




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































THE LOCATION OF CULTURE

be incorporated into the analytic construction of the object of critical
attention: narratives of the borderline conditions of cultures and disci-
plines. For anxiety is the affective address of ‘a world [that] reveals
itself as caught up in the space between frames; a doubled frame or
one that is split’,® as Samuel Weber describes the symbolic structure of
psychic anxiety itself. And the long shadow cast by Heart of Darkness
on the world of postcolonial studies is itself a double symptom of
pedagogical anxiety: a necessary caution against generalizing the contin-
gencies and contours of local circumstance, at the very moment at which
a transnational, ‘migrant’ knowledge of the world is most urgently
needed.

Any discussion of cultural theory in the context of globalization would
be incomplete without a reading of Fredric Jameson’s brilliant, if unruly
essay, ‘Secondary elaborations’,’ the conclusion to his collected volume
Postmodernisim’ Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. No other Marxist
critic-has-so dauntlessly redirected the movement of the materialist
dlalechc, away from its centralization in the State and its idealized
aestﬁehc and disciplinary categories, towards the wayward, uncharted
spaces of the cityscape, allegorized in its media images and its vernacu-
lar visions. This has led Jameson to suggest that the demographlc and
phenomenological impact of minorities and migrants within the West
may be crucial in conceiving of the transnational character of contempor-
ary culture.

The ‘postmodern’, for Jameson, is a doubly inscribed designation.
As the naming of a historical event — late multinational capitalism -
postmodernity provides the periodizing narrative of the global trans-
formations of capital. But this developmental schema is radically dis-
rupted by the postmodern as an aesthetic-ideological process of
signifying the ‘subject’ of the historical event. Jameson uses the language
of psychoanalysis (the breakdown of the signifying chain in psychosis)
to provide a genealogy for the subject of postmodern cultural fragmen-
tation. Inverting the influential Althusserian edict on the ‘imaginary’
ideological capture of the subject, Jameson insists that it is the schizoid
or ‘split’ subject that articulates, with the greatest intensity, the disjunc-
tion of time and being that characterizes the social syntax of the post-
modern condition:

the breakdown of temporality [that] suddenly releases this present
of time from all the activities and intentionalities that might focus
it and make it a space of praxis ... engulffing] the subject with
undescribable vividness, a materiality of perception properly
overwhelming. . .. This present of the world or material signifier
comes before the subject with heightened intensity, bearing a mys-
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terious charge or affect ... which one could just as well imagine
in the positive terms of euphoria, a high, an intoxicator. (p. 27)

This central passage from an earlier essay, ‘The cultural logic of late
capitalism’,’® is exemplary amongst Marxist readings of poststructur-
alism for transforming the ‘schizophrenic disjunction’ (p. 29) of cultural
style, into a politically effective discursive space. The recourse to psycho-
analysis has implications that go beyond Jameson’s suggestive, meta-
phoric linkages. Psychoanalytic temporality, I would argue, invests the
utterance of the ‘present’ - its displaced times, its affective intensities —
with cultural and political value. Placed in the scenario of the
unconscious, the ‘present’ is neither the mimetic sign of historical
contemporaneity (the immediacy of experience), nor is it the visible
terminus of the historical past (the teleology of tradition). Jameson
repeatedly attempts to turn rhetorical and temporal disjunction into a
poetics of praxis. His reading of a poem, ‘China’, illustrates what it
means to establish ‘a primacy of the present sentence in time, ruthlessly
disintegrat[ing] the narrative fabric that attempts to reform around it’
(p- 28). Even a brief fragment of the poem will convey this sense of the
‘signifier of the present’ wresting the movement of history to represent
the struggle of its making:

We live on the third world from the sun. Number three. Nobody
tells us what to do.

The people who taught us how to count were being very kind.

It’s always time to leave.
If it rains, you either have your umbrella or you don't.

What Jameson finds in these ‘sentence(s) in free standing isolation’,
athwart the disarticulate spaces that utter the present, each time again
and anew, is

the reemergence here across these disjoined sentences of some
more unified global meaning.... [It] does seem to capture
something of the excitement of the immense, unfinished social
experiment of the New China - unparalleled in world history -
the unexpected emergence between the two superpowers of ‘number
three’ ... the signal event, above all, of a collectivity which has
become a new ‘subject of history’ and which, after the long subjec-
tion of feudalism and imperialism, again speaks in its own voice,
for itself, as if for the first time. (p. 29)

The Horror! the Horror! Almost a century after Heart of Darkness we
have returned to that act of living in the midst of the ‘incomprehensible’,
that Conrad associated with the production of transcultural narratives
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in the colonial world. From these disjoined postimperial sentences, that
bear the anxiety of reference and representation — ‘undescribable vivid-
ness ... a materiality of perception, properly overwhelming’ — there
emerges the need for a global analysis of culture. Jameson perceives a
new international culture in the perplexed passing of modemity into
postmodemity, emphasizing the transnational attenuation of ‘local’
space.

I take such spatial peculiarities as symptoms and expressions of a
new and historically original dilemma, one that involves our inser-
tion as individual subjects into a multidimensional set of radical
discontinuous realities, whose frames range from the still surviving
spaces of bourgeois private life all the way to the unimaginable
decentring of global capital itself ... the so-called death of the
subject ... the fragmented and schizophrenic decentring [of the
Self], . .. the crisis of socialist internationalism, and the enormous
tactical difficulties of coordinating local ... political actions with
national or international ones, such urgent political dilemmas are
all immediately functions of the new international space in ques-
tion. (p. 413)

My rendition of Jameson, edited with ellipses that create a Conradian
foreboding, reveals the anxiety of enjoining the global and the local; the
dilemma of projecting an international space on the trace of a decentred,
fragmented subject. Cultural globality is figured in the in-between spaces
of double-frames: its historical originality marked by a cognitive obscur-
ity; its decentred ‘subject’ signified in the nervous temporality of the
transitional, or the emergent provisionality of the ‘present’. The turning
of the globe into a theoretical project splits and doubles the analytic
discourse in which it is embedded, as the developmental narrative of
late capitalism encounters its fragmented postmodern persona, and the
materialist identity of Marxism is uncannily rearticulated in the psychic
non-identities of psychoanalysis. Jameson is, indeed, a kind of Marlow
in search of the aura of Emnest Mandel, stumbling upon, not Towson’s
Almanac, but Lefebvre, Baudrillard and Kevin Lynch. The architecture
of Jameson’s argument is like a theme-park of an imperilled post-
Althusserian phenomenological Marxism of which he is both the master-
builder and the most brilliant bricoleur, the heroic saviour and the savvy
salvage merchant.

Whether it is the emergence of new historical subjects in China or,
somewhat later, the new international space in question, the argument
moves intriguingly beyond the ken of Jameson'’s theoretical description
of the sign of the ‘present’. The radical discontinuity that exists between
bourgeois private life and the ‘'unimaginable’ decentring of global capital
does not find its scheme of representation in the spatial position or the
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representational visibility of the free-standing, disjoined sentences, to
which Jameson insistently draws our attention. WhaLmusLhe,mapp_eh
as a new international space of discontinuous historical realities is, in
fact, the problem of signifying the interstitial passages and |_processes of
cultural difference that are inscribed in the ‘in-betweer, in the tempoxal
break-up that weaves the global’ text. It is, ironically, the disintegrative
midtent, even movement, of enunciation — that sudden disjunction of

- that makes, possible the rendering of culture’s. global
reach. And, paradoxically, it is only through a structure of splitting and
displacement - ‘the fragmented and schlzophremc decentring of .the
self” — that “the architecture of the new historical subject emerges.at
the limits. of Tepresentation itself, to enable a situational representation
on the part of the individual to that vaster and unrepresentable-totality
which js the ensemble of socxety s structures as a whole’ (my emphasis)
(p- 51).

In exploring this relation to the ‘unrepresentable’ as a domain of
social causality and cultural difference, one is led to question the enclos-
ures and exclusions of Jameson’s ‘third space’. The space of ‘thirdness’
in postmodern politics opens up an area of ‘interfection’ (to use Jame-
son’s term) where the newness of cultural practices and historical narra-
tives are registered in ‘generic discordance’, ‘unexpected juxtaposition’,
‘the semiautomization of reality’, ‘postmodern schizo-fragmentation as
opposed to modern or modernist anxieties or hysterias’ (pp. 371-2).
Figured in the disjointed signifier of the present, this supplementary
third space introduces a structure of ambivalence into the very construc-
tion of Jameson’s internationalism. There is, on the one hand, a recog-
nition of the interstitial, disjunctive spaces and signs crucial for the
emergence of the new historical subjects of the transnational phase of
late capitalism. However, having located the image of the historical
present in the signifier of a ‘disintegrative’ narrative, Jameson disavows
the temporality of displacement which is, quite literally, its medium
of communication. For Jameson, the possibility of becoming historical
demands a containment of this disjunctive social time.

Let me describe what I consider to be the ambivalence that structures
both the invention and the interdiction of Jameson'’s thought, by return-
ing to the primal fantasy of late capitalism that he has located in
downtown Los Angeles. The mise-en-scéne of the subject’s relation to an
unrepresentable social totality — the germ of an entire generation of
scholarly essays — is to be found in the carnivalesque description of that
postmodern panopticon, the Bonaventure Hotel. In a trope that echoes
the disorientation of language and location that accompanies Marlow’s
journey up the Congo, Jameson shoots the rapids in the elevator-gondola
and lands in the milling confusion of the lobby. Here, in the hotel’s
hyperspace, you lose your bearings entirely. This is the dramatic
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moment when we are faced with the incapacity of our minds to ‘map
the great global multinational network and decentred communicational
network’ (p. 44). In this encounter with the global dialectic of the unrep-
resentable, there is an underlying, prosthetic injunction ‘something like
an imperative to grow new organs, to expand our sensorium and our
body to some new, yet unimaginable, perhaps impossible, dimensions’
(p- 39). What might this cyborg be?

In his concluding meditation on the subject, ‘Secondary elaborations’,
Jameson elaborates this enhanced perceptual capacity as a

kind of incommensurability-vision that does not pull the eyes back
into focus but provisionally entertains the tension of their multiple
coordinates. . .. It is their spatial separation that is strongly felt as
such. Different moments in historical or existential time are here
simply filed in different places; the attempt to combine them even
locally does not slide up and down a temporal scale . .. but jumps
back and forth across a game board that we conceptualize in terms
of distance. (My emphasis) (pp- 372-3)

Although Jameson commences by elaborating the ‘sensorium’ of the
decentred, multinational network as existing somewhere beyond our
perceptual, mappable experience, he can only envisage the represen-
tation of global ‘difference’ by making a renewed appeal to the mimetic
visual faculty — this time in the name of an ‘incommensurability-vision’.
What is manifestly new about this version of international space and
its social (in)visibility, is its temporal measure — ‘different moments in
historical time . .. jumps back and forth’. The non-synchronous tempor-
ality of global and national cultures opens up a cultural space — a third
space — where the negotiation of incommensurable differences creates a
tension peculiar to borderline existences. In ‘The new world (b)order’,
Guillermo Gomez-Pefia, the performance artist who lives between
Mexico City and New York, plays with our incommensurability-vision
and extends our senses towards the new transnational world and its
hybrid names:

This new society is characterized by mass migrations and bizarre
interracial relations. As a result new hybrid and transitional identi-
ties are emerging. . .. Such is the case of the crazy Chica-riricuas,
who are the products of the Puertorican-mullato and Chicano-
mestizo parents. ... When a Chica-riricua marries a Hassidic Jew
their child is called Hassidic vato loco. . ..

The bankrupt notion of the melting pot has been replaced by a
model that is more germane to the times, that of the menudo
chowder. According to this model, most of the ingredients do melt,
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but some stubborn chunks are condemned merely to float. Vergi-
gratia!!

Such fantastic renamings of the subjects of cultural difference do not
derive their discursive authority from anterior causes — be it human
nature or historical necessity — which, in a secondary move, articulate
essential and expressive identities between cultural differences in the
contemporary world. The problem is not of an ontological cast, where
differences are effects of some more totalizing, transcendent identity to
be found in the past or the future. Hybrid hyphenations emphasize the
incommensurable elements ~ the stubborn chunks - as the basis of
cultural identifications. What is at issue is the performative nature
of differential identities: the regulation and negotiation of those spaces
that are continually, contingently, ‘opening out’, remaking the boundaries,
exposing the limits of any claim to a singular or autonomous sign of
difference — be it class, gender or race. Such assignations of social
differences ~ where difference is neither One nor the Other but something
else besides, in-between — find their agency in a form of the ‘future’ where
the past is not originary, where the present is not simply transitory. It
is, if I may stretch a point, an interstitial future, that emerges in-between
the claims of the past and the needs of the present.'?

The present of the world, that appears through the breakdown of
temporality, signifies a historical intermediacy, familiar to the psychoana-
lytic concept of Nachtriglichkeit (deferred action): ‘a transferential func-
tion, whereby the past dissolves in the present, so that the future
becomes (once again) an open question, instead of being specified by the
fixity of the past.”® The iterative ‘time’ of the future as a becoming ‘once
again open’, makes available to marginalized or minority identities a
mode of performative agency that Judith Butler has elaborated for the
representation of lesbian sexuality: ‘a specificity ... to be established,
not outside or beyond that reinscription or reiteration, but in the very
modality and effects of that reinscription.”*

Jameson dispels the potential of such a ‘third’ politics of the future-
as-open-question, or the ‘new world (b)order’, by tuming social differ-
ences into cultural ‘distance’, and converting interstitial, conflictual tem-
poralities, that may be neither developmental nor linear (not ‘up and
down a temporal scale’), into the topoi of spatial separation. Through
the metaphor of spatial distance, Jameson steadfastly maintains the
‘frame’, if not the face, of the subject-centred perceptual apparatus'
which, in a counter move, he attempts to displace in the ‘virtual reality’
of cognitive mapping, or the unrepresentability of the new international
space. And the pivot of this regulatory, spatial dialectic — the eye of the
storm — is none other than the ‘class-subject’ itself. If Jameson makes
the teleological dimension of the class category retreat in the face of the
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multiple axes of transnational globality, then the linear, developmental
dimension returns in the shape of a spatial typology. The dialectic
of the unrepresentable (that frames the incommensurable realities of
international space) suddenly becomes all too easily visible, too predict-
ably knowable:

The three types of spaces I have in mind are all the result of
discontinuous expansion of quantum leaps in the enlargement
of capital, in the latter’s penetration of hitherto uncommodified
areas. A certain unifying and totalizing force is presupposed here
- not the Hegelian Absolute Spirit, nor the party, nor Stalin, but
simply capital itself. (p. 410)

The disjoined signifiers of the present are fixed in the punctual period-
izations of market, moiiopoly and multmauopal capltal the interstitial,
erratic movements that signify culture’s transnational temporahtles are
knit back into the teleological spaces of global capital. And through the
framing of the present within the ‘three phases of capit l the innovative
‘eniergy of the "third’_space is somehow lost. B

Try as he does to suggest, in sympathy ‘with Sartre, that ‘totalizing’
is not access to totality but ‘a playing with the boundary, like a loose
tooth” (p. 363), there is little doubt that for Jameson the boundary of
knowledge, and the prerequisite of critical method, is ordered in a
binary division of space: there has to be an ‘inside’ and an ‘outside’ for
there to be a socially determinative relation. Despite Jameson’s fasci-
nation with the inside-out spaces of the Bonaventure Hotel or the Frank
Geahry-House, for him the structure of social causality requires the
‘base and superstructure’ division which recurs repeatedly in his later
work, shorn of its dogmatlsm, but nonetheless, as he reminds us, his
m_ﬂfoaologlcal startmg point: ‘a heuristic recommendation simul-
taneously to grasp culture (and theory) in and for 1tself but also in

and effectivity’ (pi 409).

" If the incommensurable and asynchronic landscape of the postmodern
undermines the possibility of such simultaneity, then Jameson further
evolves the concept of base and superstructure by rearticulating the
binary division through an analogon:

[TIn the present world system, a media term is always present to
function as an analogon or material interpretant for this or that
more directly representational social model. Something thereby
emerges which looks like a new postmodern version of the base-
superstructure formula in which a representation of social relations
as such now demands the mediation of this or that interposed
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communicational structure from which it must be read off
indirectly. (p. 416)

Once_more the historical difference of the present is articulated in the
emergence of a third space of representation which is, just ‘s qiickly,
reabsorbed "info  the  basé—stipefstriictiire  division. ~The™ analogon,
réquired by the new world system as a way of expressmg its interstitial
cultural temporality — an indirect and interposed communicational
structure — is allowed to embellish, but not to interrupt, the base-
superstructure formula. What forms of social difference are privileged
in the Aufhebung, or the transcendence, of the ‘unrepresentable’? Who
are the new historical subjects that remain unrepresented in the vaster
invisibility of this transnational totality?

As the West gazes into the broken mirror of its new global uncon-
scious — ‘the extraordinary demographic displacements of mass migrant
workers and of global tourists ... to a degree unparalleled in world
history’ (p. 363) — Jameson attempts, in a suggestive move, to turm the
schizophrenic social imaginary of the postmodern subject into a crisis
in the collective ontology of the group faced with the sheer ‘number’
of demographic pluralism. The perceptual (and cognitive) anxiety' that
accompanies the loss of ‘infrastructural’ mapping becomes exacerbated
in the postmodern city, where both Raymond Williams’s ‘knowable
community’ and Benedict Anderson’s ‘imagined community’ have been
altered by mass migration and settlement. Migrant communities are
representative of a much wider trend towards the minoritization of
national societies. For Jameson this process is part of a historical irony:
‘the transitional nature of the new global economy has not yet allowed
its classes to form in any stable way, let alone to acquire a genuine
class-consciousness’ (p. 348).

The social objectivity of the group-based politics of new social move-
ments — or,-indeed, the political groupings of metropolitan minorities —
is, in Iameson ﬁrgument to be found in the simulacral superficies of
media institutions or in those practices of the culture industry that
produce ‘libidinal investments of a more narrative kind.” The construc-
tion of political solidarities between minorities or special interest groups
would then be considered ‘pseudo-dialectical’ unless their alignment is
mediated through the prior and primal identification with class identity
(as the mode of equivalence between oppressions or exploitations).
Racial hierarchies, sexual discriminations, or, for instance, the linkage
of both forms of social differentiation in the iniquitous practices of
refuggeand;mhonahty Jaw - these may be legitimate causes for politi al
action, but the making of the. political group for it-self as an e
‘consciousness-couldotily ‘occur through-the- ‘mediation of the category
of class.
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Such a reading of Jameson’s class analysis, it may be argued, does
little justice to his innovative image of the social actor as a ‘third term

. the non-centred subject that is part of an organic group or collective’
(p- 345). We have, by now, learnt that this appeal to a ‘thirdness’ in
the structure of dialectical thought is both an acknowledgement of the
disjunctive cultural ‘signs’ of these (postmodern) times, and a symptom
of Jameson’s inability to move beyond the binary dialectic of inside
and outside, base and superstructure. His innovative conception of the
political subject, as a decentred spatial ‘agency, is constrained by his
conviction that the moment of Hlstory s true recognition - the guarantee
of its'material objectivity — lies in the ability of the concept of class to
become ‘the mirror of social production and cultural representation. He
wntes

Class categories are more material, more impure and scandalously
mixed, in the way in which their determinants or definitional
factors involve the production of objects and the relations deter-
mined by that, along with the forces of the respective machinery:
we can thus see down through class categories to the rocky bottom
of the stream. (p. 346)

Would it be fanciful for me to suggest that in this image of class as
the glass of history — an optical ontology that allows a clear view to the
‘bottom of the stream’ — there is also a form of narcissism? Class sub-
sumes the interpellative, affective power of ‘race, gender, ethnic culture
and the like . .. [which] can always be shown to involve phantasms of
culture as such, in the anthropological sense, . . . authorized and legitim-
ized by notions of religion’ (p. 345). In Jameson’s argument, these forms
of social difference are fundamentally reactive and group oriented, lack-
ing the material objectivity of the class relation. It is only when political
movements of race or gender are mediated by the primary analytic
category-of ¢lass, that these communal identities are transformed into
agencies“capable of ‘interpellating [themselves] and dictating the terms
of [their]owri specular image[s]’ (p. 346).

If the specularity of class consciousness provides race and gender
with its interpellative structure, then no form of collective social identity
can be designated without its prior naming as a form of class identity.
Class identity is autoreferential, surmounting other instances of social
difference. Its sovereignty is also, in a theoretical sense, an act of surveil-
lance. Class categories that provide a clear view to the stream’s rocky
‘bottom are then caught in an autotelic disavowal of their own discursive
and epistemic limits. Such a narcissism can articulate ‘other’ subjects of
difference and forms of cultural alterity as either mimetically secondary
- a paler shade of the authenticity and originality of class relations, now
somehow out of place — or temporally anterior or untimely — archaic,
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anthropomorphic, compensatory realities rather than contemporary
social communities.

If I have described the class category as narcissistic, tout court, then I
have not done justice to the complexity of Jameson’s ambivalence. For
it is, perhaps, a wounded narcissus that gazes down to the bottom of
the stream. ‘In a situation in which, for a time, genuine (or totalising)
politics is no longer possible’, Jameson concedes, it becomes one’s
responsibility ‘to attend to just such symptoms as the waning of the
global dimension, to the ideological resistance to the concept of totality’
(P. 330). Jameson'’s urgent and admirable vigilance is not in doubt. It is
the value invested in the visible difference of class that does not allow
him to constitute the present moment as the insignia of other interstitial
inscriptions of cultural difference. As the autotelic specularity of the
class category witnesses the historic loss of its own ontological priority,
there emerges the possibility of a politics of social difference that makes
no autotelic claims — ‘capable of interpellating itself’; - but is genuinely
articulatory in its understanding that to be discursively represented and
socially representative — to assume an effective political identity or image —
the limits and conditions of specularity have to be exceeded and erased
by the inscription of otherness. To revise the problem of global space
from the postcolonial perspectiveis to'move the location of cultural
differerice away. fromthe space of demographic plurality to the border-
lme negotlatlons of cultural translation.

II FOREIGN RELATIONS

What does the narrative construction of minority discourses entail for
the everday existence of the Western metropolis? Let us stay with televis-
ual subjects of channel-switching and psychic splitting — that Jameson
deems late capitalist — and enter the postmodern city as migrants and
minorities. Our siren song comes from the Jewish ad-woman Mimi
Mamoulian, talking over the phone from New York to Saladin Chamcha,
erstwhile London based voice-over artiste, now a Satanic goatman,
sequestered in an Indian-Pakistani ghetto in London’s Brickhall Street.
The scenario comes, of course, from The Satanic Verses,'” and the voice
is Mimi's:

I am conversant with postmodernist critiques of the West, e.g. that
we have here a society capable only of pastiche: a flattened world.
When I become the voice of a bubble bath, I am entering flatland
knowingly, understanding what I am doing and why.... Don't
teach me about exploitation. . .. Try being jewish, female and ugly
sometime. You'll beg to be black. Excuse my french: brown.

At the Shandaar Cafe today all the talk is about Chamcha the Anglo-
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phile, famed for his voice-over on the Slimbix ad: ‘How's a calorie to earn
a salary? Thanks to Slimbix, I'm out of work. Chamcha, the great projector
of voices, the prestidigitator of personae, has tummed into a Goat and
has crawled back to the ghetto, to his despised migrant compatriots. In
his mythic being he has become the ‘borderline’ figure of a massive
historical displacement — postcolonial migration — that is not only a
‘transitional’ reality, but also a ‘translational’ phenomenon. The question
is, in Jameson’s terms, whether ‘narrative invention ... by way of its
very implausibility becomes the figure of a larger possible [cultural]
praxis’ (p. 369).

For Chamcha stands, quite literally, in-between two border conditions.
On the one hand lies his landlady Hind who espouses the cause of
gastronomic pluralism, devouring the spiced dishes of Kashmir and the
yogurt sauces of Lucknow, tuming herself into the wide land mass of
the subcontinent itself ‘because food passes across any boundary you
care to mention’.’® On Chamcha’s other side sits his landlord Sufyan,
the secular ‘colonial’ metropolitan who understands the fate of the
migrant in the classical contrast between Lucretius and Ovid. Translated,
by Sufyan, for the existential guidance of postcolonial migrants, the
problem consists in whether the crossing of cultural frontiers permits
freedom from the essence of the self (Lucretius), or. whether, like wax,
mlgratlon only changes the surface of the soul, preserving identity under
its protean forms (Ovid).

This liminality of migrant experience is no less a transitional phenom-
enon than a translational one; there is no resolution to it because the
two conditions are ambivalently enjoined in the ‘survival’ of migrant
life. Living in the interstices of Lucretius and Ovid, caught in-between
a 'nativist/, even nationalist, atavism and a postcolonial metropolitan
assimilation, the subject of cultural difference becomes a problem that
Walter Benjamin has descnbedasjhg irresolution, or hmmahtv, of ‘trans-
lation’, the_element of r n_the process of transformation, ‘that
element in a tre .aﬁomwhich—dees-notlend.ﬂsgﬁ_tg_t;mm@n’ 19 This
‘space of the translation of cultural-difference at the interstices is infused-
with that Benjaminian-temporality ‘of the present which-makes graphic
2 moment of transition, not merely the continuum of history; it is a
strange stillnes “the present in which _the very umibing of
Thistorical transf ahon becomgs_uncanm]ymmlg_ The migrant culture
of the “"in-between’, the minority position, dramatizes the activity of
culture’s untranslatability; and in so doing, it moves the question
of culture’s appropriation beyond the assimilationist’s dream, or the
racist’s nightmare, of a ‘full transmissal of subyect-matter 30 and towards
an encounter with the ambivalent process of splitting and hybnchty that
marks the 1dent1f1cat10n with culture’s difference. The God of migrants,
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in The Satanic Verses, speaks unequivocally on this point, while of course,
fully equivocal between purity and danger:

Whether We be multiform, plural, representing the union-by-
hybridisation of such opposites as Oopar and Neechay, or whether
We be pure, stark, extreme, will not be resolved here.

The indeterminacy of diasporic identity, ‘[that] will not be resolved here!
is the secular, social cause for what has been widely represented as the
‘blasphemy’ of the book. Hybridity is heresy. The fundamentalist charge
has not. focused on._ the. mlsmterpret of the Koran, as ‘much as on
the offence of the ‘misnaming’ of Islam: Mol | t0 as ]
ound; the prostitutes named after the wives of. the. Pmphet. It is the
ﬁWmt&f the. fundamentahsts that the transposition "of these
sacred names into profane spaces — brothels or maglcal realgt noveis -
is not simply sacrilegious, but destructive of the very cement of com-
o violate the system of naming is to make contingent and
indeterminate what Alisdair Macmtrye, in his essay on ‘Tradition
and translation’, has described as ‘naming for: the institutions of narming
as. thewexpressmxk and_embodiment. of the shared -standpoint -of-the
comununity, its.traditions.of belief and enquiry’.”2 The conflict of cultures
and community around The Satanic Verses has been mamly répresented
in spatial terms and binary geopohtlcal polarities — Islamic fundamental-
ists vs. Western literary modernists, the quarrel of the ancient (ascriptive)
migrants and modemn (ironic). metropolitans. This obscures the anxiety
of the irrésolvable, borderline culture of hybridity that articulates its
problems of identification and its diasporic aesthetic in an uncanny,
dlsjunctlve temporahty that is, at once, the time of cultural displacement,
and _the space of the ‘untranslatable’.

To blaspheme is not simply to sully the ineffability of the sacred
name. ‘. .. [B]lasphemy is by no means confined to the Islamic chapters’,
Sara Suleri writes in her fine reading of The Satanic Verses. ‘[A] postcol-
onial desire for deracination, emblematized by the protagonist Saladin
Chamcha, is equally represented as cultural heresy. Acts of historical or
cultural severance become those blasphemous moments that proliferate
in the narrative . . "2 Blasphemy goes beyond the severance of tradition
and replaces its claim to a purity of origins with a poetics of re-
location and reinscription. Rushdie repeatedly uses the word ‘blas-
phemy’ in the migrant sections of the book to indicate a theatrical form
of the staging of cross-genre, cross-cultural identities. Blasphemy is not
merely a ‘misrepresentation of the sacred by the secular; it is a moment
when the subject-matter or the content of a cultural tradition is being
overwhelmed, or alienated, in the act of translation. Into the asserted
authenticity or continuity of tradition, ‘secular’ blasphemy releases a
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temporality that reveals the contingencies, even the incommensurabilit-
ies, involved in the process of social transformation.

My theoretical description of blasphemy as a transgressive act of
cultural translation, is borne out by Yunus Samad’s reading of blas-
phemy in the context of the real event of the fatwah.* It is the medium
Rushdle uses to reinterpret the Koran that constltutes the. cnme In the.
sure. By castmg his rev1s1onary narrative in the form of the novel -
largely unknown to traditional Islamic literature — Rushdie violates the
poetic Ticerice granted to critics of the Islamic establishment. In Samad’s
words ‘Salinan Rushdie’s real crime, in the eyes of the clerics, was that
he touched on early Islamic history in a critical, imaginative and irrever-
ent fashion but with deep historical insight.” It could be argued, I think,
that far from simply misinterpreting the Koran, Rushdie’s sin lies in
opening up a space of discursive contestation that places the authority
of the Koran within a perspective of historical and cultural relativism.
It is not that the ‘content’ of the Koran is directly disputed; rather,
by revealing other enunciatory positions and possibilities within the
framework of Koranic reading, Rushdie performs the subversion of its
authenticity through the act of cultural translation - he relocates the
Koran'’s ‘intentionality’ by repeating and reinscribing it in the locale of
the novel of postwar cultural migrations and diasporas.

The transposition of the life of Mohamed into the melodramatic the-
atricality of a popular Bombay movie, The Message, results in a hybrid-
ized form - the ‘theological® - targeted to Western immigrant
audiences. Blasphemy, here, is the slippage in-between the intended
moral fable and its displacement into the dark, symptomatic figurations
of the ‘dreamwork’ of cinematic fantasy. In the racist psychodrama
staged around Chamcha, the Satanic goatman, ‘blasphemy’ stands for
the phobic projections that fuel great social fears, cross frontiers, evade
the normal controls, and.roam loose about the city tumning difference
into demonism. The social fantasm of racism, driven by rumour,
becomes politically credible and strategically negotiable: ‘priests became
involved, adding another unstable element - the linkage between the
term black and the sin blasphemy — to the mix.”¢ As the unstable element
— the interstice — enables the linkage black/blasphemy, so it reveals, once
more, that the ‘present’ of translation may not be a smooth transition, a
consensual conhnulty, ‘but the configuration of the disjunctive rewriting
of the transcultural, migrant experience.

T If hybridity is heresy, then to blaspheme is to dream. To dream not
of the past or present, nor the continuous present; it is not the nostalgic
dream of tradition, nor the Utopian dream of modem progress; it is
the dream of translation as ‘survival’ as Derrida translates the ‘time’ of
Benjamin’s concept of the after-life of translation, as sur-vivre, the act

226



HOW NEWNESS ENTERS THE WORLD

of living on borderlines. Rushdie translates this into the migrant’s
dream of survival: an initiatory interstices; an empowering condition of
hybridity; an emergence that turns ‘return’ into reinscription or re-
description; an iteration that is not belated, but ironic and insurgent.
For the migrant’s.survival depends, as Rushdie put it, on discovering
‘how newness enters the world’. The focus is on making the linkages
through the unstable elements of literature and life — the dangerous
tryst with the ‘untranslatable’ — rather than arriving at ready-made
names.

The ‘newness’ of migrant or minority discourse has to be discovered
in medias res: a newness that is not part of the ‘progressivist’ division
between past and present, or the archaic and the modem; nor is it a
‘newness’ that can be contained in the mimesis of ‘original and copy’.
In both these cases, the image of the new is iconic rather than enunci-
atory; in both instances, temporal difference is represented as epistemo-
logical or mimetic distance from an original source. The newness of
cultural translation is akin to what Walter Benjamin describes as the
‘foreignness of languages’ — that problem of representation native to
representation itself. If Paul de Man focused on the ‘metonymy’ of
translation, I want to foreground the ‘foreignness’ of cultural translation.

With the concept of ‘foreignness’ Benjamin comes closest to describing
the performativity-of.translation as_the. staging of cultural difference.
The” argument begins with the suggestion that though Brot and pain
inténdthe ‘same object, bread, their discursive and cultural modes of
signiification are in conflict with each other, striving to exclude each
other. The complementanty of language as communication must be
understood as emergmg from the constant state of contestatlon and ﬂux

This process of complementarity as the agoristic supplement ‘is the
seed of the ‘untranslatable’ — the forelgn element in the midst of the

the famous, overworked analogy in the Benjamin essay: unlike the
original where fruit and skin form a certain unity, in the act of trans-
lation the content or subject matter is made disjunct, overwhelmed and
alienated by the form of signification, like a royal robe with ample folds.

Unlike Derrida and de Man, I am less interested in the metonymic
fragmentation of the ‘original’. I am more engaged with the ‘foreign’
element that reveals the interstitial; insists in the textile superfluity of
folds and wrinkles; and becomes the ‘unstable element of linkage’, the
indeterminate temporality of the in-between, that has to be engaged in
creating the conditions through which ‘newness comes into the world’.
The foreign element ‘destroys the original’s structures of reference and
sense communication as well” not simply by negating it but by nego-
tiating the disjunction in which successive cultural temporalities are
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‘preserved in the work of history and at the same time cancelled. . .. The
nourishing fruit of the historically understood contains time as a pre-
cious but tasteless seed’”® And through this dialectic of cultural
negation-as-negotiation, this splitting of skin and fruit through the
agency of foreignness, the purpose is, as Rudolf Pannwitz says, not ‘to
turn Hindi, Greek, English into German [but] instead to turn German
into Hindi, Greek, English’.?

Translation is the performative nature of cultural communication. It
is language in actu (enunciation, posxtlonallty) rather than language in
situ (énoncé, or propositionality).* And the sign of translation continually
tells, or ‘tolls’ the different times and spaces between cultural authority
and its performative practices.® The ‘time’ of translation consists in that
movement of meaning, the principle and practice of a communication
thaf in’ fhe words of de Man ‘puts the original in mofion to decanonise
it, giving it the ' movement of fragmentahon, a wandering of errance, a
kind of permanent exile’3

“Chamcha is the discriminatory sign of a performative, projective Brit-
ish culture of race and racism - ‘illegal immigrant, outlaw king, foul
criminal or race hero’.® From somewhere between Ovid and Lucretius,
or between gastronomic and demographic pluralisms, he confounds
nativist and supremacist ascriptions of national(ist) identities. This
migrant movement of social identifications leads to the most devastating
parody of Maggie Torture’s Britain.

The revenge of the migrant hybrid comes in the Club Hot Wax
sequence,* named, no doubt, after Sufyan’s translation of Ovid’'s waxy
metaphor for the immutability of the migrant soul. If Gibreel Farishta,
later in the book, transforms London into a tropical country with
‘increased moral definition, institution of a national siesta, development
of vivid and expansive patterns of behaviour’,* then it is the deejay,
prancing Pinkwalla, who stages the revenge of black history in the
expressivist cultural practices of toasting, rapping and scratching. In a
scene that blends Madame Tussaud’s with Led Zepplin, the sepulchral
wax figures of an excised black history emerge to dance amidst the
migrants of the present in a postcolonial counter-masque of a retrieved
and reinscribed history. Waxy Maggie Torture is condemned to a melt-
down, accompanied by the Baldwinian chants of ‘the fire this time’.
And suddenly through this ritual of translation, Saladin Chamcha, the
Satanic goatman, is historicized again in the movement of a migrant
history, a metropolitan world ‘becoming minority’.

Cultural translation desacralizes the transparent assumptions of cul-
tural supremacy, and in that very act, demands a contextual specificity,
a historical differentiation within minority positions. If the public image
of the Rushdie affair has become mired in the righteous indignation of
Magus and Mullah, that is because its re-citation within a feminist, anti-
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fundamentalist public discourse has received little attention. The most
productive debates, and political initiatives, in the post-fatwah period,
have come from women'’s groups like Women Against Fundamentalism
and Southall Black Sisters* in Britain. They have been concemed less
with the politics of textuality and intermational terrorism, and more with
demonstrating that the secular, global issue lies uncannily at home, in
Britain — in the policies of local government and the race-relations
industry; in the ‘racialization of religion’ in multicultural Britain; in the
imposition of homogeneity on ‘minority’ populations in the name of
cultural diversity or pluralism.

Feminists have not fetishized the infamous naming of the prostitutes
after Mohamed'’s wives: rather they have drawn attention to the politic-
ized violence in the brothel and the bedroom, raising demands for the
establishment of refuges for minority women coerced into marriages.
Their response to the Rushdie affair reveals what they describe as ‘the
contradictory influences of feminist and multi-culturalist policies adopted
by the local state (mainly in Labour-led councils)’.*” From such ambiva-
lent, antagonistic identifications of class, gender, generation and tra-
dition, the British feminist movement of he 1990s has redefined its
agenda. The Irish question, post-fatwah, has also been reposed as a
postcolonial problem of the ‘racialization of religion’. The critique of
patriarchal fundamentalism and its regulation of gender and sexual
desire has become a major issue for minority cultures. Minority artists
have questioned the heterosexism that regulates traditional, joint-family
based communities, making gay and lesbian relations restrictive and
repressive. Such is the tropic movement of cultural translation, as Rush-
die spectacularly renames London, in its Indo-Pakistani iteration, as
‘Ellowen Deeowen’.

><,‘

IIT COMMUNITY MATTERS

Can ‘libidinal investments of a more narrative kind*® produce a rep-
resentative discourse of minorities? In other words — pace Jameson —
how would collective agency be signified in groups hat do not have
the orgamcxst’ tustory ‘and conceptuality of the discourse_of class"’
‘Bécoming minor’, Abdiil Janmohamed and David Lloyd remind us, “is
not a question of essence ... but a question of subject position.” Such a
position articulates ’altemative practices and values that are embedded
in the often-damaged, -fragmentary, -hampered, or -occluded work of
minorities’;® and having been ‘coerced into a negative, generic subject
position, the oppressed individual transforms it into a positive collective
one’.* These fragmented, partially occluded values of minority discourse
are both continuous and discontinuous with Marxism, according to
Comel West. He proposes a genealogical materialism as a way of
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contesting a ‘psycho-sexual racial logic’.*! It represents a logic of living
that cuts across the everyday life of different ideological forms — race,
religion, patriarchy, homophobia; it reveals, and contests, the mechan-
isms by which self-images and self-identities are formed in the realm
of cultural styles, aesthetic ideals, psychosexual sensibilities. Both these
accounts of the racial, gendered minority positions stage the symbolic
form of self-identification represented through fragmentation and
occlusion of the sovereignty of the self. Affiliative solidarity is formed
through the ambivalent articulations of the realm of the aesthetic, the
fantasmatic, the economic and the body political: a temporality of social
construction and contradiction that is iterative and interstitial; an insur-
gent ‘intersubjectivity’ that is interdisciplinary; an everyday that interro-
gates the synchronous contemporaneity of modernity.

It is too easy to see the discourses of the minority as symptoms of
the postmodern condition. Jameson’s claim, that in the absence of a
genuine class consciousness, ‘the very lively social struggles of the
current period are largely dispersed and anarchic’ (p. 349), does not
sufficiently register the antagonistic displacement that minority dis-
courses initiate, across, or at cross-purposes with, the dialectics of class
identities. To seek a ‘healthy’ sociological holism and philosophical
realism (p. 323), as Jameson derives from Georg Lukéacs, would hardly
be appropriate to those passionate and partial conditions of communal
emergence which are an integral part of the temporal and historic con-
ditions of postcolonial critique.

‘It is not so much the state—civil society opposition but rather the
capital-community opposition that seems to be the great unsurpassed
contradiction in Western social philosophy.”? From this perspective,
Partha Chatterjee, the Indian subaltern scholar, returns to Hegel - crucial
to both Lukics and Jameson - to claim that the idea of community
articulates a cultural temporality of contingency and indeterminacy at
the heart of the discourse of civil society. This ‘minority’ reading is built
on the occluded, partial presence of the idea of community that haunts
or doubles the concept of civil society, leading ‘a subterranean, poten-
tially subversive life within it because it refuses to go away’.® As a
category, community enables a division between the private and the
public, the civil and the familial; but as a performative discourse it
enacts the impossibility of drawing an objective line between the two.
The agency of the community-concept ‘seeps through the interstices of
the objectively constructed, contractually regulated structure of civil
society’,* class-relations and national identities. Community disturbs
the grand £lobahzmg narrative of capital, displaces the” emphasns on
production in ‘class’ collectivity, and disrupts the ‘homogeneity of the
imagined community of the nation. The narrative of community sub-
stantializes cultural difference, and constitutes a ‘split-and-double’ form
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of group identification which Chatterjee illustrates through a specifically
‘anti-colonialist’-contradiction of the public sphere. The colonized refuse
to accept membership in the civil society of subjects; consequently they
create a cultural domain ‘marked by the distinctions of the material and
the spiritual, the outer and the inner’.s

I am less concerned with the conceptual aporia of the community—
capital contradiction, than with the genealogy of the idea of com-
munity as itself a ‘minority’ discourse; as the making, or becoming
‘minor’, of the idea of Society, in the practice of the politics of culture.
Community is the antagonist supplement of modernity: in the metro-
politai space it is the territory of the minority, threatening the claims

of civility; in the transnational world it rder- m. of
e diasporic, the migrant ee. Binary divisions of social space

neglect the profound temporal disjunction — the translational time and
space — through which minority communities negotiate their collective
identifications. For what is at issue in the discourse of minorities is
the creation of agency through incommensurable (not simply multiple)
positions. Is there a poetics of the ‘interstitial’ community? How does
it name itself, author its agency?

Nowhere in contemporary postcolonial poetry have I found the con-
cept of the right to signify more profoundly evoked than in Derek
Walcott’'s poem on the colonization of the Caribbean as the possession
of a space through the power of naming.* Ordinary language develops
an auratic authority, an imperial persona; but in a specifically postcol-
onial performance of reinscription, the focus shifts from the nominalism
of imperialism to the emergence of another sign of agency and identity.
It signifies the destiny of culture as a site, not simply of subversion
and transgression, but one that prefigures a kind of solidarity between
ethnicities that meet in the tryst of colonial history.

My race began as the sea began,
with no nouns, and with no horizon,
with pebbles under my tongue,

with a different fix on the stars.

Have we melted into the mirror
leaving our souls behind?

The goldsmith from Benares,
the stonecutter from Canton,
the bronzesmith from Benin.

A sea-eagle screams from the rock,
and my race began like the osprey
with that cry,
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that terrible vowel,
that I

[...] this stick
to trace our names on the sand
which the sea erased again, to our indifference.

II

And when they named these bays
bays,
was it nostalgia or irony?

Where were the courts of Castille?
Versailles’ colonnades

supplanted by cabbage palms
with Corinthian crests,

belittling diminutives,

then, little Versailles,

meant plans for a pigsty,

names for the sour apples

and green grapes

of their exile.

[...] Being men they could not live
except they first presumed

the right of everything to be a noun.
The African acquiesced,

repeated and changed them.

Listen, my children, say:
moubain: the hogplum,
cerise: the wild cherry,
baie-la: the bay,

with the fresh green voices
they were once themselves
in the way the wind bends
our natural inflections.

These palms are greater than Versailles,
for no man made them,

their fallen columns greater than Castille,
no man unmade them

except the worm who has no helmet,
but was always the emperor,
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There are two myths of history in this poem, each of them related to
opposing versions of the place of identity in the process of cultural
knowledge. There is the pedagogical process of imperialist naming:

Being men, they could not live
except they first presumed
the right of everything to be a noun.

Opposed to this is the African acquiescence which, in repeating the
lesson of the masters, changes their inflections:

moubain: the hogplum

cerise: the wild cherry

baie-la: the bay

with the fresh green voices
they were once themselves . ..

Walcott's purpose is not to oppose the pedagogy of the imperialist
noun to the inflectional appropriation of the native voice. He proposes
to go beyond such binaries of power in order to reorganize our sense
of the process of identification in the negotiations of cultural politics.
He stages the slaves’ right to signify, not simply by denying the imperial-
ist the ‘right of everything to be a noun’ but by questioning the masculi-
nist, authoritative subjectivity produced’in the colonizing process: Being
men they could not Trve/except they first presumed/the right of everything to
be a noun. What is ‘man’ as an effect of, as subjected to, the sign - the
noun - of a colonizing discourse? To this end, Walcott poses the problem
of ‘beginning’ outside the question of ‘origins’, beyond that perspectival
field of vision — the mind halved by the horizon — that constitutes human
consciousness in the mirror of nature, as Richard Rorty has famously
described it.4”

Walcott’s history begins elsewhere. He leads us to that moment of
undecidability or unconditionality that constitutes the ambivalence
of modernity as it executes its critical judgements, or seeks justification
for its social facts.*® Against the possessive, coercive ‘right’ of the West-
em noun, Walcott places a different mode of postcolonial speech; a
historical time envisaged in the discourse of the enslaved or the inden-
tured. The undecidability from which Walcott builds his narrative opens
up his poem to the historical ‘present’ which Walter Benjamin describes
as a ‘present which is not a transition, but in which time stands still
and has come to a stop’.*® For this notion defines the present in which history
is being written. From this discursive space of struggle, the violence of
the letter, the terror of the timeless, is negotiated the agency of the
goldsmith from Benares, the Benin bronzesmith, the Cantonese stone-
cutter. It is a collective agency that is, at once, pronomial and postnom-
inalist:
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and my race began like the osprey
with that ¢

that terrible vowel,

Rat T

Where does the postcolonial subject lie?
With that terrible vowel, that 1, Walcott opens up the disjunctive present

of the-poem's writing of its history. The I as vowel, as the arbitrar-
iness_of the signifier, is the sign of the interstitial difference through

w!'\ich _the identity of meani is made, The ‘I’ as pronomial, as the
avowal of the enslaved colonial subject is the repetition of the symbolic

agency of history, tracing its name on the shifting sands, constituting a
postcolonial, migrant community in-difference: Hindu, Chinese, African.
With this disjunctive, double ‘I’ Walcott writes a history of cultural
difference that envisages the production of difference as the political
and social definition of al present. Cultural differences must
be understood as they constitute identities — contingently, indetermin-
ately - in-between the repetition of the vowel I - that can always be
reinscribed and relocated — and the restitution of the subject I. Read like
this, in-between the I-as-symbol and the I-as-sign, the articulations of
difference ~ race, history, gender - are never singular or binary. Claims
to identity are nominative or normative, in a preliminary, passing
moment; they are never nouns when they are culturally productive or
historically progressive. Like the vowel itself, forms of social identity
must be capable of turning up in-and-as an-other’s difference and turn-
ing the right to signify into an act of cultural translation.

Pomme arac
otaheite apple,
pomme cythére,
pomme granate,
moubain,
Z'ananas

the pineapple’s
Aztec helmet,
pomme,

I have forgotten
what pomme for
Irish potato,
cerise,

the cherry,
Zz’aman
sea-almonds

by the crisp
sea-bursts,
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au bord de la ouvrieére.
Come back to me,

my language.

Come back,

solitaire, . . .

Richard Rorty suggests that ‘solidarity has to be constructed out t of
little pieces, rather than found already waiting, in the form of an ur-
language WhicH all of us_recognise when we hear it’>' In the spirit of
such sohdarlty, Walcott’s call to language serves a symbolic function.
As the poem shuttles between the small acts of nature’s naming and
the larger performance of a communal tongue, its rhythm registers the
‘foreignness’ of cultural memory. In forgetting the proper name, in each
return of language - its ‘coming back’ - the disjunctive temporality of
translation reveals the intimate differences that lie between genealogies
and geographies. It is an interstitial time and space that I have variously
described, through this chapter, as living ‘in the midst of the incompre-
hensible’, or dwelling with Sufyan at the Shandaar Cafe, on the border-
lines between Ovid and Lucretius, in-between Ooopar (above) and
Neechay (below). History’s intermediacy poses the future, once again, as
an open question. It provides an agency of initiation that enables one
to possess again and anew — as in the movement of Walcott’s poem —
the signs of survival, the terrain of other histories, the hybridity of
cultures. The act of cultural translation works through ‘the continua
of transformation’ to yield a sense of culture’s belonging:

generations going,
generations gone,

moi c’est gens Ste. Lucie
C’est la moi sorti:

is there that I bon.>?

And from the little pieces of the poem, its going and coming, there rises
the great history of the languages and landscapes of migration and
diaspora.
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CONCLUSION

‘Race’, time and the revision of modernity

‘Dirty nigger!” Or simply, Look, a Negro!’
Frantz Fanon, The Fact of Blackness

I

Whenever these words are said in anger or in hate, whether of the Jew
in that estaminet in Antwerp, or of the Palestinian on the West Bank, or
the Zairian student eking out a wretched existence selling fake fetishes
on the Left Bank; whether they are said of the body of woman or the
man of colour; whether they are quasi-officially spoken in South Africa
or officially prohibited in London or New York, but inscribed neverthe-
less in the severe staging of the statistics of educational performance
and crime, visa violations, immigration irregularities; whenever ‘Dirty
nigger!” or, ‘Look, a Negro!" is not said at all, but you can see it in a
gaze, or hear it in the solecism of a still silence; whenever and wherever
I am when I hear a racist, or catch his look, I am reminded of Fanon'’s
evocatory essay ‘The fact of blackness’ and its unforgettable opening
lines.!

I want to start by returning to that essay, to explore only one scene
in its remarkable staging, Fanon’s phenomenological performance of
what it means to be not enly a nigger but a member of the marginalized,
the displaced, the diasporic-To be amongst those whose very presence
is both ‘overlooked’ - in the double sense of social surveillance and
psychic disavowal — and, at the same time, overdetermined — psychically
projected, made stereotypical and symptomatic. Despite its very specific
location — a Martinicai subjected to the racist gaze on a street corner in
Lyons — I claim a generality for Fanon’s argument because he talks not
simply of the historicity of the black man, as much as he writes in ‘The
fact of blackness’ about the temporality of modernity within which the
figure of the ‘human’ comes to be authorized. It is Fanon’s temporality
of emergence — his sense of the belatedness of the black man — that does
not simply make the question of ontology inappropriate for black
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identity, but somehow impossible for the very understanding of humanity
in the world of modemnity:

You come too late, much too late, there will always be a world — a white
world between you and us. (My emphasis)

It is the opposition to the ontology of that white world - to its assumed
hierarchical forms of rationality and universality — that Fanon turns in
a performance that is iterative and interrogative — a repetition that is
initiatory, instating a differential history that will not return to the power
of the Same. Between you and us Fanon opens up an enunciative space
that does not simply contradict the metaphysical ideas of progress or
racism or rationality; he distantiates them by ‘repeating’ these ideas,
makes them uncanny by displacing them in a number of culturally
contradictory and discursively estranged locations.

What Fanon shows up is the liminality of those ideas — their ethnocen-
tric margin - by revealing the historicity of its most universal symbol —
Man. From the perspective of a postcolonial ‘belatedness’, Fanon dis-
turbs the punctum of man as the signifying, subjectifying category of
Western culture, as a unifying reference of ethical value. Fanon performs
the desire of the colonized to identify with the humanistic, enlighten-
ment ideal of Man: ‘all I wanted was to be a man among other men. I
wanted to come lithe and young into a world that was ours and build
it together.” Then, in a catachrestic reversal he shows how, despite the
pedagogies of human history, the performative discourse of the liberal
West, its quotidian conversation and comments, reveal the cultural
supremacy and racial typology upon which the universalism of Man is
founded: ‘But of course, come in, sir, there is no colour prejudice among
us. ... Quite, the Negro is a man like ourselves. ... It is not because he
is black that he is less intelligent than we are.’

Fanon uses the fact of blackness, of belatedness, to destroy the binary
structure of power and identity: the imperative that ‘the Black man
must be Black; he must be 'Black in relation to the white man.’ Elsewhere
he has written: ‘The Black man is not. [caesura] Any more than the white
man’ (my interpolation). Fanon’s discourse of the ‘human’ emerges from
that temporal break or caesura effected in the continuist, progressivist
myth of Man. He too speaks from the signifying time-lag of cultural
difference that I have been attempting to develop as a structure for the
representation of subaltern and postcolonial agency. Fanon writes from
that temporal caesura, the time-lag of cultural difference, in a space
between the symbolization of the social and the ‘sign’ of its represen-
tation of subjects and agencies. Fanon destroys two time schemes in
which the historicity of the human is thought. He rejects the ‘belated-
ness’ of the black man because it is only the opposite of the framing of
the white man as universal, normative — the white sky all around me: the
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black man refuses to occupy the past of which the white man is
the future. But Fanon also refuses the Hegelian-Marxist dialectical
schema whereby the black man is part of a transcendental sublation: a
minor term in a dialectic that will emerge into a more equitable univer-
sality. Fanon, I believe, suggests another time, another space.

It is a space of being that is wrought from the interruptive, interroga-
tive, tragic experience of blackness, of discrimination, of despair. It is
the apprehension of the social and psychic question of ‘origin’ — and its
erasure — in a negative side that ‘draws its worth from an almost
substantive absoluteness . .. [which has to be] ignorant of the essences
and determinations of its being ... an absolute density ... an abolition
of the ego by desire’. What may seem primordial or timeless is, I believe,
a moment of a kind of ‘projective past’ whose history and signification
I shall attempt to explore here. It is a mode of ‘negativity’ that makes
the enunciatory present of modernity disjunctive. It opens up a time-lag
at the point at which we speak of humanity through its differentiations —
gender, race, class — that mark an excessive marginality of modernity. It
is the enigma of this form of temporality which emerges from what Du
Bois also called the ‘swift and low of human doing’,? to face Progress
with some unanswerable questions, and suggest some answers of its
own.

In destroying the ‘ontology of man’, Fanon suggests that ‘there is not
merely one Negro, there are Negroes’. This is emphatically not a post-
modem celebration of pluralistic identities. As my argument will make
clear, for me the project of modernity is itself rendered so contradictory
and unresolved through the insertion of the ‘time-lag’ in which col-
onial and postcolonial moments emerge as sign and history, that I am
sceptical of those transitions to postmodernity in Western academic
writings which theorize the experience of this ‘new historicity’ through
the appropriation of a ‘Third World’ metaphor; ‘the First World ... in
a peculiar dialectical reversal, begins to touch some features of third-
world experience. ... The United States is ... the biggest third-world
country because of unemployment, nonproduction, etc.”

Fanon’s sense of social contingency and indeterminacy, made from
the perspective of a postcolonial time-lag, is not a celebration of frag-
mentation, bricolage, pastiche or the ‘simulacrum’. It is a vision of social
contradiction and cultural difference — as the disjunctive space of mod-
ernity — that is best seen in a fragment of a poem he cites towards the
end of ‘The fact of blackness”:

As the contradiction among the features
creates the harmony of the face

we proclaim the oneness of the suffermg
and the revolt.
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The discourse of race that I am trying to develop displays the problem
of the ambivalent temporality of modernity that is often overlooked in the
more ‘spatial’ traditions of some aspects of postmodern theory.* Under
the rubric ‘the discourse of modemity’, I do not intend to reduce a
complex and diverse historical moment, with varied national genealog-
ies and different institutional practices, into a singular shibboleth — be
it the ‘idea’ of Reason, Historicism, Progress — for the critical con-
venience of postmodern literary theory. My interest in the question of
modernity resides in the influential discussion generated by the work
of Habermas, Foucault, Lyotard and Lefort, amongst many others, that
has generated a critical discourse around historical modernity as an
epistemological structure.® To put it succinctly, the question of ethical
and cultural judgement, central to the processes of subject formation and
the objectification of social knowledge, is challenged at its ‘cognitivist’
core. Habermas characterizes it as a form of Occidental self-understand-
ing that enacts a cognitive reductionism in the relation of the human
being to the social world:

Ontologically the world is reduced to a world of entities as a whole
(as the totality of objects ...); epistemologically, our relationship
to that world is reduced to the capacity of knowl[ing] ... states of
affairs ... in a purposive-rational fashion; semantically it is
reduced to fact-stating discourse in which assertoric sentences are
used.® (My emphasis)

Although this may be a stark presentation of the problem, it highlights
the fact that the challenge to such a ‘cognitivist’ consciousness dis-
places the problem of truth or meaning from the disciplinary confines
of epistemology — the problem of the referential as ‘objectivity’ reflected
in that celebrated Rortyesque trope, the mirror of nature. What results
could be figuratively described as a preoccupation not simply with the
reflection in the glass — the idea or concept in itself — but with
the frameworks of meaning as they are revealed in what Derrida has
called the ‘supplementary necessity of a parergon’. That is the perform-
ative, living description of the writing of a concept or theory, ‘a relation
to the history of its writing and the writing of its history also’.

If we take even the most cursory view of influential postmodemn
perspectives, we find that there is an increasing narrativization of the
question of social ethics and subject formation. Whether it is in the con-
versational procedures and ‘final vocabularies’ of liberal ironists like
Richard Rorty, or the ‘moral fictions’ of Alisdair Macintyre that are the
sustaining myths ‘after virtue’; whether it is the petits récits and phrases
that remain from the fall-out of the grand narratives of modemity in
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Lyotard; or the projective but ideal speech community that is rescued
within modernity by Habermas in his concept of communicative reason
that is expressed in its pragmatic logic or argument and a ‘decentred’
understanding of the world: what we encounter in all these accounts
are proposals for what is considered to be the essential gesture of
Western modernity, an ‘ethics of self-construction’ — or, as Mladan Dolar
cogently describes it:

What makes this attitude typical of modemity is the constant
reconstruction and the reinvention of the self. ... The subject and
the present it belongs to have no objective status, they have to be
perpetually (re)constructed.?

I want to ask whether this synchronous constancy of reconstruction
and reinvention of the subject does not assume a cultural temporality
that may not be universalist in its epistemological moment of judgement,
but may, indeed, be ethnocentric in its construction of cultural ‘differ-
ence’. It is certainly true, as Robert Young argues, that the ‘inscription
of alterity within the self can allow for a new relation to ethics’;’ but
does that necessarily entail the more general case argued by Dolar, that
‘the persisting split [of the subject] is the condition of freedom’?

If so, how do we specify the historical conditions and theoretical
configurations of ‘splitting’ in political situations of ‘unfreedom’ - in
the colonial and postcolonial margins of modernity? I am persuaded
that it is the catachrestic postcolonial agency of ‘seizing the value-
coding’ — as Gayatri Spivak has argued - that opens up an interruptive
time-lag in the ‘progressive’ myth of modernity, and enables the diasp-
oric and the postcolonial to be represented. But this makes it all the
more crucial to specify the discursive and historical temporality that
interrupts the enunciative ‘present’ in which the self-inventions of mod-
ernity take place. And it is this ‘taking place’ of modernity, this insistent
and incipient spatial metaphor in which the social relations of modernity
are conceived, that introduces a temporality of the ‘synchronous’ in the
structure of the ‘splitting’ of modernity. It is this ‘synchronous and
spatial’ representation of cultural difference that must be reworked as
a framework for cultural otherness within the general dialectic of doubling
that postmodernism proposes. Otherwise we are likely to find ourselves
beached amidst Jameson’s ‘cognitive mappings’ of the Third World,
which might work for the Bonaventura Hotel in Los Angeles, but will
leave you somewhat eyeless in Gaza.!® Or if, like Terry Eagleton, your
taste is more ‘other worldly’ than Third World, you will find yourself
somewhat dismissive of the ‘real’ history of the ‘other’ — women, for-
eigners, homosexuals, the natives of Ireland — on the basis ‘of certain
styles, values, life-experiences which can be appealed to now as a form
of political critique’ because ‘the fundamental political question is that of
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demanding an equal right with others of what one might become, not
of assuming some fully-fashioned identity which is merely repressed.™

It is to establish a sign of the present, of modernity, that is not that
‘now’ of transparent immediacy, and to found a form of social individu-
ation where communality is not predicated on a transcendent becoming, that
[ want to pose my questions of a contra-modemity: what is modernity in
those colonial conditions where its imposition is itself the denial of
historical freedom, civic autonomy and the ‘ethical’ choice of
refashioning?

III

I am posing these questions from within the problematic of modernity
because of a shift within contemporary critical traditions of postcolonial
writing. There is no longer an influential separatist emphasis on simply
elaborating an anti-imperialist or black nationalist tradition ‘in itself’.
There is an attempt to interrupt the Western discourses of modermnity
through these displacing, interrogative subaltern or postslavery narra-
tives and the critical-theoretical perspectives they engender. For
example, Houston Baker’s reading of the modemity of the Harlem
Renaissance strategically elaborates a ‘deformation of mastery’, a ver-
nacularism, based on the enunciation of the subject as ‘never a simple
coming into being, but a release from being possessed’.’? The revision
of Western modernism, he suggests, requires both the linguistic investi-
ture of the subject and a practice of diasporic performance that is
metaphorical. The ‘public culture’ project that Carol Breckenridge and
Arjun Appadurai have initiated focuses on the transnational dissemi-
nation of cultural modernity. What becomes properly urgent for them
is that the ‘simultaneous’ global locations of such a modemity should
not lose sense. of the conflictual, contradictory | locutlons of those cultural
practices and products that follow the unequal development’ of the
tracks.of international or multinational capital. Any transnational cul-
tural study must ‘translate’, each time locally and specifically, what
decentres and subverts this transnational globality, so that it does not
become enthralled by the new global technologies of ideological trans-
mission and cultural consumption.’* Paul Gilroy proposes a form of
populist modernism to comprehend both the aesthetic and political
transformation of European philosophy and letters by black writers, but
also to ‘make sense of the secular and spiritual popular forms — music
and dance - that have handled the anxieties and dilemmas involved in
a response to the flux of modern life’ 4

The power of the postcolonial translation of modemity rests in its
performative, deformative structure that does not simply revalue the con-
tents of a cultural tradition, or transpose values ‘cross-culturally’. The
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cultural inheritance of slavery or colonialism is brought before mod ernity
nat to resolve its historic differences into a new totality, nor to forego
its traditions. It is to introduce another locus of inscription and inter-
vention, another hybr:d, ‘inappropriate’ enunciative site, through that
temporal split — or time-lag — that I have opened up (specifically in
Chapter 9) for ‘the signification of postcolonial agency. Differences
in culture and power are constituted through the social conditions.of
enunciation: the temporal caesura, which is also the historically tranform-
ative moment, when a lagged space opens up in-between the intersubjec-
tive ‘reality of signs ... deprived of subjectivity’ and the historical
development of the subject in the order of social symbols.'* This transva-
luation of the symbolic structure of the cultural sign is absolutely neces-
sary so that in the renaming of modernity there may ensue that process
of the active agency of translation — the moment of ‘making a name for
oneself ’_that_emerges_through ‘the undec1dab111ty . [at work] in a
struggle for the proper name within a scene of genealogical indebted-
ness’.'* Without such a reinscription of the sign itself — without a trans-
formation of the site of enunciation — there is the danger that the mimetic
contents of a discourse will conceal the fact that the hegemonic struc-
tures of power are maintained in a position of authority through a shift
in vocabulary in the position of authority. There is for instance a kinship
between the normative paradigms of colonial anthropology and the
contemporary discourse of aid and development agencies. The ‘transfer
of technology’ has not resulted in the transfer of power or the displace-
ment of a neo-colonial tradition of political control through philanthropy
— a celebrated missionary position.

What is the struggle of translation in the name of modernity? How
do we catachrestically seize the genealogy of modernity and open it to
the postcolonial translation? The ‘value’ of modernity is not located, a
priori, in the passive fact of an epochal event or idea - of progress,
civility, the law — but has to be negotiated within the ‘enunciative’
present of the discourse. The brilliance of Claude Lefort’s account of
the genesis of ideology in modem societies is to suggest that the rep-
resentation of the rule, or the discourse of generality that symbolizes
authority, is ambivalent because it is split off from its effective oper-
ation.'” The new or the contemporary appear through the splitting of
modernity as event and enunciation, the epochal and the everyday.
Modernity as a sign of the present emerges in that process of splitting,
that lag, that gives the practice of everyday life its consistency as being
contemporary. It is because the present has the value of a ‘sign’ that
modernity is iterative; a continual questioning of the conditions of
existence; making problematic its own discourse not simply ‘as ideas’
but as the position and status of the locus of social utterance.
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‘It is not enough . . . to follow the teleological thread that makes progress
possible; one must isolate, within the history [of modemity], an event
that will have the value of a sign.”® In his reading of Kant's Was ist
Aufklirung? Foucault suggests that the sign of modemity is a form of
decipherment whose value must be sought in petits récits, imperceptible
events, in signs apparently without meaning and value — empty and ex-
centric — in events that are outside the ‘great events’ of history.

The sign of history does not consist in an essence of the event itself,
nor exclusively in the immediate consciousness of its agents and actors,
but in its form as a spectacle; spectacle that signifies because of the
distanciation and displacement between the event and those who are
its spectators. The indeterminacy of modernity, where the struggle of
translation takes place, is not simply around the ideas of progress or
truth. Modemity, I suggest, is about the historical construction of a
specific position of historical enunciation and address. It privileges those
who ‘bear witness’, those who are ‘subjected’, or in the Fanonian sense
with which I began, historically displaced. It gives them a representative
position through the spatial distance, or the time-lag between the Great
Event and its circulation as a historical sign of the ‘people’ or an ‘epoch’,
that constitutes the memory and the moral of the event as a narrative,
a disposition to cultural communality, a form of social and psychic
identification. The discursive address of modemity - its structure of
authority — decentres the Great Event, and speaks from that moment
of ‘imperceptibility’, the supplementary space ‘outside’ or uncannily
beside (abseits).

Through Kant, Foucault traces ‘the ontology of the present’ to the
exemplary event of the French Revolution and it is there that he stages
his sign of modernity. But it is the spatial dimension of ‘distance — the
perspectival distance from which the spectacle is seen — that installs a cultural
homogeneity into the sign of modemnity. Foucault introduces a Eurocen-
tric perspective at the point at which modemity installs a ‘moral dispo-
sition in mankind’. The Eurocentricity of Foucault’s theory of cultural
difference is revealed in his insistent spatializing of the time of mod-
emnity. Avoiding the problems of the sovereign subject and linear caus-
ality, he nonetheless falls prey to the notion of the ‘cultural’ as a social
formation whose discursive doubleness — the transcendental and empiri-
cal dialectic - is contained in a temporal frame that makes differences
repetitively ‘contemporaneous’, regimes of sense-as-synchronous. It is a
kind of cultural ‘contradictoriness’ that always presupposes a correlative
spacing. Foucault’s spatial distancing seals the sign of modemnity in 1789
into a ‘correlative’, overlapping temporality. Progress brings together
the three moments of the sign as:
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a signum rememorativum, for it reveals that disposition [of progress]
which has been present from the beginning; it is a signum demon-
strativum because it demonstrates the present efficacity of this dis-
position; and it is also signum prognosticum for, although the
Revolution may have certain questionable results, one cannot
forget the disposition [of modemnity] that is revealed through it.*

What if the effects of ‘certain questionable results’ of the Revolution
create a disjunction, between the signum demonstrativum and the signum
prognosticum? What if in the geopolitical space of the colony genealogi-
cally (in Foucault’s sense) related to the Western metropolis, the symbol
of the Revolution is partially visible as an unforgettable, tantalizing
promise — a pedagogy of the values of modernity — while the ‘present
efficacy’ of the sign of everyday life - its political performativity — repeats
the archaic aristocratic racism of the ancien régime?

The ethnocentric limitations of Foucault’s spatial sign of modemity
become immediately apparent if we take our stand, in the immediate
postrevolutionary period, in San Domingo with the Black Jacobins,
rather than Paris. What if the ‘distance’ that constitutes the meaning of
the Revolution as sign, the signifying lag between event and enunciation,
stretches not across the Place de la Bastille or the rue des Blancs-
Monteaux, but spans the temporal difference of the colonial space? What
if we heard the 'moral disposition of mankind’ uttered by Toussaint
L'Ouverture for whom, as C. L. R. James so vividly recalls, the signs of
modernity, ‘liberty, equality, fraternity ... what the French Revolution
signified, was perpetually on his lips, in-his correspondence, in his
private conversations.”” What do we make of the figure of Toussaint ~
James invokes Phedre, Ahab, Hamlet — at the moment when he grasps
the tragic lesson that the moral, modern disposition of mankind,
enshrined in the sign of the Revolution, only fuels the archaic racial
factor in the society of slavery? What do we learn from that split
consciousness, that ‘colonial’ disjunction of modern times and colonial
and slave histories, where the reinvention of the self and the remaking
of the social are strictly out of joint?

These are the issues of the catachrestic, postcolonial translation of
modernity. They force us to introduce the question of subaltern agency,
into the question of modernity: what is this ‘now’ of modernity? Who
defines this present from which we speak? This leads to a more challeng-
ing question: what is the desire of this repeated demand to modernize? Why
does it insist, so compulsively, on its contemporaneous reality, its spatial
dimension, its spectatorial distance? What happens to the sign of modernity
in those repressive places like San Domingo where progress is only
heard (of) and not ‘seer’, is that it reveals the problem of the disjunctive
moment of its utterance: the space which enables a postcolonial contra-
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modemity to emerge. For the discourse of modemity is signified from
the time-lag, or temporal caesura, that emerges in the tension between
the epochal ‘event’ of modemity as the symbol of the continuity of
progress, and the interruptive temporality of the sign of the present, the
contingency of modern times that Habermas has aptly described as its
‘forward gropings and shocking encounters’.!

In this ‘time’ of repetition there circulates a contingent tension within
modernity: a tension between the pedagogy of the symbols of progress,
historicism, modernization, homogeneous empty time, the narcissism of
organic culture, the onanistic search for the origins of race, and what I
shall call the ‘sign of the present: the performativity of discursive
practice, the récits of the everyday, the repetition of the empirical, the
ethics of self-enactment, the iterative signs that mark the non-synchronic
passages of time in the archives of the ‘new’. This is the space in which
the question of modernity emerges as a form of interrogation: what do I
belong to in this present? In what terms do I identify with the ‘we’, the
intersubjective realm of society? This process cannot be represented in
the binary relation of archaism/modemity, inside/outside, past/present,
because these questions block off the forward drive or teleology of
modemity. They suggest that what is read as the ‘futurity’ of the
modern, its ineluctable progress, its cultural hierarchies, may be an
‘excess’, a disturbing alterity, a process of the marginalization of the
symbols of modernity.

Time-lag is not a circulation of nullity, the endless slippage of the
signifier or the theoretical anarchy of aporia. It is a concept that does
not collude with current fashions for claiming the heterogeneity of ever-
increasing ‘causes’, multiplicities of subject positions, endless supplies
of subversive ‘specificities’, ‘localities’, ‘territories’. The problem of the
articulation of cultural difference is not the problem of free-wheeling
pragmatist pluralism or the ‘diversity’ of the many; it is the problem of
the not-one, the minus in the origin and repetition of cultural signs
in a doubling that will not be sublated into a similitude. What is in
modernity more than modernity is this signifying ‘cut’ or temporal break:
it cuts into the plenitudinous notion of Culture splendidly reflected in
the mirror of human nature; equally it halts the endless signification of
difference. The process I have described as the sign of the present -
within modernity — erases and interrogates those ethnocentric forms of
cultural modemnity that ‘contemporize’ cultural difference: it opposes
both cultural pluralism with its spurious egalitarianism - different cul-
tures in the same time (‘The Magicians of the Earth’, Pompidou Centre,
Paris, 1989) - or cultural relativism - different cultural temporalities in
the same ‘universal’ space (‘'The Primitivism show’, MOMA, New York,
1984).
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This caesura in the narrative of modermnity reveals something of what
de Certeau has famously described as the non-place from which all
historiographical operation starts, the lag which all histories must
encounter in order to make a beginning.Z For the emergence of mod-
emnity — as an ideology of beginning, modernity as the new — the template
of this ‘non-place’ becomes the colonial space. It signifies this in a
double way. The colonial space is the terra incognita or the terra nulla,
the empty or wasted land whose history has to be begun, whose archives
must be filled out; whose future progress must be secured in modernity.
But the colonial space also stands for the despotic time of the Orient that
becomes a great problem for the definition of modemity and its inscrip-
tion of the history of the colonized from the perspective of the West.
Despotic time, as Althusser has brilliantly described it, is ‘space without
places, time without duration’.? In that double-figure which haunted
the moment of the enlightenment in its relation to the otherness of the
Other, you can see the historical formation of the time-lag of modernity.
And lest it be said that this disjunctive present of modemnity is merely
my theoretical abstraction, let me also remind you that a similar, signify-
ing caesura occurs within the invention of progress in the ‘long imperial-
ist nineteenth century’. At the mid-point of the century questions
concerning the ‘origin of races’ provided modemity with an ontology
of its present and a justification of cultural hierarchy within the West
and in the East. In the structure of the discourse, however, there was a
recurrent ambivalence between the developmental, organic notion of
cultural and racial ‘indigenism’ as the justification of supremacy, and
the notion of evolution as abrupt cultural transition, discontinuous pro-
gress, the periodic eruption of invading tribes from somewhere mysteri-
ous in Asia, as the guarantee of progress.*

The ‘subalterns and ex-slaves’ who now seize the spectacular event
of modemity do so in a catachrestic gesture of reinscribing modernity’s
‘caesura’ and using it to transform the locus of thought and writing in
their postcolonial critique. Listen to the ironic naming, the interrogative
repetitions, of the critical terms themselves: black ‘vernacularism’
repeats the minor term used to designate the language of the native
and the housebound slave to make demotic the grander narratives of
progress. Black ‘expressivism’ reverses the stereotypical affectivity and
sensuality of the stereotype to suggest that ‘rationalities are produced
endlessly’ in populist modernism.* ‘New ethnicity’ is used by Stuart
Hall in the black British context to create a discourse of cultural differ-
ence that marks ethnicity as the struggle against ethnicist ‘fixing’ and
in favour of a wider minority discourse that represents sexuality
and class. Cornel West’s genealogical materialist view of race and Afro-
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American oppression is, he writes, ‘both continuous and discontinuous
with the Marxist tradition” and shares an equally contingent relation to
Nietzsche and Foucault.?* More recently, he has constructed a prophetic
pragmatic tradition from William James, Niebuhr and Du Bois suggest-
ing that ‘it is possible to be a prophetic pragmatist and belong to
different political movements, e.g. feminist, Black, chicano, socialist,
left-liberal ones.”” The Indian historian Gyan Prakash, in an essay on
postorientalist histories of the Third World, claims that:

it is difficult to overlook the fact that ... third world voices ...
speak within and to discourses familiar to the ‘West'. . . . The Third
World, far from being confined to its assigned space, has pene-
trated the inner sanctum of the ‘First World’ in the process of
being ‘Third Worlded’ - arousing, inciting, and affiliating with the
subordinated others in the First World . . . to connect with minority
voices.®

The intervention of postcolonial or black critique is aimed at trans-
forming the conditions of enunciation at the level of the sign — where
the intersubjective realm is constituted — not simply setting up new
symbols of identity, new ‘positive images’ that fuel an unreflective
‘identity politics’. The challenge to modernity comes in redefining the
signifying relation to a disjunctive ‘present’: staging the past as symbol,
myth, memory, history, the ancestral — but a past whose iterative value
as sign reinscribes the ‘lessons of the past’ into the very textuality of the
present that determines both the identification with, and the interrog-
ation of, modernity: what is the ‘we’ that defines the prerogative of my
present? The possibility of inciting cultural translations across minority
discourses arises because of the disjunctive present of modemnity. It
ensures that what seems the ‘same’ within cultures is negotiated in the
time-lag of the ‘sign’ which constitutes the intersubjective, social realm.
Because that lag is indeed the very structure of difference and splitting
within the discourse of modernity, turning it into a performative process,
then each repetition of the sign of modernity is different, specific to its
historical and cultural conditions of enunciation.

This process is most clearly apparent in the work of those ‘postmod-
ern’ writers who, in pushing the paradoxes of modernity to its limits,
reveal the margins of the West.?® From the postcolonial perspective we
can only assume a disjunctive and displaced relation to these works;
we cannot accept them until we subject them to a lagging: both in
the temporal sense of postcolonial agency with which you are now
(over)familiar, and in the obscurer sense in which, in the early days of
settler colonization, to be lagged was to be transported to the colonies
for penal servitude!

In Foucault’s Introduction to the History of Sexuality, racism emerges
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in the nineteenth century in the form of an historical retroversion that
Foucault finally disavows. In the ‘modern’ shift of power from the
juridical politics of death to the biopolitics of life, race produces a
historical temporality of interference, overlapping, and the displacement
of sexuality. It is, for Foucault, the great historical irony of modemity
that the Hitlerite annihilation of the Jews was carried out in the name
of the archaic, premodern signs of race and sanguinity - the oneiric
exaltation of blood, death, skin — rather than through the politics of
sexuality. What is profoundly revealing is Foucault’s complicity with
the logic of the ‘contemporaneous’ within Western modemity. Character-
izing the ‘symbolics of blood’ as being retroverse, Foucault disavows
the time-lag of race as the sign of cultural difference and its mode of
repetition.

The temporal disjunction that the ‘modern’ question of race would
introduce into the discourse of disciplinary and pastoral power is disal-
lowed because of Foucault’s spatial critique: ‘we must conceptualize the
deployment of sexuality on the basis of the techniques of power that
are contemporary with it’ (my emphasis).** However subversive ‘blood’
and race may be they are in the last analysis merely an ‘historical
retroversion’. Elsewhere Foucault directly links the ‘flamboyant ration-
ality’ of Social Darwinism to Nazi ideology, entirely ignoring colonial
societies which were the proving grounds for Social Darwinist adminis-
trative discourses all through the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies.

If Foucault normalizes the time-lagged, ‘retroverse’ sign of race,
Benedict Anderson places the ‘modern’ dreams of racism ‘outside
history’ altogether. For Foucault race and blood interfere with modern
sexuality. For Anderson racism has its origins in antique ideologies of
class that belong to the aristocratic ‘pre-history’ of the modern nation.
Race represents an archaic ahistorical moment outside the ‘modemity”
of the imagined community: ‘nationalism thinks in historical destinies,
while racism dreams of eternal contaminations ... outside history.®
Foucault’s spatial notion of the conceptual contemporaneity of power-
as-sexuality limits him from seeing the double and overdetermined
structure of race and sexuality that has a long history in the peuplement
(politics of settlement) of colonial societies; for Anderson the ‘modern’
anomaly of racism finds its historical modularity, and its fantasmatic
scenario, in the colonial space which is a belated and hybrid attempt to
‘weld together dynastic legitimacy and national community ... to shore
up domestic aristocratic bastions’.>?

The racism of colonial empires is then part of an archaic acting out,
a dream-text of a form of historical retroversion that ‘appeared to con-
firm on a global, modern stage antique conceptions of power and privi-
lege’.* What could have been a way of understanding the limits of
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Western imperialist ideas of progress within the genealogy of a ‘colonial
metropolis’ — a hybridizing of the Western nation - is quickly disavowed
in the language of the opéra bouffe as a grimly amusing tableau vivant of
‘the [colonial] bourgeois gentilhomme speaking poetry against a back-
cloth of spacious mansions and gardens filled with mimosa and bou-
gainvillea’.®® It is in that ‘weld’ of the colonial site as, contradictorily,
both ‘dynastic and national’, that the modemity of Western national
society is confronted by its colonial double. Such a moment of temporal
disjunction, which would be crucial for understanding the colonial his-
tory of contemporary metropolitan racism in the West, is placed ‘outside
history’. It is obscured by Anderson’s espousal of ‘a simultaneity across
homogeneous empty time’ as the modal narrative of the imagined com-
munity. It is this kind of evasion, I think, that makes Partha Chatterjee,
the Indian ‘subaltern’ scholar, suggest, from a different perspective, that
Anderson ‘seals up his theme with a sociological determinism . .. with-
out noticing the twists and turns, the suppressed possibilities, the contra-
dictions still unresolved’.¢

These accounts of the modemity of power and national community
become strangely symptomatic at the point at which they create a rhet-
oric of ‘retroversion’ for the emergence of racism. In placing the rep-
resentations of race ‘outside’ modernity, in the space of historical
retroversion, Foucault reinforces his ‘correlative spacing’; by relegating
the social fantasy of racism to an archaic daydream, Anderson further
universalizes his homogeneous empty time of the ‘modern’ social
imaginary. Hidden in the disavowing narrative of historical retroversion
and its archaism, is a notion of the time-lag that displaces Foucault’s
spatial analytic of modernity and Anderson’s homogeneous temporality
of the modemn nation. In order to extract the one from the other we
have to see how they form a double boundary: rather like the more
general intervention and seizure of the history of modernity that has
been attempted by postcolonial critics.

Retroversion and archaic doubling, attributed to the ideological ‘con-
tents’ of racism, do not remain at the ideational or pedagogical level of
the discourse. Their inscription of a structure of retroaction returns to
disrupt the enunciative function of this discourse and produce a differ-
ent ‘value’ of the sign and time of race and modemity. At the level of
content the archaism and fantasy of racism is represented as ‘ahistorical’,
outside the progressive myth of modemity. This is an attempt, I would
argue, to universalize the spatial fantasy of modern cultural communi-
ties as living their history ‘contemporaneously’, in a ‘homogeneous
empty time’ of the People-as-One that finally deprives minorities of
those marginal, liminal spaces from which they can intervene in the
unifying and totalizing myths of the national culture.

However, each time such a homogeneity of cultural identification is
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established there is a marked disturbance of temporality in the writing
of modernity. For Foucault it is the awareness that retroversion of race
or sanguinity haunts and doubles the contemporary analytic of power
and sexuality and may be subversive of it: we may need to think the
disciplinary powers of race as sexuality in a hybrid cultural formation
that will not be contained within Foucault’s logic of the contemporary.
Anderson goes further in acknowledging that colonial racism introduces
an awkward weld, a strange historical ‘suture’, in the narrative of the
nation’s modernity. The archaism of colonial racism, as a form of cultural
signification (rather than simply an ideological content), reactivates
nothing less than the ‘primal scene’ of the modern Western nation: that
is, the problematic historical transition between dynastic, lineage
societies and horizontal, homogeneous secular communities. What And-
erson designates as racism’s ‘timelessness’, its location ‘outside history’,
is in fact that form of time-lag, a mode of repetition and reinscription,
that performs the ambivalent historical temporality of modern national
cultures — the aporetic coexistence, within the cultural history of the modern
imagined community, of both the dynastic, hierarchical, prefigurative
‘medieval’ traditions (the past), and the secular, homogeneous,
synchronous cross-time of modernity (the present). Anderson resists a
reading of the modern nation that suggests — in an iterative time-lag ~
that the hybridity of the colonial space may provide a pertinent problem-
atic within which to write the history of the ‘postmodern’ national
formations of the West.

To take this perspective would mean that we see ‘racism’ not simply
as a hangover from archaic conceptions of the aristocracy, but as part
of the historical traditions of civic and liberal humanism that create
ideological matrices of national aspiration, together with their concepts
of ‘a people’ and its imagined community. Such a privileging of ambiv-
alence in the social imaginaries of nationness, and its forms of collective
affiliation, would enable us to understand the coeval, often incommensur-
able tension between the influence of traditional ‘ethnicist’ identifications
that coexist with contemporary secular, modernizing aspirations. The
enunciative ‘present’ of modernity, that I am proposing, would provide
a political space to articulate and negotiate such culturally hybrid social
identities. Questions of cultural difference would not be dismissed —
with a barely concealed racism - as atavistic ‘tribal’ instincts that afflict
Irish Catholics in Belfast or ‘Muslim fundamentalists’ in Bradford. It is
precisely such unresolved, transitional moments within the disjunctive
present of modernity that are then projected into a time of historical
retroversion or an inassimilable place outside history.

The history of modernity’s antique dreams is to be found in the writing
out of the colonial and postcolonial moment. In resisting these attempts
to normalize the time-lagged colonial moment, we may provide a gen-
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ealogy for postmodernity that is at least as important as the ‘aporetic’
history of the Sublime or the nightmare of rationality in Auschwitz. For
colonial and postcolonial texts do not merely tell the modern history of
‘unequal development’ or evoke memories of underdevelopment. I have
tried to suggest that they provide modemity with a modular moment
of enunciation: the locus and locution of cultures caught in the tran-
sitional and disjunctive temporalities of modernity. What is in modemity
more than modemity is the disjunctive ‘postcolonial’ time and space that
makes its presence felt at the level of enunciation. It figures, in an influen-
tial contemporary fictional instance, as the contingent margin between
Toni Morrison’s indeterminate moment of the ‘not-there’ - a ‘black’
space that she distinguishes from the Western sense of synchronous
tradition — which then tumns into the ‘first stroke’ of slave rememory,
the time of communality and the narrative of a history of slavery (see
pp. 191-2 for an elaboration of this issue). This translation of the mean-
ing of time into the discourse of space; this catachrestic seizure of the
signifying ‘caesura’ of modernity’s presence and present; this insistence
that power must be thought in the hybridity of race and sexuality; that
nation must be reconceived liminally as the dynastic-in-the-democratic,
race-difference doubling and splitting the teleology of class-conscious-
ness: it is through these iterative interrogations and historical initiations
that the cultural location of modemity shifts to the postcolonial site.

VI

I have attempted, then, to designate a postcolonial ‘enunciative’ present
that moves beyond Foucault’s reading of the task of modemity as
providing an ontology of the present. I have tried to open up, once
again, the cultural space in the temporal doubling of sign and symbol
that I described in Chapter 9 (pp. 192-3): from the stroke of the sign that
establishes the intersubjective world of truth ‘deprived of subjectivity’,
back to the rediscovery of that moment of agency and individuation in
the social imaginary of the order of historic symbols. I have attempted
to provide a form of the writing of cultural difference in the midst of
modemnity that is inimical to binary boundaries: whether these be
between past and present, inside and outside, subject and object, signi-
fier and signified. This spatial-time of cultural difference - with its
postcolonial genealogy - erases the Occidental ‘culture of common
sense’ that Derrida aptly describes as ‘ontologizing the limit between
outside and inside, between the biophysical and the psychic’?” In his
essay ‘The uncolonized mind: Postcolonial India and the East,, Ashis
Nandy provides a more descriptive illustration of a postcolonial India
that is neither modermn nor anti-modermn but non-modern. What this
entails for the ‘modem antonyms’ of cultural difference between the
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First and Third Worlds, requires a form of time-lagged signification, for
as he writes:

this century has shown that in every situation of organized
oppression the true antonyms are always the exclusive part versus
the inclusive whole. . . . [N]ot the past versus the present but either
of them versus the rationality which turns them into co-victims.®

In splitting open those ‘welds’ of modemity, a postcolonial contra-
modernity becomes visible. What Foucault and Anderson disavow as
‘retroversion’ emerges as a retroactivity, a form of cultural reinscription
that moves back to the future. I shall call it a “projective’ past, a form of
the future anterior. Without the postcolonial time-lag the discourse
of modemity cannot, I believe, be written; with the projective past it can
be inscribed as a historical narrative of alterity that explores forms of
social antagonism and contradiction that are not yet properly repre-
sented, political identities in the process of being formed, cultural enun-
ciations in the act of hybridity, in the process of translating and
transvaluing cultural differences. The political space for such a social
imaginary is that marked out by Raymond Williams in his distinction
between emergent and residual practices of oppositionality that require
a ‘non-metaphysical and non-subjectivist’ sociohistorical positionality.*®
This largely unexplored and undeveloped aspect of Williams’s work has
a contemporary relevance for those burgeoning forces of the ‘cultural’
left who are attempting to formulate (the unfortunately entitled) ‘politics
of difference’, grounded in the experience and theory of the ‘new social
movements’. Williams suggests that in certain historical moments, the
‘profound deformation’ of the dominant culture will prevent it from
recognizing ‘practices and meanings that are not reached for’ and these
potentially empowering perspectives, and their political constituencies,
will remain profoundly unsignified and silent within the political cul-
ture. Stuart Hall takes this argument forward in his attempt to construct
an alternative ‘modemity’ where, he suggests, ‘organic’ ideologies are
neither consistent nor homogeneous and the subjects of ideology are not
unitarily assigned to a singular social position. Their ‘strangely com-
posite’ construction requires a redefinition of the public sphere to take
account of the historical transformation by which

it follows that an alternative conception of socialism must embrace
this struggle to democratize power across all the centres of social
activity — in private as well as in public life, in personal associations
as well as in public obligations. . . . If the struggle for socialism in
modern societies is a war of position, then our conception of
society must be of a society of positions — different places from
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which we can all begin the reconstruction of society of which the
state is only the anachronistic caretaker.®

Such a form of the social (or socialist) imaginary ‘blocks’ the totalization
of the site of social utterance. This encounter with the time-lag of rep-
resentation insists that any form of political emergence must encounter
the contingent place from where its narrative begins in relation to the
temporalities of other marginal ‘minority’ histories that are seeking their
‘individuation’, their vivid realization. There is a focus on what Houston
Baker has emphasized, for Black Renaissancism, as ‘the processual qual-
ity [of meaning] . .. not material instantiation at any given moment but
the efficacy of passage’. And such a passage of historical experience
lived through the time-lag opens up quite suddenly in a poem by the
Afro-American poet, Sonia Sanchez:

life is obscene with crowds

of black on white

death is my pulse.

what might have been

is not for him/or me

but what could have been
floods the womb until I drown*

You can hear it in the ambiguity between ‘what might have been’ and
‘what could have been’ — the contingency, the closeness of those rhetorics
of indeterminacy. You read it in that considerable shift in historical time
between the conditions of an obscene past — might have been — and the
conditionality of a new birth — could have been; you barely see it in
the almost imperceptible shift in tense and syntax — might:could — that
makes all the difference between the pulse of death and the flooded
womb of birth. It is the repetition of the ‘could-in-the-might’ that
expresses the marginalized disjunctive experience of the subject of
racism — obscene with crowds/of black on white: the passage of a ‘projective
past’ in the very time of its performance.

The postcolonial passage through modemity produces that form of
repetition — the past as projective. The time-lag of postcolonial mod-
emity moves forward, erasing that compliant past tethered to the myth
of progress, ordered in the binarisms of its cultural logic: past/present,
inside/outside. This forward is neither teleological nor is it an endless
slippage. It is the function of the lag to slow down the linear, progressive
time of modemity to reveal its ‘gesture’, its tempi, ‘the pauses and
stresses of the whole performance’. This can only be achieved - as
Walter Benjamin remarked of Brecht’s epic theatre — by damming the
stream of real life, by bringing the flow to a standstill in a reflux of
astonishment. When the dialectic of modemity is brought to a standstill,
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then the temporal action of modernity - its progressive, future drive —
is staged, revealing ‘everything that is involved in the act of staging per
se’2 This slowing down, or lagging, impels the ‘past’, projects it, gives
its ‘dead’ symbols the circulatory life of the ‘sign’ of the present, of
passage, the quickening of the quotidian. Where these temporalities touch
contingently, their spatial boundaries metonymically overlapping, at that
moment their margins are lagged, sutured, by the indeterminate articu-
lation of the ‘disjunctive’ present. Time-lag keeps alive the making of the
past. As it negotiates the levels and liminalities of that spatial time that
I have tried to unearth in the postcolonial archaeology of modemnity,
you might think that it “lacks’ time or history. Don’t be fooled!

It may appear ‘timeless’ only in that sense in which, for Toni Morrison,
Afro-American art is ‘astonished’ by the figure of the ancestor: ‘the
timelessness is there, this person who represented this ancestor.”® And
when the ancestor rises from the dead in the guise of the murdered
daughter, Beloved, then we see the furious emergence of the projective
past. Beloved is not the ancestor as the ‘elder’ whom Morrison describes
as benevolent, instructive and protective. Her presence, which is pro-
foundly time-lagged, moves forward while continually encircling that
moment of the ‘not-there’ which Morrison sees as the stressed, dislo-
catory absence that is crucial for the rememoration of the narrative of
slavery. Ella, a member of the chorus, standing at that very distance from
the ‘event’ from which modernity produces its ‘sign’, now describes the
projective past:

The future was sunset; the past something to leave behind. And if
it didn’t stay behind you might have to stomp it out. ... As long
as the ghost showed out from its ghostly place. ... Ella respected
it. But if it took flesh and came in her world, well, the shoe was
on the other foot. She didn’t mind a little communication between
the two worlds, but this was an invasion.*

Ella bears witness to this invasion of the projective past. Toussaint
bears witness to the tragic dissolution, in San Domingo, of the sign of
the Revolution. In these forms of witness there is no passivity; there is
a violent turning from interrogation to initiation. We have not simply
opposed the idea of progress with other ‘ideas” the battle has been
waged on hybrid territory, in the discontinuity and distanciation between
event and enunciation, in the time-lag in-between sign and symbol. I have
attempted to constitute a postcolonial, critical discourse that contests
modernity through the establishment of other historical sites, other
forms of enunciation.

In the figure of the witness of a postcolonial modemnity we have
another wisdom: it comes from those who have seen the nightmare of
racism and oppression in the banal daylight of the everyday. They
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represent an idea of action and agency more complex than either the
nihilism of despair or the Utopia of progress. They speak of the reality
of survival and negotiation that constitutes the moment of resistance,
its sorrow and its salvation, but is rarely spoken in the heroisms or the
horrors of history. Ella says it, plainly: ‘What is to be done in a world
where even when you were a solution you were a problem.” This is not
defeatism. It is an enactment of the limits of the ‘idea” of progess, the
marginal displacement of the ethics of modemity. The sense of Ella’s
words, and my chapter, echo in that great prophet of the double con-
sciousness of modern America who spoke across the veil, against what
he called ‘the colour-line’. Nowhere has the historical problem of cul-
tural temporality as constituting the ‘belatedness’ of subjects of
oppression and dispossession been spoken more pertinently than in the
words of W. E. Du Bois — I like to think that they are the prophetic
precursor of my discourse of the time-lag:

So woefully unorganized is sociological knowledge that the mean-
ing of progress, the meaning of swift and slow in human doing,
and the limits of human perfectibility, are veiled, unanswered
sphinxes on the shores of science. Why should Aeschylus have
sung two thousand years before Shakespeare was born? Why has
civilization flourished in Europe and flickered, flamed and died in
Africa? So long as the world stands meekly dumb before such
questions, shall this nation proclaim its ignorance and unhallowed
prejudices by denying freedom of opportunity to those who
brought the Sorrow Songs to the Seats of the Mighty?®

Du Bois makes a fine answer in the threnody of the Sorrow Songs,
their eloquent omissions and silences that ‘conceal much of real poetry
beneath conventional theology and unmeaning rhapsody’.* In the inver-
sion of our catachrestic, critical process, we find that the ‘unmeaning’,
the non-sense of the sign discloses a symbolic vision of a form of
progress beyond modernity and its sociology ~ but not without the
enigmatic riddle of the sphinx. To turn Ella’s words: what do we do in
a world where even when there is a resolution of meaning there is a
problem of its performativity? An indeterminacy which is also the con-
dition of its being historical? A contingency which is also the possibility
of cultural translation? You heard it in the repetition of Sonia Sanchez
as she turned the historical obscenity of ‘what might have been’ into
the projective past, the empowering vision of ‘what could have been'.
Now you see it in the gaze of the unanswered sphinxes: Du Bois’
answer comes through the rhythm of the swift and slow of human
doing itself as he commands the certain shores of ‘modem’ science to
recede. The problem of progress is not simply an unveiling of human
perfectibility, not simply the hermeneutic of progress. In the
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performance of human doing, through the veil, emerges a figure of
cultural time where perfectibility is not ineluctably tied to the myth
of progressivism. The rhythm of the Sorrow Songs may at times be
swift — like the projective past — at other times it may be slow - like
the time-lag. What is crucial to such a vision of the future is the belief
that we must not merely change the narratives of our histories, but
transform our sense of what it means to live, to be, in other times and
different spaces, both human and historical.
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