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While awaiting his Coquilles St.

M\ Didierent Kine off Piraie

What is it with pirates? At a liberal
university, one where most everything
is, or should be, ‘“problematized,”
pirates exist in a blissful alternate
reality of wuncomplicated general
acceptance. In fact, they are adored. Has
anyone stopped to ask what is behind
all this fuss about pirates that goes on
with the college-age set, all this show
of adopting pirate rhetoric and dress,
of forming pirate-oriented groups, of
gleefully mimicking pirate song and
dance? I think it’s time we considered
the strange mix of attributes that make
pirates so inexplicably compelling to
us.

There’s no better time to reflect on
this matter, poised as we are a week
(and half a world away geographically,
thank God!) from the most recent

pirate attack, one that happened in the
real world—in the Indian Ocean off
the coast of Somalia. The victimized
ship was a US cruise liner called the
Seabourn Spint, piloted by a man named
Sven. Sven, according to one of the
ship’s passengers (as quoted by the
BBC), “did his best to run down the
pirates,” but was unable to prevent an
attack that consisted of more than an
hour of bombardment, including rapid
machine gun fire. When you think pirates, do
you think: machine guns? This pirate
attack, as well as the 22 others that
have occurred since March 15 in the
dangerous waters off the Somali coast,
defy our cutely commodified notion of
how pirates acted in history. I say “in
history” because the contemporary
pirate fetish is one predicated on the

nonexistence of pirates in the present.
Just as the massive slaughter of Mao’s
regime in China must be ignored in
order to wear the red-starred cap or
sport the pocket red book, so must
the reality of the violent present day
pirates be overlooked in favor of a hazy,
Pippi Longstocking-esque fantasy of
pirates’ place in history.

The factis, pirates killed people in the
past, and they continue to kill people
today. Like the Mafia, however, we
insist on valorizing and domesticating
them in a way that’s taken for granted.
The way we talk about pirates, with a
consistent detached jokiness, reflects
our insistence that these figures are
safely within our control. Even the
above cited passenger of the cruise
liner, undoubtedly shaken as she must

have been, managed to inject a note of
irony into her post-attack statement.
She’s clearly conscious of the way
the syntax of “run down the pirates”
is going to sound to contemporary
Western ears. If even a near-victim
is unable to take pirates seriously it
doesn’t bode well for the rest of us.

To ask why pirates have achieved
comfortably trendy kitsch status
among middle class young adults is to
get at something crucial about how we
live in this world of fictional histories
and cleaned-up textbooks, of terrorists
and lying Presidents. Pirates embody
freedom from the constraints of society;
they can move about nomadically,
they can treat others and themselves
as they please (even rape, in this
context, is relatively unproblematic).
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In their hyper-masculinity there is
also, paradoxically, an odd capacity
for gender play. As Johnny Depp has
demonstrated, effeminate pirates are
great. Women pirates are great. Beyond
this delightful ridiculousness of the
stereotypical pirate, our unquestioning
adoration speaks to our need, in a
time of war, to identify people who
can be violent without actually being
frightening. We need to be clear-eyed
mediators, brushing aside the residue
of what everyone else thinks to see
pirates for who they are.
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