Background: As one exemplar of a post-modern approach to writing and research, Professor Hecht assigned our “Phenomenology of Religious Studies” class Michael Taussig’s My Cocaine Museum.  The assignment was to (in one page) identify the central thesis, critique the approach, and place it in the context of other works we had studied in our Religious Studies methodologies classes.  I tried to design a paper that would appropriately reflect the paradoxes of straightforwardly addressing the request of the assignment.  Boldface passages are all quotes from Taussig’s book.  The class was very helpful and good-natured in accepting my dramatic reading of this paper complete with communal preparation and sipping of mate de coca (coca-leaf tea, quite legal).  There is no missing final period.  I have included a few quotes from the book at the end which may suggest some of the feel of the book for those who have not read it.  
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, which is a technique he coyly conceals. The reader, whether of books or nature, passes into that which is being read.  (29)  [We travel to ¶2: the Drug Room] Is this travel?  It seems more like a physiological test.  (191)  Benjamin has his hashish, I have Malbec, but Taussig admits no cocaine.  He does not inhale, yet his pages are sprinkled with the rambling stream-of-conscious and free-association rush of this fetishized powder and, reflexively, with himself.  Perhaps, like abstemious Nietzsche, his only drugs are those of internal passion: observation and outrage. His method, like his prose, reflects a paradoxical geography: were I a fish, I could swim up the coast from Mulattos a hundred miles to Buenaventura, a few thousand more miles, hugging the coast and I’d be home in San Buenaventura; were I a bird I could fly towards Polaris, like a missile until I descend mid-way between Baltimore and Philadelphia.  How you travel  determines where you wind up.  Taussig, in undocumented fashion, crosses the map-imposed border of academic verification and asserts that “the United States [is] the most incarcerated society in the world” (273).  With what authority does he assert this? Whether citing B. Traven or Kilgore Trout, Taussig lets his references and citations roam freely.  Like a stone skipping across water, his documentation leaves ripples at seemingly sporadic intervals.  Taussig does not provide (does not have faith in) maps; he prefers we swim or fly via the landscape of his words, instinctively, without thinking destination.  But there is a destination; we will be guided to discover the placeness of place which JZ Smith denies.  “This is a story about a prison island” (273).  

[We enter ¶1: the Prison Island Room]  Is this the central room of the museum?  Why presuppose a museum such as this has a central room?  Let us, instead experience the question raised by the room we are in: What is a prison island?  Is it an abstract, academic, intellectual location built for those guilty of having read Heidegger and Freud?  Is it an island in which a man will pay a merchant for a keychain made by a prisoner, but not pay a prisoner for a story about making keychains?  Is it the authorial voice, calling for rescue, hoping to turn the surrounding waters to ice (water made of stone) thereby annihilating the alienation of the prison island?  Such a rescue would require great magic.  Thus Taussig, Adorno, Benjamin transform themselves into three magi attempting to turn the apotropaic Gorgon’s head on modernity; but why?  The crisis of modernity is a conceit of the aged and the dead.  Do they seek to colonize the savage coasts of our minds with a leftist-humanist-post-modern rhetoric?   Does the catastrophic spell of things alienate?  At times, Taussig is acutely aware of his alienation in this malarial miasma of Colombia: “although he depends on being there, and although the grit of the place is what seeps into every particle of his writerly being, [the locations] are as foreign to him as a rank outsider and hence quite fabulous, like a stage set, allowing him to work out even more precisely what he needs to say…” (273).  

This is as good a room as any in which to begin our tour of my Taussig Museum.  Welcome to the Mimesis Room. [We enter ¶3: the Mimesis Room]  All around pools of water and sheets of gold, reflecting images like fun-house mirrors: trickery to make people aware of what they already know but don’t know. (xiii)  Reflections which force us to be grappling with … how nonfiction and fiction refuse to stay neatly separated.  (65) My Cocaine Museum does not … try to tease apart nature from culture, real stuff from the made-up stuff, but instead accepts the life-and death play of nature with second nature as an irreducible reality so as to let that curious play express itself all the more eloquently. (xviii)   Taussig’s writing on the wall of this room is a confession: “When you write, you feel you’re short-changing reality.  It’s not even half the truth.  And the more you write, the more it slips away.”  (306)   Taussig’s writing is faked.  While recognizable as faked … it is nevertheless effective, yet in saying as much, is he not faking even more, playing the ultimate trick, merely pretending to expose the trick of “voice” while leaving us hanging on the uncertainty of the contradiction by which its fakery makes for truth?  (63)  As I see it, there are two steps and one trick involved here, the trick that determines the fate of humanity.  The first step is to observe and then imitate nature.  The second is to go beyond imitation and become one with what you are imitating, … . Here imitation undergoes a radical development.  It passes from being outside to being inside, in fact, becoming Other.  Imitation becomes immanence.  (80)  Is this, then what we, as scholars, and humans are to do?  Is mimesis, of JZ Smith, of Tillich, of Eliade, the method we are to adopt, the technique we are to embody?  While Taussig may seem to be radically separating himself from convention, he is obsessed with imitation and mimesis

I am the first white man handing out beads, cloth, and guns to these semi-naked barbarians living off hope and fearing strange gods… . I shall write a book about their cruel customs and become famous. (7)

Hence the restraint in thee display case in our Cocaine Museum with nothing more than a black ski mask, an orange Stihl chain saw, and a lap top computer… (18)

[Benjamin’s] need for a “dialectical optic” that discerns the mystery in the everyday, no less than the everydayness of the mystery. (25)

As I turned to go back, I began to feel curiously at home and cozy in the mine, perhaps because I knew I was on the way out and could start to reflect on this as an experience that I now hand over to you.  (105)

Why this urge of the intellect to dissolve matter’s materiality into smaller and smaller parts?  Why this urge to understand understanding as dividing and subdividing like this until one decides to call it quits when the parts become part/icles? (228)

A handful of facts that could refer to most anything and nothing.  (240)

Benjamin once likened his quotation-out-of-context method not so much to pearl divers as to highwaymen robbing travelers of their opinions. (261)

Transgression thrives on subverting norms and these transgressive substances, like art and magic, belong to no one kingdom of being but gain their power from moving, like water, between them all…  (267)

Maybe you can think of some to add:  (283)

Figuring out … what costs Mother Earth has incurred due to the wrongdoings of human beings.  (xiv)

Gold and cocaine are fetishes, which is to say substances that seem to be a good deal more than mineral or vegetable matter. … And this is how I want My Cocaine Museum to speak as well -- as a fetish. (xviii)

