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Beyond	Words	
Marta-Laura	Suska	

 

It was August 2017. For the first time, I entered a US 
juvenile detention facility in the Midwestern town of 
Madison, Wisconsin. As a cultural anthropologist who 
studies policing and social justice issues in Brazil, I 
had been to prisons before and saw inmates suffer 
under deplorable conditions. The cleanliness of the 
detention center, located on the second floor of 
Madison City Hall, made a relatively positive first 
impression on me. It was not until later that I realized 
that the space with its freshly painted beige walls and 
neat bunk beds contained no less injustice and social 
neglect than what I had seen in Brazil.  
 
For over a year (2017-18), I worked as a consultant for 
the Madison Public Library’s Making Justice program, 
a non-profit organization that uses art to provide 
support for youth, thereby helping to address the 
nation’s wide educational gap between white and 
black students and the high incarceration rates of 
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Beyond Words, continued from previous page 
 

black teenagers. The goal is to inspire young people to recognize their own 
potential while helping bridge the gap between black and white communities in 
Madison. 
 
That’s where I met DD Armstrong, a London-born author of Jamaican descent who 
discovered his passion for writing while in prison where he spent several years on 
drug-related charges. Once released, Armstrong began offering writing workshops 
in prisons where he also shared the books he had written. Making Justice brought 
Armstrong to Madison where I assisted him with creative writing workshop to 
teens in Juvenile Detention and County Jail that he calls Beyond Words. The 
teenagers wrote short stories that were published in a book, The Beyond Words 
Anthology: Madison Uncut. I had the great honor to write the foreword to this 
volume. 
 

Beyond Words is a remarkable project that enables 
readers to think about youth “delinquency” in the 
United States as a phenomenon of structural 
violence, racial disparity, and the consequence of a 
process of labeling youth of color that begins long 
before they may have committed any wrongdoing. 
Sociologist Victor Rios calls this the “youth control 
complex,” a system in which schools, police, 
families, communities, the media, businesses, and 
other institutions systematically criminalize young 
people’s everyday behaviors. Beyond Words invites 
readers to understand these young people, and to 
see them as people with unique stories, capabilities, 

and talents rather than as empty containers simply to be filled with knowledge and 
information that others deem important. 
 
The Making Justice program provided me the opportunity to meet detained 
juveniles on a weekly basis. Most striking is what seems a persistent cycle 
whereby young black teens are arrested, released into a shelter or with their  
	

	

https://nyupress.org/books/9780814776384/
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families, only to return a few months 
later without any of their often 
challenging life circumstances being 
addressed. Most often, they are 
arrested for minor infractions, such as 
having arguments on school grounds, 
getting into small fights, petty theft, and 
other ill-defined “nuisance” claims; on 
occasion, there are cases that involved 
violent behavior. The teenagers hold in 
common two attributes: their racialized 
identity (black) and segregated poverty 
(they live in the poorest and most 
segregated areas of the city). More 
often than not, these young people find 
themselves amid adults who see them 
as deviant, threatening, “at risk,” and 
criminal. 
 
The teenage writers involved in the 
program put sweat and tears into 
composing their short stories. For 
many, this was the first time in years 
they picked up a pencil for anything 
other than to sign a legal document that 
more often than not resulted in their 
institutionalization in prison, a mental 
health hospital, or foster care. Over the 
course of only one week working with 
Armstrong, the young people dis-
covered writing as something they 
could claim for themselves, and they 
became very protective and proud of 
their work. Filling the white pages with 
their own words is a powerful symbol of 
their struggle to navigate a pre-

dominantly white space in Wisconsin, 
which has been declared the worst 
state for African Americans regarding 
inequality, segregation, and education. 
Their struggle is compounded by the 
fact they rarely see people succeed 
who look like they do, making it difficult 
for them to imagine doing the same. DD 
Armstrong offered them more than a 
writing workshop. He embodies the 
possibilities to which the young people 
can aspire. 

 
Filling	the	white	pages	with	their	own	
words	is	a	powerful	symbol	of	their	
struggle	to	navigate	a	predominantly	
white	space…	

 
 
Armstrong challenged each teen to 
write about friendship, love, 
accomplishments, dreams, and 
failures—key issues that those 
considering or making policy should 
be thinking about when it comes to 
youth and justice. Beyond Words 
offers a way to understand the lives of 
youth who are criminalized and 
pipelined into the criminal justice 
system. It enables the rest of us to 
work against the overbearing culture of 
punishment that destroys lives, and to 
work for empathic solutions that 
support young people in their fullest 
development 

http://247wallst.com/special-report/2017/12/06/the-best-and-worst-run-states-in-america-a-survey-of-all-50-5/2/
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Urban	Etic	
Joseph	Marty	

11pm	is	the	time	listed	on	my	Nixon	as	I	remember	a	thunderous	bellow	as	the	clouds	thickened.	

Wondering	if	the	rainfall	was	going	to	land	on	the	warm	concrete	below.	

No.	Instead	I	am	shocked	to	find	out	that	the	sound	was	not	so	distant.	

Emanating	from	the	car	speakers	of	the	street	corner	denizens	beneath	my	feet.	Ears	pulsating.	

Yes,	my	ears	buzz	in	discomfort	as	I	yearn	for	my	quiet	time.		

Saving	grace	to	us,	but	an	act	of	torment	to	them.	The	rain	fell	down	in	a	sudden	rush	of	deliverance.	

They	complain.	They	scatter	and	flee.	They	rush	for	cover.	Rushing	while	nearly	tripping.		

Tripping	over	their	unlaced	prizes.	The	true	thunderous	bellow	makes	an	appearance.	

Traces	of	hegemonic	masculinity	condensed	inside	their	fragile	physiques.	

Thinking	as	if	this	is	the	way.	The	way	to	live	life.	But	this	isn’t	Ecclesiastes.	This	is	New	York.	

Then	again,	I	can’t	block	their	vision.	Lacking	ideas	that	show	there	is	more	to	life.	

More	to	life	than	the	264	x	900-foot	city	block.	A	city	block	where	they	laugh.		

Laughing	at	the	pigeons	and	rodents	quarreling	over	the	left-over	pizza.		

A	city	block	with	a	colorful	assortment	of	Jordans	and	Nikes.		

Vivid	colors	that	you	would	only	find	here	as	the	sky	gets	greyer.	It’s	a	part	of	who	they	are.	

Taking	identities	by	the	brand	and	by	the	color.	

Giving	them	meaning	in	a	system	meant	to	take	meaning	away.	

But	who	am	I?	Who	am	I	to	them?	I	am	only	the	outsider.	The	outsider	only	observes.		

The	outsider	must	never	judge.	

	

A	 student	 of	 Anthropology,	 Joseph	 Marty	 wrote	 this	 experimental	 writing	 piece	 based	 on	 his	
ethnographic	research	for	the	course	Writing	for	a	Multicultural	World	(ANT	327,	Fall	2018).	
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Just	a	Date	for	Seeing	Rape:	This	is	America	
Shonna	Trinch	and	Barbara	Cassidy 

Please	mark	your	calendars	and	save	the	date	for	this	year’s	all-new	production	of	Seeing	Rape:	This	
is	America.	This	performance	showcases	the	work	of	14	undergraduate	men	and	women	playwrights	
who	represent	sexual	violence	in	their	own	ways,	words,	languages	and	dialects.	The	performance	
will	debut	at	John	Jay’s	Gerald	Lynch	Theater	April	10,	11,	12.		

These	unique	pieces	originate	in	a	class	called	“Seeing	Rape”	that	72	students	take	in	the	fall.	In	the	
class,	students	read	about	sexual	violence	very	broadly	in	anthropology,	critical	legal	jurisprudence,	
memoir,	fiction	and	plays	to	name	but	a	few	genres	where	rape	and	sexual	assault	are	represented	
among	their	course	program.	Students	also	see	films	and	attend	a	play	in	Manhattan.	This	year	all	72	
of	us	saw	Hype	Man	by	Idris	Goodwin	at	the	Flea	Theater.		

As	their	final	project,	students	write	their	own	short	
plays	about	rape.	Professors	Cassidy	and	Trinch	then	
select	between	8	and	10	plays	and	monologues	to	bring	
alive	on	the	stage	with	professional	New	York	City	
actors.	One	of	Hype	Man’s	actors,	Tay	Bass,	has	agreed	
to	collaborate	to	interpret	the	students’	work	for	
Seeing	Rape:	This	is	America.	The	14	student-
playwrights	whose	work	will	be	featured	this	year	
represent	our	culture	and	how	it	is	both	prone	to	and	

resistant	to	rape.	This	year	topics	and	settings	are	diverse	as	they	deal	with	intimate-partner	
relationships,	football,	US-Mexico	border	crossings,	male	bonding,	addiction	and	the	#me-too	
movement.	

For	the	first	time,	thanks	to	the	generous	support	of	the	Department	of	Anthropology,	the	student	
playwrights	received	a	monetary	award	of	$100	for	having	their	plays	selected	for	the	Seeing	Rape	
performance	where	we	anticipate	about	1500	students	will	come	to	the	theater	to	witness	their	
classmates’	written	work	take	the	stage.	

Connor	Gilligan,	a	major	in	Anthropology	at	John	Jay,	has	written	a	play	entitled,	Just	a	Date,	that	
was	selected	to	appear	in	this	year’s	ALL-new	production.	Gilligan’s	play	offers	an	incisive	and	
compelling	dramatization	of	the	opioid	crisis	in	the	U.S. 

We	asked	Connor	Gilligan	to	write	about	his	experience	as	a	student	in	the	course,	“Seeing	Rape,”	
and	then	as	a	playwright	for	the	upcoming	production,	Seeing	Rape:	This	is	America. 

Please	read	on	to	learn	what	Connor	has	to	say	about	his	work		»»»	

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2018/may/01/seeing-rape-john-jay-course-sexual-assault-plays
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Man	on	Stage:	Becoming	a	Playwright		
Connor	Gilligan	

	
As	an	Anthropology	major	at	John	Jay	College,	
I	 have	 gained	 an	 understanding	 of	 cultural	
norms,	 values,	 and	 stereotypes	 not	 just	 in	
countries	abroad,	but	in	our	own.	I	developed	
a	 love	 for	 reading,	 researching	 and	 especially	
writing	that	I	never	knew	was	in	me.		

I	 love	 the	writing	process.	 It	affords	me	great	
freedom,	and	I	can	be	as	creative	or	clever	as	
possible.	 I	 love	 to	 type	my	 thoughts	 out	 and	
then	 rearrange	 them	until	 I	 create	 something	
that	 speaks	 to	 me.	 For	 me,	 writing	 is	 about	
being	 able	 to	 express	 myself	 artistically,	 get	
some	 thoughts	 out	 of	 my	 head,	 and	 release	
the	 daily	 stress	 and	 tension	 we	 face	 as	
students.		

I	have	written	essays	and	articles	and	poems,	
but	 I	 had	 never	 written	 fiction.	 Until	 in	 my	
Interdisciplinary	 Studies	 class	 called	 “Seeing	
Rape,”	 my	 professors	 —	 linguistic	
anthropologist	 Shonna	 Trinch	 and	 playwright	
Barbara	Cassidy		—		suggested	I	could	be	also	a	
different	 kind	 of	 writer:	 a	 playwright	 and	 a	
poet.		

I	 happily	 accepted	 the	 challenge,	 but	 was	
admittedly	nervous.		

I	did	not	know	where	to	start	or	what	I	would	
write	 about.	 I	 knew	 that	 I	 wanted	 to	 talk	
about	 the	 topic	 of	 addiction	 as	 it	 is	 so	
misunderstood	in	our	culture.		

I	 knew	 I	 could	 express	 my	 feelings	 and	
thoughts	about	addiction	through	poetry,	and	
I	had	a	number	of	ideas	for	a	play	though	I	had	
no	idea	of	how	I	would	go	about	writing	in	the	
form	of	a	play.		

	

	

The	hard	part	was	getting	the	ideas	out	of	my	
head	and	onto	the	paper.		

So,	I	just	started.		

Every	 idea	 that	 came	 to	 mind	 I	 wrote	 down	
with	haste.	Before	 I	 knew	 it,	 I	 had	a	 six-page	
play,	with	two	poems	featured	in	it.		

I	went	from	not	knowing	where	to	start	to	not	
being	able	to	stop.	

Continued on next page  
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So,	I	didn’t.	

In	 the	 end,	 I	 wrote	 three	 different	 plays	 and	
two	poems,	each	of	which	had	to	do	with	drug	
addiction	or	sexual	violence.		

Last	 semester	 I	 took	 the	 Anthropology	
Department’s	 Ethnographic	 Writing	 course	
with	 Professor	 Waterston,	 which	 helped	 me	
sharpen	my	writing	skills	and	understand	how	
impactful	 and	 moving	 poetry	 can	 be,	
especially	 when	 invoking	 important,	 but	
difficult-to-talk-about	issues.			

In	 writing	 this	 play,	 I	 wanted	 to	 dispel	 some	
myths	 that	we	 commonly	 hold	 as	 truths.	 For	
example,	 the	 idea	 that	 rape	 is	 a	 cut-and-dry	
act	 that	happens	only	 through	physical	 force,	
and	 the	 idea	 that	 drug	 addicts	 are	 good-for-
nothing	wretches	who	choose	or	deserve	to	be	
in	 that	 situation	 are	myths.	We,	 as	 a	 culture,	
do	not	understand	addiction	and	its	hardships.	
And	we	especially	don’t	view	addicts	as	people	
in	need	of	help	and	support.	In	fact,	we	often	
view	 them	 as	 sub-human,	 as	 creatures	 not	
worthy	 of	 our	 time	 or	 concern.	 I	 wrote	 this	
play	to	show	people	how	wrong	we	are	about	
that.	

I	 love	 the	writing	process.	 It	affords	me	great	
freedom,	and	I	can	be	as	creative	or	clever	as	
possible.	

My	play,	Just	a	Date,	will	appear	in	this	year’s	
2019	 production	 of	Seeing	 Rape:	 This	 is	
America.	 Just	 a	 Date	 focuses	 on	 the	 ideas	 of	
consent,	desperation,	 and	 sexuality	mainly	as	
these	 intersect	with	addiction	and	the	people	
afflicted	by	it.		

This	is	a	subject	that	is	extremely	important	to	
me,	 and	 one	 that	 I	 talk	 about	 with	 great	
hesitation.	Addiction	has	deeply	 impacted	my	
life.	I	have	lost	many	friends	to	addiction,	and	I	
had	 been	 an	 addict	 myself	 for	 five	 years.	 I	
have	seen	firsthand	the	different	ways	people	
who	 are	 addicts	 are	 treated	 and	 perceived	
socially	 compared	 to	 those	 so-called	
“functioning	members	of	society.”		

This	 is	 a	 subject	 that	 is	 extremely	
important	 to	 me,	 and	 one	 that	 I	 talk	
about	 with	 great	 hesitation.	 Addiction	
has	deeply	impacted	my	life.			

This	 difference	 is	 something	 that	 still	 pains	
me.	 I	 hesitate	 to	 admit	 that	 I	 was	 addicted	
because	I	know	there	are	still	people	who	will	
view	me	less	favorably	because	of	my	past.		

An	 inspiration	 for	 this	play	 is	 to	 show	people	
that	 addicts	 are	 still	 people,	 with	 goals,	
principles,	and	feelings.		

All	 of	 this	 made	 writing	 this	 play	 a	 great	
pleasure	for	me,	and	it	has	changed	the	way	I	
view	myself	as	a	writer.	I	am	now	much	more	
confident	 in	 my	 writing	 skills	 as	 both	 a	 poet	
and	playwright.		

I	 have	 developed	 a	 love	 for	 storytelling	
through	writing	 that	 I	 never	 thought	 I	 would	
be	able	to	express.	This	process	has	given	me	
the	confidence	to	start	writing	a	book	as	well	
as	to	continue	developing	“Just	a	Date,”	which	
I	hope	to	have	performed	as	a	full-length	play	
in	the	near	future.		

*	*	*	*	*
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An	Intimate	Ethnography		
Alisse	Waterston	

	
Louise	and	Michael:	A	Romance	
Louise	 Maude	 Steinberg	 was	 the	 nice	 girl.	 She	 was	 peaceful	 and	 refined—the	 one	 who	
didn’t	 go—who	wouldn’t	 go	 to	 a	man’s	 apartment.	 She	 remembered	meeting	Miguel.	 	 It	
was	1942,	and	he	was	from	Cuba.	She	thought	he	had	gorgeous	blue	eyes,	and	that	he	was	
very	polite.	He	even	asked	her	 father	 for	permission	 to	 invite	her	out	 in	New	York.	Tante	
Betty	was	very	suspicious	of	him.	Even	though	Miguel	said	he	was	Jewish	and	spoke	Yiddish,	
she	thought	he	had	a	very	strange	accent.	“What	 is	 this	Cuba	place?”	her	tante	asked.	 	“I	
never	heard	of	such	a	place.	Maybe	he’s	a	spy.”				
	

	

	
For	 their	 first	 outing,	 the	 couple	 had	 an	 evening	 date.	 Louise	 and	 Miguel	 went	 to	
Manhattan’s	Havana–Madrid	nightclub	 for	dinner.	 	 She	was	eighteen	and	he	was	 twenty-
nine.	He	ordered	cocktails	and	bought	her	a	pack	of	Luckies	from	the	cigarette	girl.		The	live	
show	of	Latin	music,	and	his	smooth,	controlled	dancing	seemed	so	sophisticated.		
Louise	felt	like	a	movie	star.		

	
**********	
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Don	Miguel	
It	 is	 the	 mid-1990s	 and	 noontime.	 At	 eighty-two	 years	 old,	 Don	 Miguel	 walks	 from	 El	
Imperio—The	 Empire—his	 store	 in	 Viejo	 San	 Juan	 to	 sit	 at	 the	 same	 table,	 at	 the	 same	
restaurant,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 for	 the	 same	 lunch	he	had	been	eating	 for	 thirty	years.	 	La	
Mallorquina	 had	 ancient	 wooden	 fans	 hanging	 from	 vaulted	 ceilings	 and	 tables	 covered	
with	placemats	boasting	it	was	the	oldest	restaurant	in	Puerto	Rico,	a	fact	most	appealing	to	
those	 tourists	 who	 still	 bothered	 to	 wander	 the	 cobblestones	 of	 Old	 San	 Juan.	 .”	 	 Don	
Miguel’s	store	was	just	a	half	block	from	the	restaurant	so	it	was	a	convenient	place	to	take	
lunch.		

	

	
	

It	 was	 close	 and	 the	waiters	 knew	what	 he	 wanted—serve	 him	 quickly,	 and	 bring	 a	 hot	
pocillo	when	the	old	man	waved	his	hand.	Louise	and	his	four	daughters	knew	that	gesture.		
Early	 on,	 they	 learned	 it	meant	 “bring	me	 something”—water,	 coffee,	 salt.	 	 If	 they	 did	 it	
right—the	 coffee	must	 be	 in	 a	 cup	 of	 a	 certain	 size	 (never	 a	 mug),	 steaming	 hot	 (never	
lukewarm),	and	in	front	of	him	as	soon	as	the	dinner	plate	was	removed	(no	wait	time)—the	
waiters	would	be	showered	with	Don	Miguel’s	famous	charm.		
	
Everyone—outside	 his	 immediate	 family—seemed	 to	 adore	 him.	 Don	 Miguel	 was	
demanding,	but	a	regular	guy,	a	paisano.		

	
**********	
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Born	into	War:	Dead	Bodies	and	Ruined	Houses	
Before	the	war,	the	Wasersztejns	were	comfortable.	They	had	a	house	and	a	barn,	a	horse	
and	a	wagon.		They	had	a	cow	for	milk,	and	about	an	acre	of	land	to	grow	potatoes.		They	
didn’t	 starve.	 	More	 than	 that,	 Izaak	bought	and	 sold	wheat.	 Then	 the	war	 came.	 	World	
War	I.		It	was	springtime	when	the	troops	and	their	heavy	weapons	arrived.	The	snow	was	
melting,	flooding	the	pastures	and	making	mud	everywhere.		The	town	was	on	fire.		
	

	

	
Mendeleh,	 barely	 past	 a	 toddler,	 his	 sisters,	 brothers,	 and	 mother	 hid	 in	 the	 basement,	
huddled	 all	 night	 long	 against	 the	 catastrophe	 going	 on	 outside.	 They	 heard	 the	 noise	 of	
war:	bullets,	explosions,	moaning,	death.	Morning	came,	and	the	family	ventured	from	their	
hideout.		The	street	was	filled	with	dead	soldiers.		
	
Some	soldiers	were	alive,	lying	on	the	street,	moaning	still	and	dying.		Mendel	was	terrified,	
hiding	in	the	cellar	like	that.		Being	in	the	cellar.		Hearing	the	guns.		The	shooting.		When	the	
others	went	to	look	at	the	dead	people,	Mendel	didn’t	even	take	a	quick	peek.		
He	was	too	afraid.	

	
**********	



	

These	 are	 excerpts	 from	My	Father’s	Wars,	 a	
journey	 through	 family	 memories	 that	 are	
interwoven	 with	 some	 of	 the	 key	 historical	
events	of	the	20th	century.		

It	is	a	multilayered	personal	story	that	is	also	a	
social	 history.	 	 It	 is	 a	 daughter’s	 account	of	 a	
father	whose	life	was	shaped,	framed	and	torn	
apart	 by	 the	 upheavals	 of	 the	 twentieth	
century.	 	 It	 is	 an	 anthropologist’s	 narrative	
constructed	from	other	people’s	stories.		It	is	a	
portrait	 of	 a	 charming,	 funny,	 wounded	 and	
difficult	 man,	 his	 relationships	 with	 those	 he	
loved,	 and	 his	most	 sacred	 of	 beliefs.	 	 It	 is	 a	
reflection	on	 the	 forces	of	history,	 the	power	
of	 memory,	 and	 the	 meanings	 people	 attach	
to	events,	to	things,	to	words,	and	to	others.		

	

	
My	 Father’s	 Wars	 is	 an	 ethnography	 of	
violence	that	captures	with	words	a	relational	
life	 narrative	 and	 a	multidimensional,	 human	
character	 whose	 voice	 can	 be	 heard,	 whose	
photographs	 can	be	 seen,	 and	whose	moving	

image	can	be	viewed	 in	an	online	 companion	
to	the	book.	

My	Father’s	Wars	 is	 a	hybrid	work,	making	 it	
difficult	to	place	it	in	a	single	genre.		

It	is	not	just	my	father’s	biography,	not	just	his	
narrated	 memoir,	 it	 is	 not	 about	 the	
anthropologist,	not	about	the	daughter,	nor	is	
it	 only	 about	 cultural	 frameworks	 or	 national	
histories	 or	 the	 violence	 that	 wreaked	 havoc	
during	 my	 father’s	 lifetime.	 	 It	 is	 about	 all	
these	things	at	once.			

I	 come	 to	 this	 project	 not	 just	 as	 a	 daughter	
but	 also	 as	 an	 anthropologist	 seeking	 to	
understand	 violence	 in	 its	 various	 forms	 and	
how	it	is	implicated	in	individual	lives.	

Thus,	 My	 Father’s	 Wars	 is	 an	 “intimate	
ethnography,”	 a	 new	 genre	 in	 nonfiction	
literature	 I	 developed	 with	 my	 friend	 and	
colleague	 Barbara	 Rylko-Bauer.	 The	 term	
“intimate	 ethnography”	 captures	 that	 there	
were	two	inseparable	roles	in	my	approach	to	
this	project:	I	am	a	daughter	who	chronicled	a	
family	 narrative,	 and	 I	 am	 an	 anthropologist	
who	 contextualized	 the	 story.	 	 Intimate	
ethnography	 brings	 together	 the	 dualities,	
liberating	 the	 daughter	 to	 enter	 a	 deeply	
private	and	interior	place	as	an	ethnographer.		

When	 I	began	this	project,	 I	was	at	a	point	 in	
my	 life	where	 the	urge	 to	 reflect	on	personal	
history	was	 quite	 strong.	 	Who	was	 this	man	
with	whom	I	had	such	difficulty?		It	took	years	
before	 I	 would	 realize	 how	my	 father’s	 story	
shaped	my	sensibility	and	to	recognize	that	his	
sorrows	 became	 my	 sorrows,	 his	 losses	 my	

	

https://www.amazon.com/Fathers-Wars-Migration-Innovative-Ethnographies/dp/0415859182
http://myfatherswars.com/story-companion/
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motivation	 to	 understand	 them.	 	 And	 now	
that	the	project	is	complete,	I	feel	I	do	have	a	
fuller	understanding	of	this	complicated,	yet	in	
many	ways	ordinary	man.	
Yet	 I	 come	 to	 this	 project	 not	 just	 as	 a	
daughter	but	also	as	an	anthropologist	seeking	
to	 understand	 violence	 in	 its	 various	 forms	
and	 how	 it	 is	 implicated	 in	 individual	 lives.	
Embedded	 in	 my	 father’s	 life	 history	 are	 the	
issues	with	which	we	still	struggle:	the	causes	
and	 consequences	 of	 political	 and	 structural	
violence,	past	and	present;	migration	and	the	
experience	 of	 refugees;	 the	 transnational	
movement	 of	 people,	 ideas,	 and	 economies;	
and	 the	 simmering	 tensions	 and	 major	
conflicts	 between	 groups—ethnic,	 racialized,	
religious,	and	nation-state	conflicts.		

To	 unravel	 the	 complex	 processes,	 dynamics	
and	aftermaths	of	a	history	that	 is	marked	by	
violence,	 in	 this	 book	 I	 begin	 with	 stories,	
laying	 out	 specific	 features	 of	 my	 father’s	
remarkable	 biography,	 a	 life	 that	 unfolds	
amidst	 particular	 global	 and	 local	 historical	
events.		

On	 the	 pages	 of	 the	 book,	 I	 take	 the	 reader	
across	 the	 full	 trajectory	 of	my	 father’s	 life—
across	 continents,	 countries,	 cultures,	
languages,	 generations—and	 two	 wars	 and	
one	revolution.			

War	shaped	his	first	perceptions—dead	bodies	
and	 ruined	 houses.	 	 His	 migration	 trajectory	
took	 him	 from	 Poland	 to	 Cuba	 to	 NY	 to	 San	
Juan,	 Puerto	 Rico.	 At	 the	 intersections	 of	my	
father’s	 complicated	 journey,	 he	 created,	
adopted	 and	 adapted	 to	 multiple	 identities	

across	 time	 and	 place,	 identities	 shaped	 by	
larger	structural	and	political	 forces,	 including	
the	 spectacular	 violences	 of	 war	 and	
revolution.	 	 His	 name	 changes	 offer	 hints	 of	
these	 identities:	 Across	 a	 long	 century,	
Mendeleh	 from	 Jedwabne,	 Poland	 became	
Miguelito	 in	 Manguito,	 Cuba,	 Miguel	 in	
Havana,	Michael	in	New	York,	and	don	Miguel	
in	San	Juan,	Puerto	Rico.		

War	 shaped	 my	 father’s	 first	 perceptions—
dead	bodies	and	ruined	houses.		His	migration	
trajectory	took	him	from	Poland	to	Cuba	to	NY	
to	San	Juan,	Puerto	Rico.	

The	 central	 insight	 that	 emerged	 from	 my	
project	 is	 that	violence	explains	as	much	as	 it	
needs	 to	 be	 explained,	 accounting	 for	 many	
aspects	 of	 social	 life,	 including	 shaping	 the	
contours	of	identity—both	personal	and	social	
identity	 that	 all	 too	 often	 lead	 to	 ever	 more	
extreme	forms	of	violence.		

I	 can’t	 say	 I	 have	 one	 reason	 for	 having	
pursued	 this	 difficult,	 often	 painful	 project,	
and	for	writing	this	book.		I	can	say	this	project	
offered	 me	 a	 way	 to	 step	 back	 from	 what	 I	
thought	I	knew	in	order	to	see	my	father—and	
the	world—as	if	for	the	first	time.	

	

To	 learn	 more	 about	 intimate	 ethnography,	
please	 see	 my	 newly	 published	 article	 titled	
“Intimate	 Ethnography	 and	 the	
Anthropological	 Imagination:	 Dialectical	
Aspects	 of	 the	 Personal	 and	 Political	 in	 My	
Father's	Wars”	available	for	free	download.	

	

https://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/amet.12730
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