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Rehearsing the Riot:

visibility and the postmodern city in Gross National Product

In one of the opening scenes of Susana Cook's Gross National Product, a group of homeless people sit arguing on a New York sidewalk. Don Segundo insists that she needs to sleep, she has been riding the subway for three nights in a row.  The others argue that she can't fall asleep.  "It's illegal," Vicenta informs her. "Do you have money to pay a fine?" asks Maria.  The group of homeless people continue to argue over the law, discuss their pasts as productive workers, and dream about a future that might include them as something more than the invisible entities they are now.


Cook's work outlines a group of characters who don't fit into the current labor market, or can't make ends meet in an economy increasingly hostile to the working poor.  They are, therefore, unwelcome in the current urban landscape.  The play also reflects an economy where people themselves are commodities, employable only if they have marketable qualities and are able to produce. But, the power of Cook's play lies in her ability to examine the power of representation as she seeks ways to exploit the rehearsal process to foment revolution.


Many residents of New York remember former mayor Giuliani's crackdown on crime in the 90s. Many residents might also be familiar with his parallel crackdown on the homeless.  Cook's play give us an account of homeless people coping with the variety of anti-loitering and other so-called "quality of life" ordinances.   In particular is the issue of whether anyone can sleep on the sidewalk (read Excerpt 1):

Don Segundo - I am not OK.  I want to sleep, I don’t give a damn

All - Get up!  Wake up!

Vicenta - This is serious Don Segundo, it’s illegal, you’ll go to jail

Maria - Get up, do you have money to pay a fine?

Don Segundo - No

Maria - Then get up, you can’t afford to sleep

Don Segundo – Is it illegal to sleep?

Maria – Yes, if you are poor, yes.  If you can’t pay rent, yes.  Get up already

 (Don Segundo gets up)

Maria - Stay awake

………………

Vicenta – This is a private street where we are standing right now

Don Segundo – No, it’s not

Vicenta – It says, PRIVATE STREET NO STANDING

Don Segundo – It means cars

Maria – All streets are private

Zoilo – We should sleep on Sundays, I guess.  Because that’s what God said, that we should rest on Sundays

Maria – It doesn’t apply to us.  

New York City's municipal government was notorious in the 90s among homeless advocates for not only ignoring the rise in homelessness, but criminalizing the state of being homeless itself.

Many cities have sweep policies which criminalize the homeless, These policies include things like the "quality of life" ordinances which prohibit the public performance of daily activities most people can do in private: sleeping, eating, or urinating.    Homeless are often fined for sleeping, loitering, or being unable to produce identification.  When they are unable to pay the fine, they are put in jail. As one homeless man says in the recent report by the National Coalition on the Homeless: "Anymore, you don't have to be doing something to be stopped by police; you just have to BE." (54)


Rather than deal with homelessness, municipal governments attempt to render homelessness invisible setting goals to "clean up" downtown areas.  Maria's assertion that resting "doesn't apply to us," that it's "illegal to sleep" if you are poor, comes from the unequal treatment homeless experience.  The homeless are often economically profiled and targeted while tourists or any otherwise clean-looking housed people are allowed to engage in the same behavior. (NCH 155) 


Street sweeps increase during special events in the city.  In Atlanta, the sweeps of the homeless before and during the Olympics made international news.  Advocates in the NCH report state that the sweeps increase during the World Series or during NYU's graduation ceremonies (156). Also, certain sectors of any city tend to be swept more aggressively than others.  Homeless advocates in New York mention the Business Improvement Districts  (or BIDs) of 34th and 42nd streets.  Both Cook's play, and these zones illuminate the drive to render the homeless invisible in the changing landscape of the postmodern city.


Sharon Zukin's work examines the politics of BIDs.  Following the model of the exclusive and multi-purpose suburban mall, businesses form alliances to create shopping areas in an attempt to attract both the diverse group of young urban professionals and the international tourists.  Both groups have large amounts of disposable income and relatively sophisticated tastes.  The spending and cultural habits of these two groups generated several things according to Zukin notes: “attentiveness to urban lifestyles on the part of city governments has encouraged strategies that 'aestheticise', or focus on the visual consumption of, public space."  She goes on to add: "Cities are no longer seen as landscapes of production, but as landscapes of consumption."  (825)


Several characteristics make this trend particularly postmodern.  Aside from the multiple functions of the site of the "revitalized" city in terms of entertainment/cultural and capitalist/material, these landscapes offer the consumer intangibles such as a "lifestyle," cultural capital, and retail "experiences."  While the residents and the visitors both seem to endorse the cultural diversity of the city, they also demand, in the words of Zukin, a certain "visual coherence." (832)  These consumers would rather consume in the presence of people from a similar class who have similar tastes, and not the people who don't want Starbucks or who can't afford Starbucks.  Because the retail site sells an experience as much as it sells consumable goods, consumers demand an a reliable culturally universal experience (Starbucks is always Starbucks) which flattens the local identity of any municipality.

They also demand an experience that is clean and safe, what Zukin calls a Disney consumption regime: "a safe, clean, public space in which strangers apparently trust each other and just 'have fun'." (831)  The danger of the appeal of this regime, Zukin warns, is that it has prompted municipal governments to follow suit or to 'Disneyfy' the city by: "sponsoring urban 'festivals' and themed shopping districts, by cleaning up public space, by installing private agents of surveillance and control and by turning over the management of public spaces to private associations of commercial property owners."  (832)  This creates slippage between the public space of the downtown, and the private goals of the businesses and their consumers. (831)

As for the homeless, since they do not fit into this landscape of consumption, businesses put pressure on the local governments to move them away, to disappear them, so they will not disturb the illusion of the urban Disney World.  Cooks characters are left to move along, or to try to fit themselves into this regime, if not as producers, then as something to be consumed:

(play clip, Excerpt 2)

I have skills

writing skills, social skills

I have achievements

I am computer literate

I think I am the person you are looking for

I know Mac, IBM

During Don Antonio’s monologue they will be throwing stuff center stage. Rock music. Don Antonio is talking to a microphone, facing the audience.

Don Antonio – I am sweet and tolerant

I like to work with people and without people

I can handle the most difficult customers

I know some carpentry

I anticipated that you might be in the need of someone

With my unusual blend of qualifications (8)

Cook's characters make a laundry list of the characteristics which make them marketable.  The list continues until the repetition of pat cover letter phrases empties them of all of their meaning: "It would be my pleasure to offer you additional details regarding my qualifications during an interview." Cook carries the absurdity to her point:

(read, no excerpt)

I can work under pressure, even harassment

I can work hungry, tired, over time, over you

I am deeply satisfied to live in America

I would be happy here

I am happy already thinking of how happy I would be to work here

This place is great; I match with the walls

I can accept very graciously being excluded from opportunities, culture, public debate and power (9)

In essence, the characters become consumable items.  The familiar phrases of the job search which package a positive, team-playing, self-motivated, multi-skilled consumable product for corporate consumption, are cellophane over the harsh material reality.  The reality is that nothing is available for the consumable underclass in this Disneyland except menial, low-paying jobs.  Cook's own Don Antonio puts it best: "That’s very nice of you.  You’ll give me the possibility to work for the minimum legally possible pay. . . .  I forgot to mention in my resume, I like to go to people’s houses and steal their CDs.   I am having trouble remembering things." (9)


Cook then explores the ways in which the bodies of her characters can be productive and consumable.  The characters discuss in turn the things that they and their bodies produce that may be useful.  In doing so, they begin to explore where agency lies in the context of the open body.  Following moments where they wonder whether vomit is edible, if touching feces changes you or takes away your virginity, whether your virginity is removed or whether you dispose of it, and if sexuality lies in the thought, the look, the touch, or the act.  Cook uses these to try to understand the visceral body locked within the machinery of an economy of consumption.


This comes to a crescendo when one character enacts the ultimate consumable of the prostitute.  Maria performs her sexy dance of the dominatrix for the others as they watch in admiration:

(show clip, Excerpt 3)

Vicenta – That’s your job?

Maria – No, for right now just blow jobs at the Laundromat.  But I am learning, if I get these gigs, I can pay rent for all of us

(15-16)

Cook also demonstrates one of the inherent contradictions of the landscape of consumption: the apparent endorsement of diversity on one hand, but the intolerance for visual incoherence.  If one has the correct body, a highly consumable body, this consumption may take place on the wide network of the media.  Cook shows us the excitement of one character as she discovers herself on television.

(show clip)

Jackie turns on the TV , they are showing a movie with only white people in it.  There’s only one black woman in the background.  Jackie is black,  she gets very excited

Jackie – Patricia! Patricia! Come!

Patricia – What? What is going on? I am in the shower!

Jackie – Come!

(Patricia comes, there’s no sign of her coming from the shower.  She is dressing festive attire like the rest of them)

Patricia – What is going on?

Jackie – I am on TV.  Look!

They watch the TV, the images from the TV have nothing to do with Jackie, but they get very excited

Patricia – Wonderful honey, congratulations

Leslie – Who is on TV?

Jackie – I am on TV, look! Jody! Dottie! Patty! Leslie! Daisy!

Patricia – I’ll make some cookies to celebrate (13)

Another character hears herself on the radio.


Back on the street, Cook's group begin to look for a way out of this matrix of privatized public space, consumable bodies, and the disappeared undesireables.  Throughout the piece they begin to explore ways to visibility and even agency.  At first several characters discuss the benefits of destroying the commodities of the consumer landscape:  "I’ll have to break their cars, and their shoes, . . . .   I hate products.  I hate selling.  I hate the market more market more market.  I hate the people who keep buying and buying.  I hate to turn on a TV and they are trying to sell me something.  To turn on the radio and they are trying to sell me something.  To turn on the web and they are trying to fucking sell me something."  "Look at the good side," Vicenta responds, "you can find great stuff in the garbage."(4)


Cook’s stark look at the lives of the economically disappeared is interrupted occasionally by her insistence that the audience member rides the line between the politically reality and her theatrical representation. The character Zoilo, at one particularly grim moment suddenly shifts gears:  "Thank God we are acting.  It would be really bad if all this was true.  I love fiction,  stories.  Can you imagine if we couldn’t fall asleep?  God!  . . . Things make sense, that’s always the case, historically, historic sense.  We can’t loose faith.  Everything is a choice.  We are choosing or we did at some point.  I know some people can’t help themselves, but the government is there to help them.  This is America." (18)  She says all this with irony and reminds her audience in a Brechtian moment to explore the slippage between representation and political reality.  This is punctuated by the idea that they rehearse for the riot.

Don Antonio’s suggestion that they rehearse generates skepticism form Zoilo who worries that they will spend the rest of their lives in jail.  Don Antonio and Maria begin to plan:

(excerpt 5, video clip)

Don Antonio – We’ll create a strategy

Maria – We should place small groups of people in different parts of the city.  And we start moving gradually.  So, when they turn their attention to one group, there’s another group starting somewhere else

Zoilo – I see, so this is not a riot, it’s more like a guerrilla warfare

They will start grabbing pieces of wood and sticks for the riot

Don Antonio – No, it’s a riot.  A chronic riot.  We should last for a longtime, or we’ll start one every day, like a ritual

Zoilo – Why don’t you open a church?

Maria – I really want to rehearse this, it’s gonna be very therapeutic

Moreira – Yes, let’s do it already

They stop working joining Moreira in the planning

Zoilo – What?  We’re going to rehearse?

Vicenta – Yeah, until we believe that we can do something. (5-6)

This rehearsal process permeates Cook's play. Even the prostitute in Gross National Product who gives blow jobs behind the Laundromat rehearses a scenario that involves dominating her subject.  The rehearsal finds its way into other pieces she has written such as the butch prince of Denmark and the 13 handsome ladies who wonder if they should take over the palace now that everyone in the ruling class is dead.  Instead of mourning the dead royalty of Hamlet, they incite a revolution inviting the audience onto the stage to party with them.

The characters in Gross National Product argue about the nature of representation and begin to ask questions about how to stage their riot so that people will join in:

(read the lines)

Don Segundo - We need more people

Don Antonio - It’s ok, people will join.  We’ll go in slow motion, they won’t stop us and we’ll give time for people to join

Moreira - We should take them by surprise

Vizcacha - The slow motion will take them by surprise

Zoilo – They will think it’s a performance

Don Antonio – It is a performance

Zoilo – There’s a permit required to do performances in the streets

Don Antonio – Really?  We’ll get a permit then

Maria – So this is a slow motion riot?

Don Antonio – Yes

Don Segundo – There’s no such thing as slow motion violence

Don Antonio – Yes, there is

Moreira – What if we have to run away from the police?  We gonna run in slow motion?

Vizcacha – We won’t run 

------------------------------------------------------
Vizcacha – The slow motion will take them by surprise, they won’t know what the fuck is going on, they will probably think it’s a performance, and will ask for a permit

Maria – Riot by definition is fast

Don Antonio – But this is a slow motion riot, so by definition it has to be slow

Maria – Then it’s not a riot

Moreira – aren’t we gonna break any windows?  (to Zoilo) Do we need a permit for that?

--------------------------------------------------------
Don Segundo – So, this symbolizes a riot or it is a riot?

Don Antonio – When they do a military parade, is it the symbol of a military parade or is it a military parade?

Maria – Or is it a performance? The performance of a military parade?  

Slow motion riot. (19-20)

Cook and her cast begin the rehearsal for the riot until, in the words of Vicenta, "[they] believe that [they] can do something."  She offers us the idea that we can keep rehearsing, keep trying until we can perform social change.  If the machinery of cultural representation can disappear us, we can resist by rehearsing our own vision of an urban landscape in upheaval.  It makes sense then that the videotape Cook sent me of Gross National Product is actually a rehearsal of Gross National Product and begins with the cast rehearsing the show as they sit on the sidewalk outside.


Both Cook and Zukin have a warning to offer the people of New York and everyone who is a consumer in the multinational marketplace.  At the end of the slow motion riot Moreira asks Don Antonio: "Where are we staying tonight?"  Don Antonio answers: "Here."  (20) Nothing has changed.  The audience is denied a satisfying catharsis.


I have mentioned Rudy Giuliani's treatment of the homeless, but it should be noted that Bloomberg hasn't proved to be any better. His attempts to sweep the homeless from view have been alarming, first placing them in an abandoned Bronx jail, then suggesting they be housed offshore in junked cruise ships. Bloomberg responsed to a story in the Times a year ago in which people noted that they were seeing more homeless people.  He went on record to say that the numbers of homeless hadn't increased, and in fact were declining, disappearing them rhetorically. This was an illusion,  Bloomberg insisted, because police were stirring them from their usual sleeping places with the heightened security of post-9/11. He then stated that he would continue his focus on "quality-of-life issues," code for disappearing homeless from our postmodern landscapes of consumption: "It's very sad that anybody's on the street, and I have sympathy for the people, but everybody has a right to go about their business and none of us want to see people on the street." (Times Oct 14, 2002)


The trend toward increasing privatization continues here in New York with no sign of abetting.  Zukin notes that the idea of Disneyfication needs to be taken seriously as the Disney Store opens just a couple of blocks from here, the lynchpin to the revitalization of the theatre district.  In tandem with the store, Disney now has a legitimate theatre to stage its productions.  The corporation isn't restricted to Times Square either as the city has bent over backward to allow Disney to use the public spaces of Central Park and later 5th Avenue for promotions for the releases of its feature films.  If the Magic Kingdom offered us the simulacrum of the city in Disneyworld’d Main Street, U.S.A. once upon a time, the postmodern city becomes the simulacrum of Main Street, U.S.A.  We can keep shopping, or we can rehearse for the revolution.
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