
elites, into the overall argument. Additionally, the commercial argument, that market

demand ensured that popular culture resonated with the people’s nascent national

identity, is convincing but more discussion of how these popular cultural forms were

received would have been useful. Nevertheless, Beezley sets out to, and succeeds in

telling a good and important story. His use of sources will no doubt inspire historians

of other nations to open up their understandings of how nationalism emerged and

return puppets to their rightful places as significant actors in this process.

PATIENCE A. SCHELL

University of Manchester

Amy K. Kaminsky, Argentina. Stories for a Nation. Minneapolis and London:

University of Minnesota Press, 2008. 2821xvii pp. d14 (pbk).

Theories about nationalism have been traditionally divided between those who believe

that nations are rooted in some ancestral communal identity and those who argue that

nationalism is a modern political construction. Without prejudging the overall debate

the case of Argentina falls squarely on the modernists’ side of the argument. To be

modern is to be conscious of the moment of invention. And few people are more aware

of their country as a conscious human construct than the Argentineans. Writing about

nineteenth-century Argentina, the Argentinean historian Tulio Halperin Donghi

claims that the country was the expression of an intellectual project conceived by

the intellectual and political elite of the time. As part of this project the country’s

liberal elite produced a narrative about the nation’s identity as a society of European

immigrants and European culture ethnically different and culturally distant from the

other nations of Latin America.

Kaminsky’s book shows that there is more to the country’s national identity than,

in the words of a famous Argentinean, being ‘Europeans in exile’. She does so by

drawing together stories about Argentina and the Argentineans drawn from Argen-

tinean, European and US cultural sources, such as essays, jokes, novels, fashion and

films. Her argument is that national identity is a production of both internal and

external readings of the nation and of the relationship between them. Inevitably there

is a gap between how the Argentineans want to be perceived by Europe and how the

country has been perceived by European and US image makers. Some of them, notably

Conrad’s Nostromo, created a fictional country, Costaguana, as a mélange of

recognizable elements from all over the continent that incorporated Argentina into

an undifferentiated Latin American pastiche. More frustrating perhaps (at least for

Argentina’s European self-image) was Virginia Woolf’s fantasy of Argentina as a

savage country rife with multicoloured butterflies and wild cattle. Still for other

Europeans, particularly the French, Argentina was personified in the figure of the

country’s nouveaux riches of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that

strolled the boulevards of Paris flaunting their wealth, whom they saw with a mixture

of condescendence mixed with a touch of envy.

Kaminsky’s book explores many other versions of this cultural relationship

between Argentina and the West. It covers the multiple markers of identity: ethnic,

class, gender, religion, culture, sexuality, geography. Not surprisingly, there is no

imagining of the country that can claim a higher correspondence with Argentina’s true

national identity. They are all different forms of misrecognition that by presenting
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their own fantasies as ‘the real thing’ suppress crucial aspects of the country’s social

fabric. The points from which Argentina is perceived, from inside and from without,

interact with each other in the creation of multiple, conflicting, interdependent yet

mutually destabilizing notions of Argentina as a place and a culture (p. 7). But

altogether they built up a distinctive Argentinean identity as Europe’s ‘uncanny other’.

As Kaminsky puts it, it is a meaning derived from the sense that Argentina is both like

Europe and deeply different from it. Likeness and differences are elusive concepts,

however. Some of the cultural elements that have made Argentina exotic to Western

eyes, the tango, the gaucho, Evita Perón, have become embedded in Western culture.

Buenos Aires is both a European city and a far away and dangerous place into which

Europeans project their fears, fantasies and desires (not the least sexual ones).

Beyond the often fascinating stories about Argentina and the Argentineans that

Kaminsky interweaves in search of the country’s soul the book raises some broader

points. All identities are relational, as we need to have our self-image validated by

others. It has been argued that when this relation involves a metropolitan culture and a

peripheral one, the metropolitan is able to impose its own cultural codes, thus shaping

the peripheral subject’s view of its own self. This book shows that relation is much

more complex and that they both feed each other with the result that there are no

innocent parties: Both the European insistence on extracting the exotic other from

Argentina for its own consumption and the Argentinean elite’s refusal to embody the

exotic other are racist, colonizing gestures that partake in the belief of European

superiority (p. 109). And yet, it is the metropolitan gaze that has the upper hand in the

validation game, as it can always withdraw recognition.

Story telling has been often dismissed as an inferior form of social analysis (as if

rational choice was not telling a story). This book shows that telling stories can be

deeply illuminating in trying to understand the cultural roots of a nation. It is highly

readable and largely free of the jargon that often plagues cultural analysis. It is

certainly not the last word about its subject but then, is not meant to be.

FRANCISCO PANIZZA

London School of Economics

Andrew Sartori, Bengal in Global Concept History: Culturalism in the Age of Capital.

University of Chicago Press, 2008. 284 pp. d15 (pbk).

This book is not for the faint hearted. Written in very difficult prose and buttressed by

a sophisticated theoretical framework, this is not very accessible even though the

subject it explores has a compelling and an apparently familiar quality to it. All of us

who have had a brush with Indian history are familiar with the extraordinary Bengal-

centrism in historiography, produced by the range and richness of Bengal’s cultural

experience and the region’s tryst with culture as seen with such iconic figures like

Rammohan Roy, Bankim and Tagore and Satyajit Ray. The intellectual history of

modern Bengal has not only been excessively written about, but it has also been written

into explorations of modernity and nationalism in India, which makes it a difficult

subject to unravel and write about. However Sartori manages to do this by attempting

an alternative way of explaining why culture as a category of meaning and meaning

making became so ubiquitous in Bengal. In doing so, he contests certain assumptions

about the so called stunted dimension of colonial modernity and instead argues that we
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