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Abstract: This article explores discourses surrounding the modernisation of the state and the formation of national literature in nineteenth-century Colombia, examining the racism at the heart of both, particularly in their representation of Afro-Colombian inhabitants of the lower Magdalena River. Then, drawing on recent accounts of plebeian politicization, and in a reading of selected poems from Candelario Obeso’s Cantos populares de mi tierra (1877), it argues that beyond functioning as the medium through which criollos interpellated subalterns as alienated subjects, republican ideology also served as the grounds upon which Afro-Colombians contested exclusion and negotiated forms of political inclusion.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]For José María Vergara y Vergara – founder of El Mosaico [1858-1972], the first journal to promote a national literature in Colombia – literary traditions were themselves like rivers. In his Historia de la literatura en Nueva Granada (1867) he followed the Romantic ethos of the day in affirming that a genuinely ‘Colombian’ literature would have to take root in popular traditions. Yet, for Vergara, ‘whosoever took the trouble to compile plainsmen’s ballads or “negro” songs would be transported back to Spanish literature, just as the waters of the River Meta lead into the Orinoco’ (Vergara, [1867] 1957: 84. All translations mine). Once purified of their infelicities and subsumed within these larger originary matrices, he contended, such ‘minor literatures’ would ultimately nourish a national spirit originating not in Colombia’s American subsoil but in Spain’s venerable customs. It was the grammarian’s task to oversee this purification. Indeed, as Miguel Antonio Caro wrote later in the century – confirming Angel Rama’s observation of the entrenched perception of continuity between grammar and power (Rama, 1998) – the achievement of order in the future would require ‘fixing, cleansing and giving lustre to the meaning of words in order to prevent the entry into circulation of immoral ideas’ (Caro in Von der Walde, 1997: 78). 
	As indicated by the racial over-determination of his terms, Vergara’s literary project envisaged a republican future coterminous with a ‘whitening’ of its population and a return to Hispanic traditions. Writing about the poetry from the lower reaches of the Magdalena River (Colombia’s principal waterway connecting Andean centres to sites of power and exchange on both sides of the Atlantic), he poured particular scorn on the songs of the bogas: Afro-Hispanic and Afro-Indigenous boatmen who dominated transport on the river between the late colonial period and the consolidation of steam in the 1870s (Montaña, 1996: 42–43; Posada Carbó, 1989). Writing on boga songs Vergara slips between the questionable view that bogas lacked an awareness of history and a call to erase the boga from history altogether, highlighting an affinity between literary criticism and eugenics not uncommon at the time. Hence he looked forward to a time when steam-driven transport would displace ‘the coarse form of transport known as the champán and with it, the coarsest of our national types, the boga: […] a tall, muscular man of colour, savage in his customs, and sole rival of the caiman’ (Vergara, [1867] 1957: 86).  
Prominent writers including Jorge Isaacs, Rufino José Cuervo, and Eugenio Díaz Castro shared this hostility towards the boga (Nieto and Riaño, 2011: 198–203; Valdelamar Sarabia and Ortiz Cassiani 2009). Indeed, their ritual dehumanisation of the boga (a sina qua non of much nineteenth-century writing) was central to literary contributions to the creation of a racist ‘habitus’ out of which elite subjectivities were formed (Palacios, 2010: 169-172). Yet it often encoded divergent views, not only on republican management of transatlantic flows of people and capital (Martínez, 2001), but also on the modernising reforms introduced by Liberal President Gen. José Hilario López after 1849, including the abolition of slavery, the introduction of federal rule, the secularisation of education, and the redistribution of church lands. Such disagreements would prevent Liberalism becoming the hegemonic model it became elsewhere in Latin America, and give rise to no fewer than four civil wars between 1849 and 1880 (Safford and Palacios, 2002: 188–238; Tirado Mejía, 2007: 63–74). What is important is that the disqualification of the boga as embodiment of social and linguistic chaos supports Cristina Rojas’ identification of a ‘monolingualism’ at the heart of the lettered city’s vertically-imposed ‘civilising’ ideals (Rojas, 2002: 1–18), and one that exceeds all emergent forms of political and cultural diglossia in the period (Rama, 1988: 52-60). 
	For Manuel María Madiedo – whose polemical critiques of radical Liberals led to his adoption as an ideologue of the Conservative party – manumissions without the guidance of the Church to ‘civilise’ ex-slaves could only lead to anarchy. The boga embodied such anarchy. In La maldición (1862), Madiedo’s protagonist Carlos returns from studying in Paris to the port of Mompox where, still burdened by a childhood trauma, he seeks self-renewal in explorations of the river’s forested margins. Driven by memories of a childhood tale, he enlists a group of bogas to take him to a mysterious tributary known as ‘the other-worldly stream’. On approaching this space his bogas desert him out of fear of encountering the ‘Mohán’, a mythical creature half man, half beast, terror of fishermen, and seducer of virgins (Ocampo, 1998: 266-270). Ignoring their fears, the ‘enlightened’ Carlos climbs the stream’s waterfalls where he meets a white anchorite living in natural harmony with his former slaves. While the bogas perform lewd dances in Mompox – still ‘slaves’ to primitive belief and base instinct – the anchorite teaches Carlos that republican liberty and equality can only be founded on a spirit of Christian fraternity. 
	Liberal-identified authors also decried boga orality, concupiscence, and materialism, but placed a greater emphasis than their Conservative counterparts on the boga’s hindrance of the flow of capital along the river. Narrating his descent of the Magdalena in his Viajes de un colombiano en Europa (1862), José María Samper – Colombia’s foremost Liberal intellectual and later convert to the Liberal-Conservative Regeneración movement – extolled the democratic achievements of the Republic while at the same time celebrating laissez-faire economics as a panacea to entrenched cultural divisions between ‘noise’ and signification, orality and writing, and in terms that reified these divisions, despite such modern rhetoric, in racialising idiom. Unlike Vergara, Samper sees the Magdalena flowing into a distinctly cosmopolitan trans-Atlantic future, and champions steam travel as a harbinger of progress that will erode the boga’s monopoly over river transport. Steam represents pure dynamism, the linear ‘dynamism’ of modernity, and will generate an international ‘ebb and flow of ideas about institutional practices, customs, literature, science and industry’ (Samper, [1862] 2006: 10). By contrast, a currulao he sees bogas dancing at the river’s edge near Mompox is evidence that parts of the nation are still stuck in (and should remain consigned to) an archaic past. While the steamboat indexes the telos of progress, this Afro-Colombian dance represents ‘stasis in movement’, animal life in ‘vegetal stagnancy… a purely mechanical way of being’ ([1862] 2006: 23-24). Singing to the tune of La Marseillaise and God Save the Queen, his desire is to see the free flow of foreign capital and ideas drown out the noise of the diabolical currulao, and to erase such reminders of Colombia’s ‘barbaric’ past. 
	What these writings share, beyond their ‘infrahumanisation of the boga’ is an anxiety to shore up the republic’s internal borders precisely at the moment at which they proclaimed the erasure, through trade, of those external borders separating the nation from a purportedly cosmopolitan world order (Martínez, 2001: 75–76; 203-218). To this end they appeal to an ‘archi-political’ distribution of political labour within the republic according a fixed hierarchy of pre-determined roles in which distinct subjects must always remain within their ‘proper’ place (Rancière, 1999: 65–70). Here the lines of inclusion and exclusion are drawn across racial groups’ purportedly unequal powers of language and reason, inherited largely from late colonial readings of Bouffon’s Histoire Naturelle (1794), European travel reports, as well as from Gobineau’s Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races (1855) (on the geographical distribution of ‘race’ in Samper see D’Allemand, 2012: 23-33; on the acoustic ‘ecologies’ of the Magdalena see Ochoa, 2014: 31-72). They are also projected onto the ‘natural’ shores of the nation’s principal river. These writers’ desire is to preserve the republic at a distance from these shores, to save it from ruin by ‘haul[ing it] on to dry land, set[ting it] down on terra firma’ (Rancière, 2007: 1). Importantly, however, and what I shall advance in this article, is that the Magdalena’s shores also constituted the mise-en-scène for dramatic appropriations of republican discourse, and by those same Afro-Colombian plebeians who, in lettered discourse, seemed to embody the anarchic outer limits of the nation’s political modernity. 
	Beyond functioning as the smoke and mirrors through which criollos sought to interpellate plebeians as agents of their own subjection, the early constitutional enshrinement of republican fiats of liberty, equality and fraternity allowed many plebeians to negotiate positions of power in the republic. Contact with ex-slaves who had earned their freedom during Cartagena’s independence in 1811, and with workers from Haiti, where French revolutionary ideas had been crucial in founding an independent black Republic, also instilled in riparian populations of free men expectations of political equality that criollos could not afford to ignore (Lasso, 2007: 10). After the formal abolition of slavery in 1852, plebeians not only negotiated personal and collective claims through these republican watchwords, but also used the ‘rough-and-tumble of negotiation [to change] the ways of thinking, speaking, and conducting politics’ (Sanders, 2004: 5). Indeed, given that class, race, and party affiliation divided political power in the period, it was a culture of inter-class bargaining, and not the project of any unified elite, that was hegemonic during the second half of the century (Sanders, 2004: 124). It is within this context of plebeian bargaining – and against a backdrop of repeated civil confrontations – that I situate Cantos populares de mi tierra (1877), the most celebrated collection of the Afro-Colombian poet Candelario Obeso (1849-1884). (References are to Peñas’s 2007 edition, and the loose interlineal translations my own.) 

Candelario Obeso and his critics 
Obeso’s life story is itself an indicator both of the possibilities of political participation open to Afro-Colombians in the mid-century, and of their ongoing exclusion by Andean lettered prejudice. Born in the river port of Mompox in 1849, three years before the abolition of slavery, and as the son of a black washerwoman and a white lawyer, he would study in Bogotá in 1867, first at Gen. Mosquera’s military college, then at the National University. In the 1870s he became a teacher, and during this period produced, in addition to Cantos populares de mi tierra (1877), numerous translations, and the collections Lecturas para tí (1878) and Lucha de la vida (1882). He was given a ministerial post in Panamá between 1872 and 1874, obtained the rank of captain for his role in the Liberal victory over the Conservatives at the Battle of Garrapata in the civil war of 1876, and was awarded a consular post in Tours in 1881. Notwithstanding these achievements, he lived most of his life in poverty, and was frequently ostracised within lettered circles, despite letrados’ familiarity with his oeuvre, and comparisons of Obeso with his contemporaries Isaacs and Díaz Castro (see Valdelamar Sarabia and Cassiani Ortiz 2009 on Obeso’s ‘othering’ as an intellectual). 
Despite biographical references to Obeso’s participation in political confrontations in the 1870s, early criticism of the Cantos reinforced elite prejudices regarding Afro-Colombians’ marginality to political life, insisting on its erotic preoccupations alone. Juan de Dios Uribe recalls first encountering Obeso in 1878 in Bogotá’s Plaza de Bolívar distributing pamphlets defending the recently ousted Radical and self-proclaimed socialist, President Manuel Murillo Toro: ‘Obeso idolised that great man’, he tells us (Uribe and Restrepo, 1886: 6). Yet his subsequent fixation on Obeso’s obsessional love for a ‘young white lady who no doubt never met him’ (7) displaces all mention of this evident politicisation: ‘Each period in Obeso’s life’, he asserts, ‘was marked by a different romance’ (3). Uribe’s effort to ‘cure him of that outlandish, fanciful lovesickness’ (9) redoubles that displacement of politics onto the erotic, further testifying to his reproduction of that ‘archi-political’ conviction according to which men of colour had no time for politics. If for Uribe, Obeso’s pursuit of a white señorita was dangerously misguided, and ‘sadly overwhelmed him to the point that he lost his mind’, his death at the side of Zenaida, a black maidservant, seemed to give closure to his life by restoring him to his ‘natural’ origins (8, 10).
	Later criticism of the Cantos, despite its aversion to such racism, often unintentionally reproduces this whitewashing of political reference. In his pioneering work on black writing in Latin America, Richard Jackson identifies in the collection’s incorporation of Caribbean orality an instance of ‘talking real Negro’ that anticipates the ‘poesía negrista’ of Obeso’s Cuban admirer, Nicolás Guillén. Qualifying the work as a series of ‘authentic vignettes inspired by popular rhythms and song forms from their time and place’ (Jackson, 1979: 55), he notes its nostalgic mood, its preoccupation with ‘black pride and black identity’ (59-60), and its attachment to the values of the Colombian coast, yet says nothing of its politics. In his more comprehensive study of Obeso’s poetry, Laurence Prescott offers a more nuanced assessment, noting in particular Obeso’s divided allegiances between the regional culture of the lower Magdalena, and his simultaneous endorsement of the democratic achievements of the Liberal republic (his celebration, for example, of the abolition of slavery in 1852). Yet, in foregrounding Obeso’s privileging of regional over national matters, he under-emphasises the poems’ movement between these areas of interest. 
	In ‘The Doves’ (‘Lo palomo’) – Cantos’ opening poem, which deploys oxymoron in allegorising black solidarity under the sign of the white doves’ natural spirit of collaboration – Prescott rightly reads a romantic attachment to Mompox and its environs. In ‘Canto der montará’ (‘Song of the wild man’) he perceives a similarly romantic encoding of the rural as ‘habitual, natural and free of artifice’ (Prescott, 1985: 82). These readings undoubtedly challenge Samper’s view of the ‘vegetative’ nature of plebeian life in the coastal wetlands. Yet when offered as evidence of the Afro-Colombian’s ‘natural’ aversion to politics – for Prescott, ‘the man of colour prefers to stay … at a distance from the goings-on of the nation’s agitated political and social life’ (87) – they come unfortunately close to reproducing the racial prejudice underpinning republican distributions of the sensible. Indeed, the conflation of Obeso’s racial and regional sensibilities has the unintended effect of reifying the location of Afro-Colombian liberty beyond the margins of the polis. If in the city ‘he is ill adapted because he cannot cease to be who he is’ (92), in the polis, by implication, he was always a fish out of water. 
	In an analysis that significantly informs my own, Carlos Jáuregui reads Cantos in Benjaminian terms as a ‘window’ onto a redemptive ‘image of the past’ (Jáuregui, 1999: 568). He notes its subversion of the literary nation-building project, but warns that this subversion is only partial. Obeso doubly distances himself from this project, he argues, first by critiquing republican myths of racial harmony (to which I shall return), and then, by usurping the criollo intellectual’s self-assigned place as translator of popular speech. Thus, while in El matadero (1838-41), María (1867) or Martín Fierro (1879), popular language merely served to give elite ideology a dusting of ‘local colour’, Cantos identifies its primary, literary material in ‘all that against which nineteenth-century notions of “literarity” sought definition’ (581). Yet Obeso’s original reframing of popular qua literary culture is, for Jáuregui, also a source of ‘failure’, as it evidences his seduction by the same romantic, national-building idiom that constituted the margins from and against which he wrote. 
	While Jáuregui rightly questions the belief that romantic regionalism might ground a ‘“subversion” of “the literary” from within Literature itself’ (581), I would like to shift the focus of his argument slightly in order to explore instead how the poet’s appeal to republican principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity shows how these principles could be turned into the grounds for negotiating equality in the Liberal republic, and for democratising a still non-consensual national project. Six of Cantos’ seventeen poems, I argue (‘Epresió re mi Amitá’, ‘Epropiación re uno córigos’, ‘Serenata’, ‘Parábola’, ‘Arió’, and ‘Canción der boga ausente’) shed light on intense popular investment in the struggle over the meanings of such republican principles in the second half of the nineteenth century. Furthermore, by speaking back to elite urban writings from the nation’s unstable symbolic and geographic margins, they also challenge said writings’ alignment of political labour with ‘white’ speech and reason. In this they illuminate how popular poetry constituted a space where plebeians ‘experienced the drama of recognition as an interlacing of submissions and resistances, challenges and complicities’ (Martín-Barbero in Rojas, 2002: 73), as well as how marginal voices gained empowerment in creatively ‘double voicing’ the Colombian lettered city’s monolingual ‘will to civilization’ (Rojas, 2002: 71). Obeso’s performance of the boga’s errantry between margin and polis, I would like to add, underscores the poet’s reframing of the Magdalena’s shores as symbolic sites where the foundational arché of the lettered polis was often subjected to the democratising an-arché of popular political negotiation.  

Political Subjectivation and the Poetic Appropriation of Republican Codes		
Central to processes of political subjectivation by which plebeian subjects in nineteenth-century Colombia staked out claims to be counted as equals, was the activity of disputation in the terms of formal constitutional representations. In his reflections on democracy in On The Shores of Politics (2007) Jacques Rancière describes in similar terms the reasoning used by striking Parisian tailors in 1833 to protest their employers’ refusal to heed demands for improved rates of pay, working hours and conditions. The obvious conclusion to be drawn from this refusal was that the words of the Charter of 1830, according to which ‘all French people are equal before the law’, were illusory – ‘empty’ ideology, as it were – and that the equality they asserted was ‘merely a façade designed to mask the reality of inequality’ (Rancière, 2007: 46). Instead of drawing this conclusion, the workers demanded either that the charter be changed such that it read ‘the French people are not equal’, or that their employers speak and act in accordance with that premise. The power of such syllogistic logic, Rancière writes, ‘is that it no longer opposes word to deed or form to reality’: 

	It opposes word to word and deed to deed. Taking what is usually thought of as something to be dismissed, as a groundless claim, it transforms it into its opposite – into the grounds for a claim, into a space open to dispute. (Rancière, 2007: 47)

Turning that formal declaration of equality into the grounds for the negotiation of collective claims, the workers demanded the verification of those declarations in order to achieve recognition as equals. According to Marixa Lasso’s work on the search for racial equality in Colombia between 1795 and 1831, and James Sanders’ research into political bargaining between 1848 and 1886, Afro-Colombian plebeians’ demands for this kind of verification of republican axioms continually reshaped their relationship with political leaders. 
	Nationalist appeals to unity by criollo patriots may initially have been aimed merely to attract the support of free men during the Wars of Independence (promises enshrined in the Constitution of 1821, but rendered hollow, it would seem, by Bolívar’s infamous anxieties about democracy ‘degenerating’ into ‘pardocracy’). Yet notions of unity and equality, as Marixa Lasso shows, soon acquired strong racial dimensions, and were held up as emblems of the Republic’s antipathy to the racial divisions associated with Spanish despotism (Lasso, 2007; 20-21). While declarations of racial harmony could, of course, maintain and conceal forms of social inequality, they could also ‘significantly empower the disenfranchised’ (13). As Lasso documents in her scrutiny of court cases involving accusations of ‘race hatred’ and discrimination, the association of ‘racial harmony’ with republican virtue could also allow free men of colour significant avenues for attaining equality. Subjects such as Tomasico Aguirre – who contested his imprisonment for desertion from an estate acquired by new criollo masters after his involvement in the wars of Independence – could obtain freedom by citing their mistreatment as an affront to ‘racial harmony’ (99–101). Others like Remigio Márquez (made a colonel after the Wars of Independence, and later commander of Mompox) could use the same principles to defend the interests of poor co-citizens. Indeed, the notion of racial equality, to which subjects like Aguirre and Márquez appealed, was so deeply embedded in republican ideology that to oppose it could involve accusations of treason (67).
	By the middle of the century, political bargaining of this sort had, as Sanders argues, become ‘less personalistic, more public, more programmatic, and most important, republican’ (Sanders, 2004: 3). Successful politicians knew that they would need to negotiate with plebeians if they were to obtain support for their campaigns. Yet plebeians ‘used bargaining to reframe elite republicanism, often significantly democratising it to better suit the needs and visions of Colombia’s lower classes’ (Sanders, 2004: 4). By 1851, the year before all slaves were officially emancipated, Liberal juntas de manumisión were publically granting slaves their freedom and inviting free men to participate in the sociedades democráticas (workers’ societies set up to provide support for José Hilario López’s presidential campaign) where they would learn the meanings of liberalism, republicanism, and democracy. Those same sociedades themselves performed manumissions, which often ended with free men of colour parading the Tricolor and speeches about liberty, fraternity and equality (Sanders, 2004: 66–69). Again, while intended to garner support for the party, these occasions soon generated expectations among Afro-Colombians that leaders had to fulfil if they were to count on their cooperation. Indeed, expectations ran so high that elite refusal to heed plebeian demands at times led to the invasion and ransacking of elite properties (Sanders, 2004: 80–82).
	Obeso’s ‘Expression of my Friendship’ (‘Epresió re mi Amitá’) gives a sense not only of the endurance of early-independence declarations of racial equality, but also of their availability to plebeians as means for negotiating personal and collective claims after abolition. Here the poet takes on the voice of a black artisan addressing a criollo Liberal letrado who, it appears, has asked for his support in the face of an imminent confrontation with the Conservatives. The artisan affirms his solidarity with the latter but does so to highlight the conditional nature of their fraternity. While purporting to know nothing other than his trade, he asserts, in an instance of flagrant paraleipsis (speaking about something while claiming to have neither the authority nor the knowledge to do so), the right to make a few important political assertions. The first of these concerns his demand to speak, and to be heard, as an equal: ‘Although I am a poor negro/with no knowledge other than that of my trade,/ I’m not ignorant of who deserves/ respect and affection’ (‘Cuando soy un probe negro/ sin má cencia que mi oficio,/ no inoro quien se merece/ argún repeto y cariño’) (65). The demand evidences awareness of equality as a political horizon of republican life. The second – this time framed by an ironic admission in verse that, unlike one particular Liberal letrado, he’s no expert with words: ‘I can’t explain myself/like a Rojas Garrido’ (‘A eplicacme yo no arcanzo/ tar como un Roja Garrío’) (65) – involves him affirming his identification as a Liberal and pledging to fight for the party:

	Uté, branco, vecbo y gracia                 You, white man, for example
	manque en la Epaña nacío                   Although born in Spain
	puere rijponé re mí 			 Have me at your disposal
	poc sé rojo re tocnillo. (65–66)           For I am red to the core.  

His pledge of fraternal amity and declaration that he is ‘red to the core’, are significantly hedged in a way that makes that fraternity conditional on the letrado’s maintenance of the constitutional principle of Afro-Colombian liberty and equality in the republic. 
	Before offering his services in defence of the party, he stresses (again with rhetorical humility): ‘of all that is great and beautiful/in this world, I only value/two things, which are:/my beloved woman and my free will’ (‘re toro lo grande y bello/ que er mundo encierra, no etimo/ sino ros cosa, que son:/ mi jembra amá y mi arbedrío’ (65)). He clarifies: ‘I wouldn’t let our Eternal Father/anywhere near the former’ (‘Re aquella ni ar Paire Etecno / le riera un solo peacito’ (65)), but that ‘of the latter I have been known to cede just a little,/and as one friend to another,/but never by force/because in my life I’m the one in charge’ (‘re ete sí suelo una poca/ cerer a tar cuar amigo; má nunca jamá a la fuecza/ pocque soy rey re mí mimo’ (65)). His expression of fraternity thus takes the form of an assumption of equality and a demand that his liberty as a citizen be recognised, and extends beyond that ‘double voicing’ of political discourse analysed by Rojas (and more recently by George Palacios in his reading of Cantos). For rather than point to a gap between the ‘ideology’ of racial equality and the ‘reality’ of racial exclusion, he urges his lettered friend, in an instance of that syllogistic ‘verification’ of axioms described by Rancière, to stay true to the constitution’s formal commitment to equality:  

	En cambio re me amitá                          In exchange for my friendship 
	solo una cosa le piro,                             I ask of you just one thing,
	conviene a sabe: […]		               Namely, let it be said: […]
	riga cómo ciuraranos                             that you go say how the negro, the white man
	son er negro, er branco, er indio,           and the Indian, are all citizens,         
	cómo el señó Presidente                        and how even the President  
	usa re humirde atavíos. ( 66)                 dresses in humble attire. 

His offer of friendship, as we see here, takes the form of a demand that his interlocutor verify and re-affirm the constitutional republican principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity, according to which ‘the black man, the white man, and the Indian are all citizens’. 
While ‘Epresió’ illustrates how plebeians could deploy republican watchwords to articulate collective demands, ‘Expropriation of some Codes’ (‘Epropriación re unos córigos’) turns this process of political subjectivation into a poetic principle. Here, Obeso celebrates the appropriation and redeployment of republican written codes as means for righting inequality on the margins of the polis. Addressed to another letrado, again hailed as a fraternal ally, the poem is structured in three parts. In the first stanza it offers what seems to be a moral lesson on racial inequality, expounding in the voice of an artisan a theory of ‘natural’ dependency between black subjects and their wealthy white counterparts. It opens,

	Cara sé tiene en er mundo                Every being in the world has,
	apacte re la cotilla                             In addition to its rib, 
	Otro sé que poc má fuecte               Another being who, in possessing greater strength,
	ej er puntá de su vira.                       Props up and supports its livelihood. 
	Tiene er bejuco der monte                The liana in the forest always
	Siempre un ácbo a que se arrima,     Has a tree up which to climb,
	Y ete palo tiene er suelo,                  This tree has the ground, 
	Y er suelo en ácgo se aficma;           and the ground clings to something else. 
	Yo, branco, lo tengo a uté,                I, White Man, have you; 
	En uté la pena mías	                        In you my grievances
	Jallaron siempre consuelo                Always found consolation
	Y pronta la melecina. (57)               And a quick and easy cure.  

Drawing an analogy with the liana’s need for the tree and the tree’s need for the earth, this opening purportedly confirms Gobineau’s view of the inequality of human races, naturalising the black man’s reliance, for his health, happiness and success in the world, on the white man who ‘props him up’ or acts as a ‘strut’ (‘puntal’) on the social ‘ladder’ up which he climbs. Here, however, the irony derived from the subject’s assertion of knowledge in his admission of ignorance prepares the ground for a more radical interrogation of such ‘natural’ inequality. 
	Without breaking the ballad’s ABCB rhyme scheme, he switches to an anecdotal register to tell us that a certain Doctor Escamilla, whom he had met outside Congress, had entrusted him with a pile of legal papers belonging to another letrado. He announces that he has pawned these in exchange for half a pound of cotton fabric that he has used to patch up the cracks and holes (‘lo juraco y la j’endijas’) in his dwelling, adding that if Escamilla’s intended recipient needs these papers back, he can approach ‘dotó Ancíza’ [Manuel Ancízar, secretary of the Comisión Corográfica (1850-1859)], for ‘he’s got heaps of paper/if paper’s what you’re after’ (‘er tiene er papé a montone/ si uté papé necesita’) (58). As well as offering, with false ingenuity, an example of the uses to which the white man’s knowledge can be put, the catachrestic misapplication of that knowledge reduces it to a base function, which is to remedy his own immediate material needs. If the ‘negro’ relies on the ‘branco’s’ knowledge ‘as the ant relies on leaves for his survival’ (‘tar cuar re la s’hoja la jormigas’) (58), his appeal to that knowledge appears forked-tongued in subjecting the fetishised written word to a process of translation, misreading and displacement, which (in Homi Bhabha’s words) makes it ‘split along its power to be representative, authoritative’ (1994: 102; 113).
	In Jáuregui’s reading, this ‘expropriation’ de-authorises ‘the worship of the law’, emptying the ‘codes’ of all content, and reducing their value to that of the paper on which they’re written. But does it not also show how those codes have the potential to serve a range of interests (and not solely material interests) once taken outside the institutions that oversee their interpretation (here, congress)? By putting these ‘córigos’ into free circulation, for one, Obeso muddies that ‘proper’ archi-political distribution of difference proposed by literary-political organs like El Mosaico and naturalised through chorographic mappings, showing how once removed from the hallowed precincts that control the circulation of the logos, the logos can ‘speak to anybody without knowing to whom it had to speak, and to whom it had not’ (Plato, in Rancière 2004, 14). ‘Nature’, he surmises as he reflects on this gesture of expropriation, must thus be equally mutable and contingent. Like the meaning of any written document when removed from the hands of its author, ‘what is constant one day/may vary the next’ (‘lo que agora é cotante/ e variable a ese otro ría’) (59). All that is constant is the fundamental equality of beings: ‘That only in appearance / is a dog any different from a pig/ that at bottom a dove/ is just the same as a hen’ (‘Que er perro der puécco solo/Se riferencia en la pinta/Que en er fondo la paloma/Ej iguar a la gallina’ (59)).  
The geographic itinerancy of those Afro-Colombian subjects in whose voice he speaks, form, furthermore, the basis of a radically egalitarian dissolution of distributions of speech and writing, manual and intellectual labour. Speaking from the symbolic locus of the Magdalena’s Afro-Colombian shores, and from a position of fraternal alignment with the boga, Obeso turns his enactment of writing as a coloured subject into a way of radicalising the democratic potential in republican fiats of equality, rather than revealing the infelicity of their performative enunciation by the wrong kinds of subject. In a later poem ‘Struggle and Conquest’ (‘Lucha e conquijta’) the poet can thus address a white high society woman with the following question: ‘Just because my skin appears to you/the color of ink,/ do you think that that my soul of mine/ is also black’? ‘¿Pocque me ve la cuti/Re la coló e la tinta/Acaso cré que é negra/También er arma mía?’ (79). The question presents his interlocutor with a rhetorical conundrum, as whichever way she responds, she has to recognise his equality. For having linked ‘blackness’ with writing via the metonymy ‘ink’, he reframes difference as an effect of writing, even as its source – that is, as the source of that slippery, protean substance, the ink of writing, out of which so many ‘white’ claims to republican leadership were manufactured in the period. 	

The Breakdown of Democracy			
Obeso’s poetic embodiment of that process whereby plebeians appropriated republicanism’s formal code words symbolically dissolves the lettered city’s ‘archi-political’ geographical distribution of racial difference. It facilitates in so doing ambivalent (and ironic) inhabitations of racial category, and confounds efforts to assign the man of colour to his ‘proper place’ outside the polis, substantiating George Palacios’ observation of Cantos’ ‘deterritorialisation’ of hegemonic discourse from a ‘minoritarian’ perspective (Palacios, 2010: 177-181). Yet, having himself dismantled such regimes of the proper the poet knows only too well that his status as an equal has to be maintained through constant struggle. Other poems in the collection suggest that, along with other Afro-Colombians he increasingly experienced that battle as a losing one. In ‘Serenade’ (‘Serenata’) he recalls his involvement on the side of the Liberals in an unspecified war against the Conservatives: ‘When the Conservatives kicked off/Then I was a soldier’ (‘Cuando lo goros/Sí fui sordao’) (71). He adds: ‘I’ve known many /poor worn out men /who’ve died of hunger/ after all their bravery’ (‘Muchos conojco, / pobre bardaos / Que han muecto e jambre /Rejpué re guapos’) (71). He defiantly concludes: 

	¿Quieren la guerra                        You want to make war              
	Con lo cachacos?                          With the men up in the highlands?
	Yo no me muevo,                         I’m not moving an inch,
	Re aquí e mi rancho…                  From my hut here… 
	Si acguno intenta	                  And if one of you intends,
	Subí a lo arto,                               To climb the rungs to the top,
	Bucque ejcalera,                           Go look for a ladder,
	Por otro lao! (72)                          Somewhere else!  

Inverting the ladder metaphor used in ‘Epropiación’, he now seems to assert that if plebeians offer their labour to political leaders, they do so only to their detriment. The line ‘Yo no me muevo,/re aquí e mi rancho’ even speaks of a corresponding desire to withdraw from politics altogether in favour of a quiet life in on the margins. Yet even this refusal rearticulates democratic republican ethos. For to work without recompense, he points out, contravenes one of the founding achievements of republican rule, namely the abolition of slavery enshrined in the 1853 constitution, which he now explicitly invokes: ‘The time of the slaves/ is over; /Today we’re as free/ As the whites’ (‘Ya pasó er tiempo/Re loj eclavos;/Somo hoy tan libre/como lo branco’) (71). His withdrawal of fraternal amity thus subverts and reaffirms his republican credentials: equality must be honoured, he maintains, if declarations of freedom and fraternal ‘amitá’ are to retain any meaning. 
	 ‘Parable’ (‘Parábola’) is drearier in its lament on the changeability of fortune, which he now compares to the capriciousness of womankind. As a result of ‘her’ changeability, he scours ‘the book of nature,/ turning nights into days,/ but to come away with nothing’ (‘er libro e la natura, /gorviendo las noche ría,/ pa saca cosa ningua’) (97). Happiness (also gendered in the feminine) is similarly uncertain: ‘happiness is a young filly/ who flees from whoever seeks her’ (‘la richa ej una doncella/que juye re quien la bujca’) (98). But underscoring the metaphoricity of the poem – its status as ‘parable’ – he defines such happiness (‘richa’) in a manner that links it not to erotic love (as one might expect) but to concrete historical circumstance. This time referring overtly to his participation in the battle of Garrapata – which took place in November 1876 at the height of the civil war unleashed in August that year with Conservatives protesting expropriations of church properties (Sanders, 2004: 154-161)– he states:  	

	Yo tuve por atrapacla [la richa]                     I nearly caught hold of her 
	re plomo en la fuecte lluvia                           with a shower of lead in the strong rains 
	que re Garrapata er llano                               that filled the plains of Garrapata  
	llenó re muecte y pavura.  (98)                      with death and dread.           

It was among the bodies strewn over the plains of Garrapata near the river port of Mariquita, he tells us, that he had last caught glimpses of happiness. Now, by contrast, all he sees are his hopes (‘mij ejperanza’) defeated, hopes that were the vital wellspring (‘fuente fecunda’) of so many others and that are now emptied of their lifeblood. But why should Obeso express such gloom after a battle from which we know that he returned a hero? 
Composed as they were between the early 1870s and 1877, it should not surprise us that Cantos’ political outlook varies. As Sanders has shown, the beginning of this period saw many triumphs for plebeians in their bargaining with Liberal leaders. Poems such as ‘Espresió’ and ‘Epropiación’ convey corresponding optimism regarding the democratic uses to which republican fiats of liberty, equality and fraternity could be put. Yet after the Liberal victory in the 1876-1877 civil war, fearful that they could no longer discipline plebeians who demanded recompense for their labour, many Liberals abandoned their popular interlocutors to join Núñez’s independent project of political ‘regeneration’. The Liberals’ victory thus marked the beginning of the end of a culture of republican bargaining, leaving plebeians increasingly excluded from the political sphere that they had helped to construct (Sanders, 2004: 154-161). The historian Jason McGraw concurs: the rise of the Independents after the 1876 Liberal victory initiated an authoritarian turn that would represent the ‘nadir of Colombian citizenship’ (2014: 163), overturning the democratic ethos of the previous two centuries by reversing Liberal guarantees of universal male suffrage and formally barring unlettered impoverished subjects from access to public life. Now allied with members of the Conservative party, Núñez would accelerate the antidemocratic tendencies he had denounced in his former political opponents. In seeking to ‘regenerate’ a ‘degenerate’ Colombia, he would now ‘[attack] the very soul of popular citizenship – the idea of belonging to the nation and having the right to call on the state – by seeking to reduce plebeians’ ability to enter politics’, and by replacing the terms ‘liberty, equality, fraternity with some variation of “peace, order, and fraternity,” or “peace, industry, and work”’ (Sanders, 2004: 186, 173). 
This sense of democracy under attack, I submit, is what fuels the nostalgia that critics note elsewhere in the collection, particularly ‘Farewell’ (‘Arió’) and Cantos’ best-known poem, ‘Song of the absent boga’ (‘Canció der boga ausente’). Yet that nostalgia, I shall argue, may be precisely where Cantos’ redemptive potential lies, and where its recuperation of plebeian voices from the lower Magdalena region appears most powerful.  

Night of the Absent Boga	
For Svetlana Boym, nostalgia is a double-edged sentiment. While often deemed to express ‘conservative’ longing for a trans-historical ‘restoration’ of a lost home (nostos), it can also take on ‘reflective’ forms that thrive on longing itself (algia), and on the ambivalences of belonging (Boym, 2001: xviii). Like melancholia it involves hearing voices and seeing ghosts, burdening its subjects with the remnants of what can be neither fully recovered through memory nor relinquished without trace through mourning. Yet like the melancholic, the nostalgic may also be a utopian dreamer, striving, like Walter Benjamin’s ‘Angel of History’, to ‘fan the spark of hope in the past’, and to revive past dreams in constellations ripe with future potential (Boym, 2001: 246). In the nostalgia that permeates ‘Farewell’ (‘Airó’) and the ‘Song of the absent boga’ (‘Canció der boga ausente’) such ambiguities both complicate and renew the poet’s prise-de-position vis-à-vis the slippery margins of the polis, underscoring longing for personal restoration to a mode of communal belonging while insisting at the same time on the collective value of protracted dwelling in rootlessness.   
	In ‘Airó’ the poet reiterates a yearning for a place of belonging similar to that which accompanies ‘Serenata’s’ expression of political disenchantment. The opening refrain ‘Now I shall leave these lands/for my native abode’ (‘Ya me voy re aquí te eta tierra/a mi nativa morá’) sets in motion an ‘adieu’ to the city that is structured around oppositions between the cold, the solitude, and sadness of life in the Andes, and the warmth, collective belonging, and joy associated with life close to the sea. Here his nostalgia appears ‘restorative’, as if the breakdown of republican bargaining had confirmed the truth of his ‘proper’ location outside the polis. Like Odysseus who longs for his native Ithaca, his return to the Magdalena’s shores seems inevitable, even alluring. The nostalgia at the heart of ‘Canció der boga ausente’, by contrast, is more ‘reflective’. Aligning the poetic voice with that of a boga whose guiding stars are gone, it opens: ‘How sad it is this night/This night it is so sad;/there isn’t a star in the sky/so row the boat, row’ (‘Qué trite etá la noche,/la noche que trite etá;/no hay en er cielo una etrella/remá, remá’) (35). Thoughts of returning home offer no consolation: there’s no certainty that his beloved ‘negra’ awaits her ‘zambo’, or even that she remembers him (35). Yet he urges his companions, ‘keep rowing, keep going’ (‘bogá, bogá!’), as if bracing them for indefinite exile in this darkest hour.  
	These poems thus extend and develop an ambiguity that lies at the heart of Cantos. No matter how ‘restorative’ it might appear, the nostalgia for a place of belonging that we see in poems like ‘Airó’ and ‘Serenata’ evinces prior resistance to the lettered republic’s ‘proper’ or ‘archi-political’ ordering of identities. It also testifies to the socio-economic and political homelessness to which plebeians were subjected in the late 1870s as a culture of democratic, inter-class bargaining was reigned in in the name of a disciplinary project of social ‘regeneration’ with liberal economic ends. In its more ‘reflective’ intonations, by contrast, the nostalgic ‘Canció der boga ausente’ might suspend Obeso’s subjects in the homelessness of an exile from which there is no certainty of return, yet its refrain, ‘remá, remá’/ ‘bogá, bogá’, remains heavily freighted with the affects of plebeian self-determination. Indeed, its final emphasis on the boga’s indefinite itinerancy renews his challenge to the racist alignment of Afro-Colombians’ ‘stagnancy’ (pace Samper), and to prognostications of steam travel’s erasure of the boga from the Magdalena’s waters. 
	For Jaúregui, who reads the Cantos as the index of a past that resists absorption into the empty homogeneous continuum of historical time, Obeso’s haunting recreation of the boga’s rhythms and excessive orality represents ‘the symbolic reparation of a fractured cultural universe’ (1999: 572). It does so, in his reading, in defiance of a modernising project that by the 1870s ‘was no longer an option but an economic inevitability’ (572-573). The championing of steam navigation as a modernising and civilising instrument in the 1850s and 1860s had already been over-determined by thinly veiled forms of racism. The fully-fledged development of steam in the late 1870s achieved these ‘civilising’ aims by driving down shipping costs to the point where boga labour was no longer competitive (McGraw, 2014: 73-98). Yet rather than conclude that in opposition to such fatalism Cantos offers ‘a claim to rehabilitate the countryside as a poetic space outside the reach of the state ’ (Jáuregui, 1999: 572), I would submit that what resists absorption into the homogenising continuum of history is that spectral after-image of the absent boga. For that is also the after-image of the restlessness with which nineteenth-century plebeians chose not to withdraw from the state in search of some extra-disciplinary locus amoenus beyond its grasp – a view shared by Maglia (2010) and Martínez-Pinzón (2013) in their accounts of the corporeal and linguistic in-disciplinarity that are central themes in Cantos – but to enter into energetic dispute with it, to demand democratic verification of its axioms, and to generate a genuinely fluid ‘ebb and flow’ of ideas (pace Samper, [1862] 2006: 10) between the polis and its slippery margins.    
	Shot through though it is, furthermore, with an array of neighbouring affects such as disavowal, disappointment, renunciation and repudiation, Cantos’ nostalgia for a spirit of republican bargaining that is quickly evaporating may underscore the contextual deformation of the performative power of those mid-century republican watchwords, liberty, equality, fraternity. Indeed, it may even introduce a degree of distance from those words, recasting them – like those ‘periperformative’ utterances which, for Eve Sedgwick, allude to the inability to perform other performatives (Sedgwick, 2003: 67-91) – as sources of anguish or impossibility, or as causes for demur and renunciation, and injecting, in so doing, a minute dose of rhetorical poison into the performatics of republican life. Such ‘periperformatives’– ‘Serenata’s’ ‘Go look for your ladder somewhere else’ (‘Bucque ejcalera por otro lao’), with its implied countersigning of the letter of republican fraternity, ‘No longer yours truly’, ‘Get someone else to do your dirty work’ – also evidence ways in which the negative affects nestling ‘besides’, ‘in and around’, ‘athwart’, or even in the distant geographical periphery of those interpellative edicts performatively consecrated in the prestigious proscenia of Bogotá’s plazas, could become the seeding ground for powerful forms of affective dis-interpellation. In the coming years, the guerrilla insurrections that broke out against the Regeneración – particularly that of Ricardo Gaitán Obeso who, in 1885, seized control of the Magdalena River between Honda and Barranquilla (Deas, 1980)– would be a reminder that sometimes even the ‘pathos of uncertain agency’ (Sedgwick, 2003:76) to which such periperformatives allude have the potential to turn the solid ground of the polis into something more that more closely resembles the semi-aquatic no-man’s-land of a muddy battlefield.  
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