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      Foreword

      
      
      In Venezuelan Stick Fighting, Michael Ryan does not break new ground. He does, however, sow seeds whose plants
         yield a rich harvest. The discipline of hoplology (the ways and means of combative
         behavior) was announced by Sir Richard Burton in 1883 and revisited in the mid-twentieth
         century by Donn Draeger and his disciples, but the fields demarcated by these pioneer
         lay fallow for most of the twentieth century. As a general rule, martial arts remained
         a topic that was the domain of “popular” overviews and “how-to” manuals. Authors rarely
         looked beyond East Asia for their subject matter. Notable exceptions exist. Anthropologist
         William Lessa published a monograph on Bwang, a Micronesian fighting system, in 1978.
         The book went relatively unnoticed except for an article in the popular media Black Belt magazine. Historian Elliot Gorn’s 1985 journal article on the social significance
         of clashes that resulted in the brutal maiming of combatants in the southern United
         States during the eighteenth century is another separate treatment. As an analysis
         of a vernacular style of fighting, Gorn’s article is an obvious precursor of Ryan’s
         book.
      

      
      Until recently, similar discussions of truly vernacular martial culture—those localized
         traditions open to the idiosyncrasies of combative individuals and unfettered by formal
         bureaucracies—were relegated to passing comments such as Richard Dorson’s on the folk
         traditions of the Upper Michigan Peninsula in which brawling lumbermen stomped the
         faces of fallen foes with their spiked boots in order to leave scars called “logger’s
         pox” and ethnic Finns settled quarrels with knives. As confirmed by other studies
         in the emerging literature on vernacular martial arts, modes of transmission are often
         relatively unstructured and harsh. Mentors give up their knowledge reluctantly and
         even incompletely as a precaution against a student returning at a later date to defeat
         the teacher. Rather than styles or systems in the conventional sense, these ways of
         fighting are, as Ryan notes, idiosyncratic collections of successful techniques and
         tactics, like the “rough and tumble” described by Gorn, prison fighting styles (Jacktown,
         Comstock, and the like), “knockin’ and kickin’” alluded to in the American South from
         the plantation period to the 1970s, and African-descended fifty-two hand blocks in
         the urban northeastern United States. Though violent, juego do palo is, like the other
         vernacular arts just listed, not mere physical anarchy. On the contrary, such ways
         of fighting are highly cultural. At the corporeal level, they incorporate motor behaviors
         from other movement traditions such as dance and games. Just as Ryan notes the correlation
         between martial versions of juego de palo and the choreographed play preserved as
         an element of local festival, the “Fifty-twos” is kinesiologically and historically
         related to breakdancing and hip-hop, and stick fighting attends Carnival in much of
         the Caribbean. At the technological level, while the garrote (itself a sartorial accessory
         and tool) is the core weapon of the juego, the attributes developed thereby provide
         “stepping stones” to the use of other weapons and the physiological modification of
         tools into weapons—as was the case with Wisconsin loggers and as continues to be the
         case with the adaptation of sticks, or herding tools, into weapons by pastoralists
         globally. Socially, juego de palo provides the means of contesting community status
         and obtaining justice through symbolic violence that usually stops short of mortal
         injury. Again, this is consistent with the general features of vernacular martial
         arts. For example, a characteristic diss (from “disrespect”) tactic used by practitioners
         of the fifty-two hand blocks consists of catching an opponent’s punch, kissing the
         fist, and throwing it back in the puncher’s face. Physically, the move is useless;
         as a means of publicly humiliating an adversary and increasing one’s own street status,
         it is worth its weight in gold, or more accurately worth its weight in social capital.
         Similarly, although the garroteros prefer more private arenas to establish hierarchy
         and reestablish honor, the adherence to principles, codes of behavior, and even aesthetics
         carries more weight than sheer physical dominance. Clearly, although localized folk
         systems of civilian combat do not have rules of engagement exemplified by Broughton’s
         Rules or similar codes duello, each bears the stamp of its context not only historically
         and physiologically, but ethically and aesthetically. 
      

      
      The twenty-first century has seen a legitimization of martial studies as a discipline,
         the rise of international, interdisciplinary academic societies (such as International
         Martial Arts and Combat Sports Scientific Society) and networks (e.g., the Martial
         Arts Studies Research Network), journals (Ido Movement for Culture: Journal of Martial Arts Anthropology, the Martial Arts Studies Journal, Revísta de Artes Marciáles Asiáticas), and regular academic conferences in Italy, Poland, Portugal, and the United Kingdom
         designed to support martial arts scholarship. European scholars and institutions have
         taken a leadership role in this movement. The current volume by a North American author
         examining indigenous South American martial culture is a welcome addition to this
         dialogue. 
      

      
      Beyond adding to the existing literature on vernacular martial culture outside Asia,
         this book explores, from the perspective of the juego de palo, the dynamic that often
         emerges between folk arts and external entities. Nations, ethnic factions, and other
         larger than local associations turn to traditional forms of expressions to create
         rallying points internally, and externally, to develop stages on which to display
         politically crafted identities. In the wake of UNESCO’s enfranchisement of the notion
         of intangible cultural heritage, the promotion of tourism comes to play as well. Folk
         arts, in turn, appeal to these larger entities for validation and more tangible forms
         of support, such as grants and performance venues. The trade-off, however, tends to
         be a homogenization and domestication of the public facade of the original vernacular
         form. 
      

      
      Capoeira, as it came to be offered for public consumption, can serve as an example
         of the compromises that develop. As the Brazilian art went through a transformation
         from a criminalized street system at the turn of the twentieth century to a “whitening”
         and upward mobility via the efforts of Mestre Bimba (Manoel dos Reis Machado, 1899–1974),
         from the late 1930s to the 1950s, Capoeira Regional—as Bimba’s reformed version came
         to be called—became standardized and lost the individuality that characterizes a vernacular
         art. Ryan offers us cases of garroteros and their disciples at various points along
         a spectrum from conservative embedded cultural practice to potentially globalized
         commodification, thus adding to the store of knowledge of the “gentrification” of
         vernacular martial arts—and folk arts in general. 
      

      
      The volume that follows warrants a close reading as a first-rate example of the work
         produced by the current generation of martial arts scholars and of the preoccupations
         and methods of the discipline of martial arts studies as it develops in the early
         decades of the twenty-first century. From a more general perspective, I commend it
         to those readers who want a clearly focused view of the results of one encounter when
         modernity and nationalism encounter tradition and localization. Approached from either
         the particular or general, time devoted to reading Ryan’s insights into the culture
         and practice of the Venezuelan vernacular martial art of the juego de palo will be
         time well spent.
      

      
      Thomas A. Green

      
      Texas A&M University

      
      February 8, 2016 

      
      
   
      Preface

      
      
      Venezuelan Stick Fighting: The Civilizing Process in Martial Arts is an ethnographic study of the practice of stick, machete, and knife fighting, or
         garrote, as it currently practiced in rural Venezuela. First and foremost, garrote has been
         seen and practiced as an art of self-defense originating from the needs of the rural
         laborers, independent farmers, and merchants of rural Venezuela. Well into the twentieth
         century, men regularly carried a hardwood walking stick with them when appearing in
         public to defend themselves against any possible attacks, while serving a powerful
         symbol of one’s manhood and his ability to defend his property or honor against all
         threats. As such, the study and practice of garrote has been a semi-secretive art
         form not readily disclosed to outsiders, the curious, or potential opponents. Over
         the last seventy years, garrote has been popularly associated with a ritual performance
         known as the Tamunangue where, as a performance oriented mock duel, it precedes the
         number of other dances that make up the ritual. The array of instruments backing these
         performances and the diverse nature of these dances, each which purportedly have their
         own origins in indigenous, African, and European cultures, have been held up as an
         example by elites of how Venezuela has always assimilated different peoples and their
         cultures into a greater Venezuelan nation where race and ethnicity is irrelevant.
         What was once a local festival, the Tamunangue has been raised to the level of a national
         icon, serving as a microcosm of the Venezuelan people as a whole who, while living
         far apart with separate histories, are all citizens of the greater nation of Venezuela.
         
      

      
      At the same time that a performance-oriented version of garrote was celebrated by
         Venezuelan nationalists and deconstructed by folklorists and anthropologists, the
         art of garrote as a local form of self-defense continued its shadowy, practically
         oriented existence in the rural towns and working-class neighborhoods of Venezuela,
         where it persists today. Early in the twentieth century, in what I see as a “Civilizing
         Process,” Venezuela underwent a number of profound changes, transforming the nation
         from a primarily rural agricultural country fought over by competing warlords into
         a modern urban democracy, and then into a socialist state. Despite these profound
         changes, a number of character traits and values that can serve one in good stead
         in an often harsh and unfair world, such as determination, fortitude, and cunning,
         are best felt to be cultivated and instilled through a rough apprenticeship with a
         hardwood walking stick, a garrote. The diverse ways garroteros have organized a pedagogical
         ladder to hone and perfect their bodies and minds for the stress of combat and then
         turn around and become a caring and respected member of a community is what I call
         the “warrior’s habitus.” I find this a useful concept to explore how practioners of
         different combative systems over time and through space have wrestled with and tried
         different solutions to deal with the realities of violence facing young men. Faced
         with various modalities of combat ranging from the battlefield melees or raids to
         civilian oriented self-defense needs, ritual male hierarchical dueling contests, or
         recreational agonistic contests, a number of culturally specific physiological skills,
         affective structures, ethical guidelines, in association with material technologies,
         have been developed and continue to be refined today by people who face violence in
         their everyday life and train to meet and successfully dominate any combative encounter
         while instilling a sense for the sanctity of the life of their opponent and that of
         their community.
      

      
      Chapter 1 begins with the most common venue most people continue to be exposed to
         garrote, the Tamunangue ritual. Here I briefly look at the ongoing contestations regarding
         the history, status, and representation of garrote among those who feel they have
         a stake in the way the Tamunangue is represented and performed. Following the claim
         by Tocuyano garroteros who have repeatedly told me “garrote came to the area first
         and was later added into the Tamunangue,” I suggest garrote is best treated predominantly
         as a unique local manifestation of a much older Western Pan-European form of fighting
         with single-edged bladed weapons, which was eventually transferred to the Americas
         where it took on different manifestations to meet the needs of practioners as it blended
         with stick and blade tactics from the Canary and Azores Islands, West and Central
         African traditions. To this end, I survey the migration patterns of African and Europeans
         into Venezuela over the centuries and take note of the combative practices they brought
         with them to discover possible avenues for the transmission and emergence of garrote
         in Venezuela. Treating garrote as a modular embodied knowledge passed down at a single
         point in time in history within one area, as it is often treated, distorts its history.
         Instead, garrote should be seen as arising independently and repeatedly at different
         times and places in response to the way combative acts took shape in the civil sphere
         during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In the case of the Segovia Highlands
         where the majority of my fieldwork was done, the growth and development of garrote
         seems tied in with the struggles of local indigenous and mixed-blood populations to
         resist and or negotiate some form of coexistence with the exploitative practices of
         a series of conquistadores, hacenderos, caudillos, and then a centralized modern state
         seeking to control their land and labor. In other areas of Venezuela, indigenous,
         African, and African-indigenous communities developed their own forms of garrote or
         other combative traditions for many of the same reasons. As a result of these differences,
         the local histories of migration, colonization, resistance, and accommodation calls
         for sensitivity to the historical forces that shaped both communities and the unique
         developments of garrote throughout Venezuela.
      

       

      Chapter 2 looks back at the historical social and political-economic developments
         that led Venezuela from a minor possession of the Spanish crown to one of the first
         Latin American countries to declare itself an independent nation. One common theme
         that runs through this story is that the reliance on an extractive economy subjected
         the nation to the unpredictable cycles of global markets alternately strengthening
         or destabilizing efforts to create a stable nation-state. The eventual emergence of
         a federalist form of governing led local politicians to gather an enormous amount
         of power in their hands, which they guarded jealously and used to attack other politicans
         holdings to augment their power. Finally, in the early twentieth century, one local
         warlord was able to defeat all others and impose a centralized modern state that has
         continued until the present. Within these historical conditions, the once widespread
         popularity and subsequent decline of the use of garrotes, machetes, and knives in
         civil combative contexts can best be explained by drawing on Norbert Elias’s idea
         of a “Civilizing Process.” Simply stated as it relates to the subject of this work,
         the formation of a strong central state in the early twentieth century resulted in
         increasingly powerful constraints against the legitimacy of self-help strategies of
         violence. One effect of these greater macro-forces was the curtailing and reconfiguring
         of the ways garrote is taught, transmitted, and enacted today. 
      

      
      Chapter 3 narrows its focus to examining a number of sites where garrote was taught
         and practiced. Looking over accounts of those who trained to prepare themselves to
         fight, one element that stands out is the wide variety of training sites and methods
         both in the past and continuing up through the present. Numerous people I interviewed
         stressed how garrote is only taught to relatives or close friends. Nevertheless, there
         is also a tradition of more formal, semi-restricted schools of garrote in the area
         pointing to a more diffuse and fragmented genealogy reflected in the diversity of
         the art today. As a student progressed in his understanding of how to hold and move
         the garrote, he would often be introduced to the use of other agricultural tools or
         weapons. In this way, the student could gain a feeling how each different type of
         weapon shapes the way their body should move in order to take full advantage of its
         inherent properties. Through handling a palo and other weapons and the way it changes
         the way a practioner looks at, feels about, and moves through the world that one can
         detect the reorganization of the habitus operates through an intimate connection with
         material technology. 
      

       

      Chapter 4 examines the social and cultural fields of everyday life among garroteros.
         The importance placed on managing the flow of information is a major factor in the
         practice and transmission of garrote that continues to shape how it is experienced
         through the present. Chapter 5 looks at how local forms of disciplined training is
         designed to reconfigure the way a student moves through and feels about the world.
         A training where learning how to hold and move like one’s teacher acts to anchor an
         individual to a place, a lineage, or a local tradition. In a type of environment where
         men relations were governed by the idea of honor as a limited and valued commodity,
         the knowledge and use of the garrote plays a much diminished but important role in
         the creating and maintaining respect from one’s peers. Chapter 6 turns to the ways
         students are taught to evoke the proper emotional frame and psychological intent to
         close-in and dominate a combative encounter. The pleasure that comes with the dispatching
         of an opponent can turn into an addictive pleasure known as the “dark side.” The different
         ways that individuals have come to be desensitized to the harming of others and the
         ways it is attempted to reintegrate them into a community are in conjunction with
         the training of the rearranging of the neurophysiological apparatus to successfully
         dominate a combative encounter is what I call the warrior’s habitus. Many garroteros
         take an immense pride in their art as a unique development of local communities to
         protect themselves from a history of assault upon the integrity of the people and
         their land. Part of a set of tactics to maintain the integrity of the pueblo, Chapter
         7 looks at one way garrote has been reconfigured to meet the latest challenges of
         modernity where ideas of openness, fairness, and a level playing field are treated
         as the basis for modern society. Seeking to take advantage of the state’s interest
         in supporting popular culture, one group of garroteros through the support of the
         state publicizes their art through demonstrations and public exhibitions at the same
         time they hide and distort how the art is really done or taught to maintain their
         control over the art. At the same time, they earn the grudging admiration of other
         garroteros who see how they are deceiving those seen to exploit the cultural resources
         of the pueblo for their own political projects. Overall, I seek to show how these
         social practices and tactics continue to play a strong role in the way that practioners,
         friends, neighbors, and the wider rural society imagines, re-creates, and reaffirms
         a complex of social identities, which are bound to a historical place and time occurring
         against wider political-economic processes.
      

       

      The social context I describe has led me to examine what was and is still a wider
         set of trans-Atlantic practices used in close quarter combative situations, as currently
         practiced, imagined, and represented in Venezuela. I am interested in how these social
         practices are practiced, talked about, imagined, performed, and consumed by various
         individuals in different social settings, and the way they link up with notions of
         identity, agency, and gender on an individual, communal, and national level. With
         this in mind, this work provides a deep look into the diverse ways a local armed combative
         art targets the physiological abilities, affective structures, and ethical boundaries
         of an individual in an attempt reconfigure the way they interact with the world in
         order to allow them to face life’s challenges successfully and with honor.
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      Introduction

      
      
      After months of being brushed off with a number of excuses or outright excluded from
         Sunday group practice sessions, José-Felipe Alvarado agreed to cross sticks with me.
         One late afternoon, sitting under a shade tree on José-Felipe’s small plot of land,
         I asked him as I had done so many times in the last few months to give me a little
         lesson in garrote. The traditional stick fighting art once was practiced throughout
         Venezuela. To my surprise he said “¿Como no?” (Why not?) “Clementina bring Miguel and me a couple of sticks. Miguel, move these benches.”
         At eighty-eight years old, José-Felipe moved much slower then he once did, but was
         he was still the master of timing and distance appreciation. With our palos in our
         hand, we began slowly, both of us respecting the opening fixed sequence of attack
         and counterattack that began the Siete Lineas style of stick-play. He nodded and grunted quietly in an acknowledgment of my understanding
         of this opening sequence. Smoothly, he transitioned to a free sparring session, or
         juega por la vista, with an attack to my elbow that I avoided and countered with a blow to his wrist,
         which he in turn eluded, by circling his arm leading to a counterattack at my ankle.
         Without any hesitation, I slid my leg away and around his palo and countered with
         an attack at the outside of his extended bicep, which led him to prematurely stop
         his attack and withdraw his arm. José-Felipe’s wife began exclaiming “Look at Miguel!
         He moves so well now.” José-Felipe ever so slightly turned up the heat, and as the
         attacks came faster, I easily avoided them and respectfully countered, feeling comfortable
         and at the same time a bit unsure of how easy this was going. “Look at Miguel!” Doña
         Clementina exclaimed, “he has learned so well,” as I avoided and countered another
         attack. After about a minute of this, José-Felipe stopped and said, “Enough Miguel!
         Let’s take a little break.” I pulled the benches under the shade of the tamarind tree
         where we had been jugando con los palos, and we all sat down and discussed the heat and the prospect of rain. After a few
         minutes, José-Felipe rose from his chair and said, “Come on Miguel let’s jugar one
         more time.” Feeling good about my new found skills, I grabbed my stick and moved the
         benches out of the way. The action unfolded as before, with both of us moving at about
         half speed, and then the action began to speed up, with Doña Clementina exclaiming
         how well I moved. Then it happened. José-Felipe, evaded my attack to his right knee,
         took a big step forward and clipped my left earlobe. The suddenness of the strike
         and the slight pain froze my body for a split second. During this involuntary pause,
         José-Felipe then struck my right earlobe, then with a series of descending horizontal
         whipping blows struck my left elbow, right elbow, my right thumb, which paralyzed
         my hand, and then my stick, which went flying out of my hand. Overcoming the shock
         and regaining my composure after a moment, I looked down at my now numb and empty
         hand and said to myself “uh oh!” I looked up at José-Felipe who just stood there with
         a slight smirk on his face. I figured, well, I got to keep on going, so I rushed over
         to grab a big boulder half buried in the dirt. Struggling unsuccessfully to rip it
         out of the ground, José-Felipe pleaded “No Miguel, No.” I said to myself, “It’s over
         I’m dead.” I stood up and José-Felipe extended his hand and said “Come on Miguel,
         let’s sit down and talk a while.” Doña Clementina remained very quiet after this exchange.
         Even José-Felipe’s dogs Duque and Chente, my loyal friends until then, feeling embarrassed
         for me had found something better to do and disappeared. We then sat and talked about
         the weather, the fresh cool air in the hills here above El Tocuyo, and the nice quiet
         nights in the area. After a couple minutes, he excused himself to have dinner and
         left me there alone. Sitting there looking across the fields, I felt both humbled
         and extremely lucky that I was able to see and feel the skill of one of the great
         stick fighters of Venezuela. I could not wait for my next chance to do it all over
         again.
      

      
      Garrote or los juegos de palos is a Venezuelan civilian combative tradition, revolving around the mastery and use
         of a hardwood walking stick. The garrote was carried by most all rural Venezuelan
         men until well into the twentieth century as a symbol of their manhood. The garrote
         also acted as a formidable weapon to protect a man’s person, his public reputation,
         or property, as the case may be. Garrote has always been considered first and foremost
         a survival art although jugando con palos, or playing with the sticks, took place in a wide variety of circumstances. The wide
         array of contexts and different intentions guiding how the palos could be swung foregrounds
         its once intimate role in everyday male life. If for example, a neighbor tried to
         usurp a piece of your land or divert your water supply, the sticks came out to settle
         the matter. If you and your friend had some free time on your hand, the sticks would
         come out to “get some air.” At a social gathering, if someone refused to join you
         in a round of drinks, laugh at your jokes, made disparaging remarks about or doubted
         your exploits, you would take up your garrote and invite the unfriendly companion outside to discuss the matter in private. Reflected in training
         drills and oral tales and seen in the disfiguring scars of some men, all too often
         the sense of excitement that came from knowing of an impending brawl would lead to
         mass melees. At times, relatives, friends, or spectators joined in the fray, either
         through their desire to see a good fight or the enjoyment of getting in a few licks
         of their own, or to make sure their friends or relatives did not get ganged-up on.
         In these types of group melees, sticks, machetes, knives, other occupational tools,
         and, increasingly, revolvers were brought into play to prove either who was the better
         man or who had the better cause, or to redress an insult to a man or his group’s honor.
         What all these modes of combat held in common was that they were impromptu duels where
         the death of one’s opponent was not the main purpose, but merely to beat a man down
         and leave him bloody and bowed, but alive. Serious assaults with the intent to rob
         or kill were committed with a combination of machetes, knives, and sticks, and, as
         time went on, by revolvers, by individuals, or groups of men, complicating any clear
         demarcation between fighting as a way to enhance or defend one’s prestige, test one’s
         skills, protect one’s belongings, or seeking to eliminate an enemy. In the recent
         past, death was much more an intimate part of everyday life then it is now, and people
         were more accepting of the risks everyday life entailed. That being said, anytime
         a man could be taken unprepared, such as alone on a road at night, when drinking,
         taking an afternoon nap, working his plot of land, or otherwise preoccupied, was seen
         as a prime opportunity be taken advantage of by an assailant. This meant a man had
         to cultivate to some degree a “warrior’s habitus,” or a set of dispositions and embodied
         practices to fit a man to defend his property or his manhood.
      

      
      Dying out in the major urban centers along the Venezuelan littoral by the end of the
         nineteenth century, garrote continues to be passed down from family members or close
         friends as a means of self-defense throughout much of the country’s interior. In a
         development that caught the attention of laity and scholars alike, during the late
         nineteenth or early twentieth century in one small area of mid-western Venezuela stick
         fighting was integrated into a cycle of dances honoring a local Catholic saint. Now
         known as the Tamunangue, this once local religious observance has become a national icon, representing the
         mestizaje of the Venezuelan nation binding all citizens in a shared mythological history of
         miscegenation (Guss 2000).
      

      
      In addition to its perceived status as an exceptional form of self-defense, the instilling
         of valued character traits was, and is still, a key underlying element of the art
         that contributes to the persistence of this art. The idea of garrote as a “civilizing”
         tool was expounded upon many times during my stay. The best explanation of this aspect
         of the art came from one garrotero’s mother. Worried about her son hanging out in
         the street, showing no inclination to do much of anything, she asked a neighbor to
         teach her son garrote to instill some character and sense of purpose in his life.
      

      
      These dual aspects of garrote reflect the two principal yet interconnecting interests
         in this book. First, is to examine and contribute to the body of work regarding the
         persistence and renewed popularity of combative disciplines. Looking at the advent
         of the modern, many scholars predicted the eventual triumph of a rational, peaceful,
         and secular world. Underlying this idea of modernity is the presupposition of a universality
         of humankind, where all differing political ideologies and social conflicts are ultimately
         reconcilable through the judicious use of reason. In this view, acts of violence are
         characterized as deviant, criminal, or an atavistic regression to pre-civilized impulses.
         Having a more jaundiced or clear-eyed view of the world, many working-class individuals
         and rural laborers around the world have long understood that violence can be a valuable
         tool to ensure one’s survival, impose ones will on another, keep another from imposing
         one’s will on you, or just a pleasurable pastime (Conley 1999; Hurley 2007).
      

      
      Following up on commonly held feelings that the practice of combative arts can fundamentally
         reshape how a subject feels about, moves, and interacts with the world, I explore
         this idea by looking at different practitioner pedagogical methods and stories of
         training and fighting with the garrote. Among those living in the small pueblos and
         working-class barrios of rural Venezuela, young men’s training with the garrote was
         geared toward the developing of one’s physiological skills, emotional structures,
         and cultural competencies, or what I call a “warrior’s habitus.” Incorporating in
         varying degrees a warrior’s habitus prepared a man to resist the institutional oppression
         of elites, claims against his family’s land, and the need to establish and maintain
         one’s reputation as a man to be reckoned with. In other words, there was a need to
         demonstrate that you were willing and able to fight to protect your reputation, your
         family, or your community from any and all outside threats. Garrote, as it was often
         explained to me, is not a “martial art” but is a people’s art un arte civil or un arte del pueblo. Assuming this vantage point situates garrote in a set of historical contingencies
         and processes of the emergence of rural and working-class Venezuelans. Principally
         of indigenous, European, and African backgrounds, these were the men and some women
         who contributed greatly to the making of the modern Venezuelan nation, yet whose histories
         still remain largely unexamined. With this understanding, I seek to examine how these
         local embodied knowledges—themselves the result of the trans-Atlantic migration of
         peoples, ideas, and technologies—were co-opted, refined, transmitted, and manifested
         as a tool of cultural and physical resistance. All too often, these were the people
         who carried the brunt of progress and change undertaken by elites while reaping little
         to none of the rewards promised as accompanying modernity. 
      

      
      Modernity and Violence

      
      What makes a study of the combative traditions of Venezuela compelling today is the
         fact that Venezuela has been for decades in the forefront of Latin American countries
         that embraced a North American modernity. Venezuela was for many years an exception
         to the political norm in the region. Beginning in 1958, when the military handed over
         control to a democratically elected civilian government, Venezuela had appeared to
         prosper. Losing political parties, instead of taking to the streets or allying themselves
         to elements of the military to foment a revolt, took on the role of a loyal opposition.
         After the return to civilian rule in 1958, successive regimes instituted a series
         of progressive social reforms, contributing to a higher standard of living for a rapidly
         expanding middle class. The economic crisis of 1989 and the failed military coup of
         Colonel Hugo Chávez in 1992 were the first signs that Venezuela had not escaped the
         problems accompanying the embracing of a North-Atlantic mode of modernity that had
         beset other Latin American nations. The recent death of President Chávez and the current
         political, social, and economic upheavals that have roiled Venezuela make the persistence
         of local forms of armed combat a rich subject to mine in order to better understand
         the way people feel about, look upon, and engage with the world around them. Looking
         at the reasons men come to fight, how they decide to fight, how they adjudge victory
         and defeat, and how they deal with the consequences of these acts brings to the forefront
         the sometimes contradictory demands of modernity and tradition young people often
         face in midst of negotiating the travails of everyday life.

      
      My primary engagement with modernity centers on the persistence of enduring dispositions
         many social scientists once predicted would fade away with the triumph of a modern
         rational secular society. At first glance, this prediction would appear especially
         relevant in Venezuela, where the onset of the twentieth century was accompanied by
         a sudden and lucrative demand for its petroleum reserves. The intersection of the
         increase in the spending power of a newly expanded upper and middle class, with a
         concomitant increase in global flows of information, technology, and peoples in what
         David Harvey referred to as “time-space compression” (Harvey 1990), resulted in a
         new set of configurations transforming the Venezuelan economy, social relations, and
         popular culture. The shape-shifting nature of modernity and the ways it has developed
         and experienced in Venezuela can be seen through a look back at key events occurring
         in the twentieth century. The increasing demand for Venezuela’s oil by the United
         States and Europe resulted in the newly expanded elites turning their back on once
         valued European ideas of culture, instead welcoming many North American pastimes,
         such as baseball, boxing, and beauty pageants. For years, those of the Caracqueño
         middle class would regularly fly to Miami or New York on weekends to shop and pick
         up the latest fashions. The end of the 1980s ushered in a series of economic crises
         leading to a reduced standard of living for most all Venezuelans that have only worsened
         over time. US cultural hegemony, once paramount, has been continuously decentered
         over the years to where many Venezuelans embraced such trends as Colombian Vallenato
         and Jamaican Raeggaeton music, Mexican soap operas, and East Asian martial art cinema,
         reflecting the global nature of modernity. However, these events should not occlude
         the fact that cultural patterns of consumption and ways of being a Venezuelan continues
         to be based on a system of racial hierarchies and exclusions, originating in the colonial
         era silencing or erasing the major demographic and cultural input of indigenous and
         African communities. Traveling through rural Venezuela, a visitor readily sees, hears,
         and feels a strong sense of integrity of the pueblo where, depending on the region,
         indigenous, African, and European syncretic traditions are practiced and valued (Martínez
         2002). The significance placed on honoring traditional practices, imaginaries, and
         artifacts points to the need for a more nuanced examination into the relationship
         between acts of resistance and accommodation subjects engage in their everyday life
         (Mahmoud 2005). Within this crucible of the modern and the traditional in everyday
         life, the value of learning combative disciplines continues to the present day. Oral
         traditions claim these practices were handed down to carefully selected family members
         or close friends. Up through the present, it is within these semi-restricted groups
         that concerns about morality, gender, violence, honor, and the future of the youth
         are struggled over, discussed, and embodied through the practice and transmission
         of these body disciplines.
      

      
      The idea of modernity has for a long time been linked to the entity of the homogenous nation-state and the idea of the bounded rational individual (Anderson 1991).
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