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Getting Things Done: Economies of Value Within and Outside Radical Labor Press
After the Centralia Massacre in 1919 and the resulting imprisonment of eight members of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), the Centralia Publicity Committee (CPC), formed by supporters of the IWW, began arguing for their release.  The CPC’s argument was straightforward: the IWW members were innocent and the trial was unfair, part of a system that privileged the timber bosses and oppressed labor. While the news of the massacre was widely publicized, the CPC’s arguments were initially ridiculed in the mainstream press. The gradual transformation of this argument as it travels through diverse communicative networks is anything but straightforward.

 

The CPC’s network of audiences began with local townspeople in the form of regularly published circulars, which were distributed door to door.  From 1919 to 1933 (when the prisoners were pardoned by the governor), the argument became attached to humanitarian, religious, and political values, hopping from nodes within the radical press network to regional  and national publications.  Explaining the “success” of this argument requires understanding how writing travels in heterogeneous networks, how locations within networks value and devalue writing according to their own economies, and to what degree and in what way human agency can account for how an unpopular argument in becomes persuasive.

Diana George, Virginia Tech & Paula Mathieu, Boston College

Circulating Voices of Dissent: Economies of Writing from the Streets

When speaking about ‘economies of writing,’ it is important to remember that much writing takes place not only in classrooms and boardrooms but within underground economies as well.  And the acts of community publishing that we discuss in this panel amount to important points of nexus between underground and mainstream economies, granting at least rhetorical access (albeit in limited ways with often asymmetries of participation) to those whose voices are either shut out or limited. Moreover, those very real economies are both political and financial. 

The political cost of dissident writing might best be demonstrated in the history of such papers as the IWW’s Industrial Worker, Max Eastman’s Masses, Ida B. Wells’ Memphis Free Speech, the IBWA’s ‘Hobo’ News, and others like them that were suppressed — some vandalized by local police or shut down under the Sedition Acts, editors and distributors arrested or beaten; others toning down their rhetoric to ward off the threat of losing second class postage status, an economic move that could easily shut down any small paper and stifle dissident voices. 
As with their historic counterparts,  writing continues to help marginalized people navigate all sorts of underground economies  (the 'bo world hobos passed along to each other in the past; the joys and hazards of dumpster diving, and more, today). At the same time, dissident writing takes on mainstream economies (fighting for the minimum wage, an eight-hour day, the rights of public workers to collectively bargain, etc.).  

This is the writing that must be produced and circulated cheaply, without corporate backing, and often with no guarantee that the publication will continue beyond its most current edition. 

It may well be true, as Voltaire once wrote, that expensive books do little harm to the status quo. It is “the little pocket pamphlets of thirty sous that are to be feared." Even so, those pocket pamphlets, broadsides, street papers, underground presses, and the like must make their voices heard within and against very real economic conditions. 

Tamera Marko, Emerson College & Duke University

Keeping Pablo Escobar Alive: Economies of Value That Sustain or Challenge A Rhetoric of Violence about Colombia
Creation, distribution, circulation—mobility—of stories about Colombia are largely restricted to the few storytellers who have access to cross class, race, gender, municipal and international borders. Hollywood movies, mainstream media and academic publications focus almost exclusively on the city of Medellín and of Colombia in general in terms of violence, narco-traffic, and poverty. Resulting from 60 years of undeclared civil war in Colombia, 4 million people have been displaced from their communities, with more than 175,000 of them living in Medellín. The displaced lack circulation resources to include their perspectives in citywide, national and global arenas, especially in competition with international media organizations and the Medellín Mayor’s office public relations campaign.

 

This presentation maps two categories of transnational story circulation. We map the mobility of key rhetorical representations of Colombia and of Medellín in five sources with a wide audience: (1) Hollywood film; (2) U.S. cable television; (3) mainstream U.S. and English press; (4) academic publications; and (5) new social media. We also map our ongoing transnational archive project of video documentaries with 250 displaced families and youth producers of community cable shows and blogs who tell stories, in their own words and images, about Medellín.  This map’s purpose is to identify “rhetorical inflection points”—film festivals, media outlets, blogs, scholarly forums and educational curriculums—where circulating our archive might be especially effective as an alternative transnational narrative force that complicates and renders a more inclusive and thereby more accurate rhetorical landscape of Medellín. This would then also map how the circulation networks and their own writing economies create and sustain, over the last three decades, a near-static infamous image of Colombia. With more than one-sixth of the globe’s population living in slums, this rhetorical economy of power struggle waged between international media, political power structures and violence-induced displaced communities, is an exponentially growing social justice crisis.

