egyptian-style uniform

a few years before the Egyptian army entered Yemen in 1962. Image
re-photographed by the author and reproduced by permission of ‘Ali bin
Muhammad.
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named after Qasim Amin, the nineteenth-century Egyptian lawyer who had
been one of the founders of the Egyptian national movement.'®

Another photograph shows one of ‘Ali’s relatives, ‘Abdullah
Barakat, when he was a student at the military academy of Sana‘a a few
years prior to the revolution. He continued his studies at the police acad-
emy in Cairo, and later played an important role in the first republican
government as Chief of Police of Sana‘a and minister of the interior in the
mid-1960s. Barakat possessed a camera and the photograph was taken at
his house, using a self-timer (Figure 2.4). Hadi ‘Isa, one of his compan-
ions who is also depicted in the photo, served as the head of the National
Guard (al-haris al-watani) during the revolution and was responsible for
the death of a large number of those accused of ‘despotic rule’ (Serjeant,
1979: 100) who had been declared enemies of the revolution.'® All those
pictured were students of the military academy of Sana‘a during the
1950s and were trained by Major Jamal Jamil.*

According to ‘Ali, these men spearheaded the movement for revo-
lutionary change and were helping to implement it. Barakat was con-
sidered to have brought fame to the family, and it was always he who
initiated marriage proposals on behalf of its members. The very ordinary

Figure 2.4 Students at the military academy of Sana‘a, 1950s. Image
re-photographed by the author and reproduced by permission of ‘Ali bin
Muhammad.
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snapshot of jovial cadets during a break, emphasising male camaraderie
(Figure 2.4), permits those looking at it to ignore the atrocities subse-
quently committed by some of them. However, with hindsight, contem-
porary viewers who suffered profoundly during the revolutionary period
find the grinning of Hadi ‘Isa, the future executioner, disturbing.

The visual images on display in ‘Ali’s diwan celebrate historical
rupture. They demonstrate the family’s desire to confine the imamate to
history. Because gat chews are ‘minipublics’ (Wedeen, 2008: 113) open
to anyone who wishes to attend, the images which adorn ‘Ali’s diwan
are a public endorsement of the portrayed men’s actions and an endur-
ing commitment to the principles of the 1962 revolution. They operate
as performative sites of revolutionary history in line with official inter-
pretations according to which the imams were autocrats and opposed to
political and social reforms (see note 1). ‘Ali’s family was gratified that
their country had joined the Arab republics. Their enduring revolution-
ary subjectivity manifested itself in regular defamatory remarks about
the old hereditary elite, the sada (sg. sayyid) — explaining that they hated
Hadi ‘Isa — and approval of the permanent exile of the surviving mem-
bers of the imam’s House.?! They defended the execution of government
officials, arguing that the creation of a new state necessitated such meas-
ures and that negotiations with them would have been futile.

On another level, however, the photographs in ‘Ali’s diwan are also
testimony to an unfulfilled past and present in the wake of the milita-
risation of society and politics. Besides celebrating the revolution, the
exhibition in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries of the image
of the cadets may also have been intended to send a tacit message of
disapproval of future republican regimes that claimed the legacy of the
revolution for themselves but had - in “Ali’s view — failed to deliver. ‘Ali
attributed some of the murders of politicians he had admired to the
regime of ‘Ali ‘Abdullah Salih (r. 1978-2012), who had claimed to be
‘one of the sons of September’ but had played no role in the revolution.?
By displaying the picture in a prominent place while declining to exhibit
one of the president, which was customary among regime loyalists, ‘Ali
denied the former president ownership of the revolution and fashioned
the present rather than the past as a site of contention. Thus, the image
might have been put to new uses by telling a story of ‘real’ revolutionary
heroes - those who leapt into the dark half a century ago and who in the
eyes of their admirers still rightfully wear the revolutionary mantle. Seen
in this light, remembering via photographs is as much an engagement
with absence as it is for those targeted by the revolution.
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The display of the images of revolutionary heroes in ‘Ali’s house-
hold, which endorse the elimination of the imamate’s ruling elite, con-
trasts with those that speak of the ‘lost presence’ of beloved relatives
who have been ‘disappeared’. In the early 1960s, the disappeared became
an important mobilising point for instating the Yemeni nation-state as a
‘progressive’ and pan-Arab space. The violations inscribed on their bod-
ies and the revolutionary rhetoric around them enabled the imagination
of a militarised state granting inclusive citizenship.

Case 2: Jalila’s disappeared husband

Jalila Agha, wife of Hamud al-Wushali, governor of Ta izz province (na’ib
al-imam) from 1950-62, provided the following testimony:**

When they killed my husband, my youngest daughter was about
three months old. I had been married for seven years. When the
revolution started, the children and I did not leave the house for a
month. The house was continuously watched by soldiers. My hus-
band was taken away in an armoured military vehicle on the first
day of the revolution. Khalas (that’s it). We had no knowledge
of what had happened to him, we were cut off from everything
(ghalaqu ‘alayna). No one was permitted to enter the house.?
Then they allowed my brother to enter with one of the soldiers
who had been watching our house. My brother told us that my
husband had been taken to Sana‘a to see the president. I do not
know what happened thereafter [her voice falters]. For a week
I didn’t know that they had killed him. Ta ibt (I was weary). My
three children were still small. They did not know their father.
My youngest daughter was only three months old. I was mar-
ried for only seven years, five, six, seven ... the revolution came
and we were done, that was the end of it. Then they removed
us from our house and stole things ... furniture, clothes, gold,
anything they could find. I was stressed out. They took us to
another house.

Jalila and her children stayed at the house of a poet whose daughter
had been Hamud al-Wushali’s first wife. The poet suffered a breakdown
and went blind after witnessing the execution of Jalila’s husband and
other friends.*
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Figure 2.5 Sayyid Hamud al-Wushali, early 1950s. Image
re-photographed by the author and reproduced by permission of Jalila
Agha.”

We lived there for fifteen years, fifteen ... Soldiers came to see us
from time to time, in the morning or evening, and asked us ques-
tions, but we didn’t know anything ... they asked us who had
escaped, who had joined the royalists ... we told them no one had
escaped, we didn’t escape and didn’t join the royalists.

The portrait of Jalila’s disappeared husband (Figure 2.5) is prominently
displayed in her diwan and is testimony to arbitrary revolutionary violence.
During our conversation, she told the history of what is absent from the
photograph without referring to it. Our encounter took place beneath it,
but she did not seem conscious of it. While she provided an emotional
account of a life overshadowed by revolution, her intimate memory of her
husband may have been detached from his photograph in her diwan. I was
unable to make out how she related to it; she may not have wished to com-
ment upon her engagement with the image in my presence.

The new reality forced Jalila to become her family’s provider, a role
she had not been prepared for. Her husband’s loyal soldier (‘askari) who
acted as a guard and whose photo is placed opposite the governor’s, had
undertaken to look after his family on the day he was taken away.
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Figure 2.6 Ahmad Qa’id. Image re-photographed by the author and
reproduced by permission of Jalila Agha.

He [Ahmad Qa’id, the ‘askari] stayed with us, he never let us down.
They took him, they jailed and beat him, but he refused to leave us.
They handcuffed him and flogged him and asked him not to return
to us, but he always did. All those who did bad things to us during
the revolution have passed away. Yalla [with a sigh, her intonation
revealing a modicum of pain].*

The governor had asked Ahmad Qa’id (Figure 2.6) to look after his family
during his absence, and he honoured his promise. Various members of
Jalila’s family expressed their gratitude to the soldier for demonstrating
loyalty, bravery and unfailing commitment.?

During my conversation with Jalila, I asked her how her neighbours

treated her after her husband had been taken away, and whether they
provided help:

JA:

Nobody helped us. No single soul. Khalas, ‘ashna [we eked out a liv-
ing] ... I never took any money from either of my two brothers or my
uncle. After al-Hamdi took power, he returned our assets and property
to us and we went back to our house.*” He was a great man. There was
hardly any support. We had very little to live on, but we were patient.
Al-Hamdi helped us, and I had some inheritance from my father. Life
improved slightly when Ahmad [her son] grew up. I was patient.
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GvB:

How were the children at that time?

JA: Al-hamdu li-llah (praise be to God), they studied. Ahmad attended

high school and then studied in Cairo. Nafisa graduated and
Sukayna [her daughters] graduated from the United States, al-
hamdu li-llah (praise be to God).*! They studied, and I taught them
myself. I did everything I could for them as if their father were
alive [inaudible words follow], but I refused to get married again.
People used to come [and asked for her hand], but I stayed with my
children ... khalas [with very low voice, almost inaudible] I refused
for the sake of my children.

Thus, although Jalila uses the language of victimhood, this should not
lead us to deny her agency with which she inhabits her experience of loss.
She refused all future marriage proposals in order to nurture her children.
Rather than becoming a dependant, she acted as her family’s provider while
Ahmad Qa’id continued to guard the house and carried out tasks that con-
vention prescribed as male, such as running errands in the market.

GvB:

JA:

GVB:

JA:

GvB:

JA:

Did the children often ask about their father?

They grew up knowing only me and the soldier who was staying
with us. They didn’t know their father. I used to provide them with
everything, good food, nice clothes, and school uniforms, they
didn’tlack anything. I provided them with everything, so they didn’t
feel their father was missing. Khalas. When they grew up, there was
no father. When they were young, they did not understand what it
means to have a father or not to have a father. When they grew up,
they began to understand.

Did you explain it to them?

Yes, I talked to them, and they learned about what happened from
their schoolmates and from the neighbours ... they were told they
didn’t have a father, but this was children’s talk at the school.

Did you learn anything about your husband’s burial site?

No, no I did not learn anything about that. We do not know
where he is buried — [with raised voice] ma-fi ayyi haja (noth-
ing whatsoever). We did not speak to the authorities [about this
matter] nor to anyone else. People are scared, no one dares to
ask, so there’s no one to talk to and I had no one [with low voice].
Khalas, they killed him, they took him ... [with low voice, after a
brief pause] what can we do, who should we talk to, there is no one
to talk to. Yalla [sighs and pauses].
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Over the years some government officials who approved of the revolu-
tion became critical of the way in which it was instituted. One of them
reflected on his encounter with Jalila’s husband, Hamud al-Wushali, in
his early adolescence:*

Our school was besieged by the imam’s soldiers. The imam sent the
governor, Hamud al-Wushali, twice to convince us to abandon the
strike. I was among three students who shouted when al-Wushali
was talking to us. Later I graduated with distinction and asked
the governor for a job. However, he remembered me from those
days and told me to ask ‘Abd al-Nasser [the Egyptian president]
for a job instead. I was about sixteen years old when the revolu-
tion broke out. In those days we hoped that al-Wushali would be
killed. [When some fifteen years ago I told him that al-Wushali left
behind a young widow and three children, he was almost tearing
up. When we spoke again in the spring of 2020, he explained that
in those days the value of a human being was not on the students’
minds.] Al-Wushali never committed any wrongdoing. He was truly
a very humble man. Allah yirhamuh (May God bless him). He was
killed because an army commander had his eye on his house in the
Jahmaliyya quarter of Ta'izz.*® This was one of the big mistakes
of the new regime. It killed many innocent people without a trial.
None of those who were executed were given the opportunity to
declare whether they were with or against the revolution.

(Case 3: Revolutionary timescapes: Umhani al-Shaybani

Like Jalila, Umhani al-Shaybani, daughter of a senior official who served
in Imam Yahya’s and Ahmad’s governments, was forced to abandon her
home in 1962. After her father was arrested and one of her brothers exe-
cuted, the family was ousted from their house and had to live in cramped
conditions in a much smaller one. The soldiers who had entered their
house after their departure stripped it of everything: valuables, doors,
electrical wires, books and photographs.

After soldiers had looted our house, we were taken by night to
another. We had to leave at night because the women had no
sharshaf (outdoor garment) left. They covered themselves with bed
sheets. There were times when there were forty women and no men
in the house because all were in jail.
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When the revolution began, Umhani’s father’s soldiers (who acted mainly
as guards) ran away. Later the family found one of their photographs in
the house of the soldier who had acted as her father’s office messenger.
The soldier’s acquisition of the family’s personal photographs gave him
access to what had always been hidden from the sight of unrelated men.**
Appropriating them was a means not only of maintaining control over the
family but also of humiliating them. In spite of discovering a precious arte-
fact deemed lost, a potential heirloom, Umhani’s sisters, dismayed at this
violation of their privacy and the soldier’s disloyalty, tore it up: a symbolic
act of removing the shame that resulted from a male stranger’s gazing at
unrelated women via their images.* Their concern can be conceptualised
in accordance with Gell’s terms: indexes, including photographs, borrow
their agency from an external source, in this case the women who were
always hidden from the soldiers’ sight (Gell, 1998: 36). This performative
act, minor in comparison to other forms of violence meted out to the fam-
ily, permits us to envisage history as partly determined by struggles occur-
ring at the level of the visual (Pinney, 2005: 265; Kalantzis, 2019: 9).

After Umhani’s house (referred to by the family as the bayt al-kabir,
the big house) had been taken over by Egyptian officers and army barracks
were set up in their garden, the soldiers were shown films on a large screen
at night as a distraction from the war. The house the family occupied at
that time was in close proximity to the old one. As soon as Umhani’s father
was asleep, the women of the house switched off the lights and, also seek-
ing a diversion from reality, watched the movies through the window of
their new quarters, which were nearby. The Yemeni republican army’s for-
eign auxiliary forces and the victims of the revolution unwittingly found
themselves sharing the films — a crossing of spatio-temporal boundaries.
Umbhani’s introduction to a hitherto unknown public culture constituted
an accidental fallout from the revolution.** Much later she and I saw one
of the films together on television and the story came out.

The albums that had been stolen by soldiers after the family was
forced to leave their home have gained a life of their own in Umhani’s
memory world. The reimagined pre-revolutionary albums and the
one that contains images of more recent times have shaped her post-
revolutionary self in equal measure, whereby loss is felt across tempo-
ral horizons. The material images that disappeared are being evoked
in the process of memorisation. Umhani visualises herself sitting on a
horse; her father and other officials on special occasions; herself wear-
ing cross-gender clothes at ‘fancy dress parties’ (hafalat tanakuri),
photographed by her brother Isma‘il in the garden. Those visuals con-
stitute an imaginary geography of pre-revolutionary life without being
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romanticised. Because republican soldiers took them along with other
artefacts, Umhani does not possess a photo of her brother Ahmad who
was executed. In view of the analogous materiality of the body and the
image (or ‘personhood’ in Gell’s terms [1998: 222]), Ahmad’s body van-
ished twice. Creating ‘absence’, the hand that removed his image from
his house also eradicated his body, never to be made available for burial.

Umbhani reasoned that Ahmad’s son Hamza may have salvaged a pho-
tograph of his father. For years I have been wondering about this photo’s life
cycle, assuming that Hamza had rescued it from the house before the family
was forced to depart from it. When I finally managed to speak to Hamza,
Ilearnt that in the 1950s his uncle Khalid, who served as a diplomat abroad,
took photographs of Ahmad and other family members that are now in
Hamza’s possession. While visiting Khalid in 1962, Hamza sent a picture
taken of him with his uncle to his father on the occasion of id al-adha (a
major religious festival) (Figure 2.7). He did not obtain confirmation that
he received it, and never asked his mother whether he had. This uncertainty
is another form of troubling absence for him. Hamza remains in exile where
some of those photographs are on display in his study.®”

The plastic folder where Umhani keeps her photographs (which
I refer to as her ‘album’) does not contain any photographs from the
1960s, the period of revolutionary turmoil and civil war. There is a

Figure 2.7 Yemeni boy visiting his uncle abroad shortly before the
revolution. Image re-photographed by the author and reproduced by
permission of Umhani al-Shaybani.
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marked discrepancy between her memories and what the images rep-
resent. The album does not mirror her family’s fragility and precarious-
ness in the early post-revolutionary period, unsure about their location in
republican Yemen. In fact, it testifies to the success story of a family that
was closely affiliated with the ancien régime but was in favour of reforms
and understood the new zeitgeist early on. Some of the young generation,
born in the late 1930s, had already left the country before the revolu-
tion in search of modern education. Even while suffering profound dis-
crimination after the revolution, they were determined to accommodate
themselves to the new order and to prosper. However, the sensibilities
harboured by Umhani speak to scarred memories of both the more distant
and recent past. The photo taken of the old house well over a decade after
the revolution reminds Umhani of the hardship endured during the early
revolutionary years rather than the dawn of a brighter future during the
era of President al-Hamdi.*® Contemplating her sister-in-law’s accident,
the photograph of her brother Muhsin and their children, now bereft of a
wife and mother, and the one depicting her and her mother who suffered
from illness for decades, she remains silent and invokes God.

The images are neither placed in a specific order nor do they have
captions. Umhani struggles to identify persons, places and time frames.
She shows me a photo of her mother.

U:  She was lovely, she was already sick (ta ‘bana) then.

GvB: Who took the photo?

U: My sisters took it in Aden or some place like that. And this is my
brother Ibrahim and I in Prague [where he studied]. Look at this
photo, I resemble my mother, [taken] some fifteen years ago, when
I'was in America. [Showing me another one, she asked me to guess
who is shown.] This is me [making me laugh]. She is dressed like a
qabili [countryman].* This was the haflat al-tanakuri [a fun event
dedicated to girls’ gender cross-dressing sometimes taking place
before weddings].*° This is my brother Khalid, my uncle [‘ammi]
Muhammad al-Mansur ...* This is ... she died ...

Her voice being suppressed by grief, I barely understood the name she
uttered. She is again talking about Fatima, her brother Muhsin’s wife who
had died in a car accident not too long before I came to visit. ‘See, how
lovely [she was] ... oh, I've become so weary of troubles (ta iba). This is
me in the big house, my brother took it.” This was probably one of the first
photographs taken in that house after it had been returned to the family in
the 1970s. When I asked Umhani how long she had stayed in the small one,
she answered with a high-pitched voice. ‘Five years, after the revolution’. It
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seemed to me that she did not like to remember those days. ‘After the revo-
lution we moved to the small house which is now the house of my brother
‘Ali, we left the large one’. She mentioned the forced evacuation repeti-
tively and remained resentful of it throughout her life. ‘They [the revo-
lutionaries] took the big house and everything else. The Egyptians were
living in the big house, the devilish military (al-shaytan al- ‘askariyya)’.

On another day, when we were not looking at photographs, Umhani
shared other pertinent memories of the time following the family’s
expulsion from their home. Following the detention of her brother ‘Abd
al-Karim, who graduated from the Police Academy where he had sub-
sequently been employed, Umhani took it upon herself to save his life.*?

During the ayyam al-masriyyin (‘the time of the Egyptians’), as Umhani
calls them, ‘Abd al-Karim was arrested on the orders of ‘Abdullah Barakat,
the Chief of Police. ‘Abd al-Karim was imprisoned in a house that had been
confiscated from one of the imam’s daughters, and he was in danger of exe-
cution. ‘T wrote to Barakat that ‘Abd al-Karim’s nanny was going to visit him
and bring him food.” Umhani dressed like an old, frail woman and went to
see her brother. She had stuck a note under his food explaining his escape
route via a large tree in the garden. Then they jailed all the other brothers,
and the small house was inhabited mainly by women. While narrating these
events, she handed me his picture, clasping her thigh (Figure 2.8).

Figure 2.8 Graduate of the Police Academy, 1963. Image
re-photographed by the author and reproduced by permission of
Umbhani al-Shaybani.
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When I visited Umhani after having purchased copies of photo-
graphs produced by Ahmad ‘Umar al-Absi, a Yemeni photographer who
had taken pictures of Imam Ahmad in the 1950s, she was keen to inspect
them. In northern Yemen executions had been photographed since the
early 1940s. Looking at the images of executed men, Umhani believed
these were killed in 1962. ‘Who executed them? The imam? Oh ...I"*?
The images caused her to reminisce about the autumn of 1962, which
had brought disaster t