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Preface to the Routledge Classics Edition1


Looking Back, Moving Forward: Notes on Vernacular Cosmopolitanism

I was not one of midnight’s children.2 My belated birth, some years after the midnight hour that marked India’s tryst with freedom, absented me from that epochal narrative. I was not there to witness the emergence of India and Pakistan, born together from a cleft womb, still as restless in relation to each other as the day they stepped into the harsh light of nationhood. But great events persist beyond their happening, leaving a sense of expectation in the air like the telling vacancy of weather, the silence, that often follows a spectacular storm, never letting you forget that it happened. My childhood was filled with accounts of India’s struggle for Independence, its complicated histories of subcontinental cultures caught in that deadly embrace of Imperial power and domination that always produces an uncomfortable residue of enmity and amity. In a small way, my early life was caught on the crossroads that marked the end of Empire: the postcolonial drive towards the new horizons of a Third World of free nations, the Bandung spirit, embroiled, at times, with a desire for the wayward modernist art and literature of Europe that was so much a part of the world of the westernized Indian bourgeoisie. Growing up in Bombay as a middle-class Parsi – a member of a small Zoroastrian-Persian minority in a predominantly Hindu and Muslim context – I never imagined that I would live elsewhere. Years later, I ask myself what it would be like to live without the unresolved tensions between cultures and countries that have become the narrative of my life, and the defining characteristic of my work.

Setting out from Bombay in the 1970s to study English at Oxford was, in many ways, the culmination of an Indian middle class trajectory where formal education and ‘high’ culture colluded in emulating the canons of elite ‘English’ taste (or what we knew of it) and conforming to its customs and comforts. My everyday life, however, provided quite a different inheritance. It was lived in that rich cultural mix of languages and lifestyles that most cosmopolitan Indian cities celebrate and perpetuate in their vernacular existence – ‘Bombay’ Hindustani, ‘Parsi’ Gujarati, mongrel Marathi, all held in a suspension of Welsh-missionary-accented English peppered with an Anglo-Indian patois that was sometimes cast aside for American slang picked up from the movies or popular music.

Learning to work with the contradictory strains of languages lived, and languages learned, has the potential for a remarkable critical and creative impulse. At times, the English language had the archaic feel of a carved almirah that engulfed you in the faded smell of moth-balls and beautiful brittle linens; at other times it had the mix-and-match quality of a moveable feast, like Bombay street food, spicy, cheap, available in all kinds of quantities and combinations, subtle delicacies with a street-wise savour. I went to Oxford to embellish the antique charms of the armoire; I ended up realizing how much I desired street food. Why was I intellectually fascinated but unmoved, when I found myself at the academic acme of the literary culture that I had chosen to follow?

Fumbling towards an answer to that question brings me closer to the critical lesson that I was to learn in my early years as an apprentice academic working in the West. It was this: what one expects to find at the very center of life or literature – the summation of a Great Tradition, a touchstone of Taste – may only be the dream of the deprived, or the illusion of the powerless. The canonical ‘center’ may, indeed, be most interesting for its elusiveness, most compelling as an enigma of authority. What was missing from the traditionalist world of English literary study, as I encountered it, was a rich and paradoxical engagement with the pertinence of what lay in an oblique or alien relation to the forces of centering. Writers who were off-center; literary texts that had been passed by; themes and topics that had lain dormant or unread in great works of literature – these were the angles of vision and visibility that enchanted me.

I do not mean, in any sense, to glorify margins and peripheries. However, I do want to make graphic what it means to survive, to produce, to labor and to create, within a world-system whose major economic impulses and cultural investments are pointed in a direction away from you, your country or your people. Such neglect can be a deeply negating experience, oppressive and exclusionary, and it spurs you to resist the polarities of power and prejudice, to reach beyond and behind the inviduous narratives of center and periphery. Remember the awful realization endured by Rahul Singh, V. S. Naipaul’s central character in his novel The Mimic Men, when it begins to dawn on him that the great stone walls of London don’t contain a unique weight and an unsurpassable resonance; they are like stones elsewhere and everywhere; other stones are not pale shadows of them. What he had earlier dismissed as the insignificant stones and shells of his small postcolonial island of Isabella suddenly, belatedly, develop their own historical presence.

My search for a subject of my own did not emerge directly from the English authors that I avidly read, nor from the Indian writers with whom I deeply identified. It was the Indo-Caribbean world of V. S. Naipaul’s fiction that was to become the diversionary, exilic route that led me to the historical themes and theoretical questions that were to form the core of my thinking. For reasons still obscure to me, the detour through Naipaul’s milieu brought back the world, and the words, of my Bombay life, even as Naipaul’s journey from Trinidad to his ancestral home in India passed through his English experiences. You could say that our paths crossed somewhere between Oxford and London, although we belonged to different generations and social geographies. Naipaul’s novels, A House for Mr. Biswas, The Mimic Men and In a Free State have been celebrated for achieving a cast of characters whose unpromising lives were turned by him into the most memorable portraits of individuals striving for their independence, attempting to establish their autonomy, against all the odds. The odds in this case were very high; nothing less than the conservative melancholy of the author’s own attitude to his own characters and to the postcolonial countries of the South.

What I found intriguing about Naipaul’s novels was the way in which the fiction was capable of being read against the author’s intention and ideology. His characters made their way in the world while acknowledging its fragmented structures, its split imperatives, and a prevailing sense of a loss of cultural authority. In Naipaul’s view, of course, this was nothing more than the fated condition of the Caribbean – ‘History is built around achievement and creation; and nothing was created in the West Indies’3 – and his unrelenting despair led him to create characters that seemed hopelessly bereft, half-made peoples, who turned into the most consummate literary creations. I took a different view from his. It was the ability of Naipaul’s characters to forbear their despair, to work through their anxieties and alienations towards a life that may be radically incomplete but continues to be intricately communitarian, busy with activity, noisy with stories, garrulous with grotesquerie, gossip, humor, aspirations, fantasies – these were signs of a culture of survival that emerges from the other side of the colonial enterprise, the darker side. Naipaul’s people are vernacular cosmopolitans of a kind, moving in-between cultural traditions, and revealing hybrid forms of life and art that do not have a prior existence within the discrete world of any single culture or language. Naipaul makes this point himself.


The Trinidadian is a cosmopolitan,’ he writes. ‘He is a natural anarchist, who has never been able to take the eminent at their own valuation…[He] is without the greater corruption of sanctimoniousness, and can never make pleas for intolerance in the name of piety. He can never achieve the society-approved nastiness of the London landlord, say, who turns a dwelling-house into a boarding-house, charges exorbitant rents, and is concerned that his tenants live in sin. Everything that makes the Trinidadian an unreliable, exploitable citizen makes him a quick, civilised person whose values are always human ones, whose standards are those of wit and style.4


There is more to Naipaul’s comparison than the contrast between Trinidadian wit and style, and London’s sanctimonious piety. The locale that informs his judgment is, in part, the world of extortionate boarding-houses ruled over by prurient, even racially prejudiced, landlords – a world of migrant life that features prominently in Naipaul’s early fiction. The cosmopolitan ethic that emerges from the colonized Trinidadian’s embattled existence – ironic style, tolerance, a refusal to take the eminent at their own estimation – now delivers a withering judgment on the masked intolerance and posed piety of the supposedly ‘advanced’ metropolitan world. Naipaul’s early intimation of what a ‘vernacular cosmopolitanism’ might be is extremely useful in discriminating between two forms of cosmopolitical thinking that are deeply ingrained in contemporary discourses of globalization.

There is a kind of global cosmopolitanism, widely influential now, that configures the planet as a concentric world of national societies extending to global villages. It is a cosmopolitanism of relative prosperity and privilege founded on ideas of progress that are complicit with neo-liberal forms of governance, and free-market forces of competition. Such a concept of global ‘development’ has faith in the virtually boundless powers of technological innovation and global communications. It has certainly made useful interventions into stagnant, state-controlled economies and polities and has kick-started many societies which were mired in bureaucratic corruption, inefficiency and nepotism. Global cosmopolitans of this ilk frequently inhabit ‘imagined communities’ that consist of silicon valleys and software campuses; although, increasingly, they have to face up to the carceral world of call-centres, and the sweat-shops of outsourcing. A global cosmopolitanism of this sort readily celebrates a world of plural cultures and peoples located at the periphery, so long as they produce healthy profit margins within metropolitan societies. States that participate in such multicultural multinationalism affirm their commitment to ‘diversity’, at home and abroad, so long as the demography of diversity consists largely of educated economic migrants – computer engineers, medical technicians, and entrepreneurs, rather than refugees, political exiles, or the poor. In celebrating a ‘word culture’ or ‘world markets’ this mode of cosmopolitanism moves swiftly and selectively from one island of prosperity to yet another terrain of technological productivity, paying conspicuously less attention to the persistent inequality and immiseration produced by such unequal and uneven development.

Globalization, I want to suggest, must always begin at home. A just measure of global progress requires that we first evaluate how globalizing nations deal with ‘the difference within’ the problems of diversity and redistribution at the local level, and the rights and representations of minorities in the regional domain. What is the status of the Aboriginal peoples of Australia, or the Muslims in India in the midst of the transformational myths and realities of global connectivity? In the United States, for instance, the American dream is sustained by the ‘wave theory’ of migration – the Irish, followed by the Italians, Jews, Koreans and South Asians. There is, however, an ingrained insouciance, a structural injustice, shown towards African Americans or First Nations Peoples whose ethical and political demands for equality and fairness are based on issues of reparations and land-rights. These rights go beyond ‘welfare’ or ‘opportunity’ and make claims to recognition and redistribution in the process of questioning the very sovereignty of national traditions and territories. And it is because of their interrogations and interventions at this foundational level, that such movements are often considered to be ‘against the American grain.’ Or, for that matter, against the Australian grain too. Kim Scott writes:


Insecurity, uncertainty, doubt. I still often hear that phrase surrounding Native title discussions, and purportedly its use in reference to economic contract. No, it’s insecurity, uncertainty and doubt about something more important than that. Much deeper.

About the foundations of the nation. About who belongs. About who we are.5


The hegemonies that exist at ‘home’ provide us with useful perspectives on the predatory effects of global governance however philanthropic or ameliorative the original intention might have been. The economic ‘solutions’ to national and international inequality and poverty as practiced by the IMF and the World Bank, for instance, have ‘the feel of the colonial ruler,’6 according to Joseph Stiglitz, once Senior Vice-President and Chief Economist of the World Bank – ‘they help to create a dual economy in which there are pockets of wealth … But a dual economy is not a developed economy.’ [my emphasis] It is the re-production of dual, unequal economies as effects of globalization that render poorer societies more vulnerable to the ‘culture of conditionality’ through which what is purportedly the granting of loans turn into the peremptory enforcement of policy:


If the IMF wanted a nation to liberalise its financial markets, for instance, it might pay out the loan in installments, tying subsequent installments to verifiable steps to liberalisation. [And] such conditions are seen as intrusions by the new colonial power on the country’s own sovereignty.7


An economic world-order based on such practices of ‘conditionality’ facilitates peremptory postures of political power that conduct global politics by setting ‘conditions’ to the rest of the world – ‘you are with us or against us’ – that are in danger of being unilateral and may not comply with International law or seek consensus amongst representative bodies of the International community. When global government is conducted in terms of coercive conditionality, it is difficult to enter into equitable negotiations with one’s allies or one’s enemies.

There is, however, another cosmopolitanism of the Trinidadian variety, figuratively speaking, that emerges from the world of migrant boarding-houses and the habitations of national and diasporic minorities. Julia Kristeva, in a different context, calls it a wounded cosmopolitanism. In my view, it is better described as a vernacular cosmopolitanism which measures global progress from the minoritarian perspective. Its claims to freedom and equality are marked by ‘a “right to difference in equality,”8’ rather than a diversity founded on a ‘dual economy’.9 Such a ‘right to difference’, as Etienne Balibar suggests, does not require the restoration of an original [or essentialist] cultural or group identity; nor does it consider equality to be a neutralization of differences in the name of the ‘universality’ of rights where implementation is often subject to ideological and institutional definitions of what counts as ‘human’ in any specific cultural or political context. A right to difference-in-equality can be articulated from the perspective of both national minorities and global migrants; and in each case such a right represents a desire to revise the customary components of citizenship – political, legal and social citizenship (T.H. Marshall) – by extending them to include the realm of ‘symbolic citizenship’ (Avishai Margalit). The symbolic aspect raises affective and ethical issues connected with cultural differences and social discrimination – the problems of inclusion and exclusion, dignity and humiliation, respect and repudiation. In the context of the world dis-order in which we are mired, symbolic citizenship is now principally defined by a surveillant culture of ‘security’ – how do we tell the good migrant from the bad migrant? Which cultures are safe? Which unsafe?

Our nation-centered view of sovereign citizenship can only comprehend the predicament of minoritarian ‘belonging’ as a problem of ontology – a question of belonging to a race, a gender, a class, a generation becomes a kind of ‘second nature,’ a prim-ordial identification, an inheritance of tradition, a naturalization of the problems of citizenship. The vernacular cosmopolitan takes the view that the commitment to a ‘right to difference in equality’ as a process of constituting emergent groups and affiliations has less to do with the affirmation or authentication of origins and ‘identities,’ and more to do with political practices and ethical choices. Minoritarian affiliations or solidarities arise in response to the failures and limits of democratic representation, creating new modes of agency, new strategies of recognition, new forms of political and symbolic representation – NGOs, anti-globalization groups, Truth Commissions, International courts, local agencies of transitional justice (the gacaca courts in rural Rwanda). Vernacular cosmopolitanism represents a political process that works towards the shared goals of democratic rule, rather than simply acknowledging already constituted ‘marginal’ political entities or identities.

If I have argued that the success and failure of globalization begins at home, then the great African–American vernacular cosmopolitan, W.E.B. Du Bois, understood this only too well. In a lecture on Human Rights delivered in 1945, he suggested that the essence of the global predicament is to be found in ‘the problem of minorities’:


We must conceive of colonies in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as … [part of] the local problems of London, Paris and New York. [Here in America,] in the organized and dominant states of the world, there are groups of people who occupy the quasi-colonial status: laborers who are settled in the slums of large cities; groups like Negroes in the United States who are segregated physically and discriminated spiritually in law and custom … All these people occupy what is really a [quasi] colonial status and make the kernel and substance of the problem of minorities.10


The poet Adrienne Rich explores the kernel and substance of global minorities in An Atlas of the Difficult World (1991), one of the most striking series of poems dealing with the contemporary cosmopolitical world. Rich takes a global measure – a measure that is both moral and poetic – by decentering the place from which she speaks, and the location in which she lives. There is no ventriloquism of victimage here; no consensual cartography. Rich’s resistance to such facile forms of identification and resolution comes from the relentless, repetitive power of her verse to reveal the profound ‘unsatisfaction’ that dwells in our ‘shared’ history of human civilization and barbarism. Anxiety links us to the memory of the past while we struggle to choose a path through the ambiguous history of the present. Such a restless apprehension about who one is – as an individual, a group or a community – and the complexities of forming a global perspective, are beautifully evoked in these few lines:


Memory says, want to do it right? Don’t count on me …

I’m a canal in Europe where bodies are floating

I’m a mass grave I’m the life that returns

I’m a table set with room for the Stranger

I’m a field with corners left for the landless

I’m a man-child praising God he’s a man,

I’m a woman who sells for a boat ticket

**********************************

I’m an immigrant tailor who says A coat

is not a piece of cloth only

………………………………

I have dreamed of Zion I’ve dreamed of world revolution

I’m a corpse dredged from a canal in Berlin

A river in Mississippi. I am a woman standing

I am standing here in your poem. Unsatisfied.11


The insistent repetition of the phrase – ‘I’m a /I’m a … I am’ – as in some bleak counting-song of a monstrous child of our times, finds itself both implicated in the traumatic events of global histories – slavery, war, migration, diaspora, peasant rebellions, revolution – and yet unsatisfied in its attempt to imagine how one might stage a relationship to a world rendered restless by its transhistorical memories. Each line contains its own encrypted narrative: Rosa Luxembourg may be the corpse dredged from the Landswehr canal in Berlin; the civil rights moment of the American South is invoked in the burning Mississippi. Rich struggles to find a way of establishing a narrative of human interest, in the sense that Arendt gives to the term: an exploration of what lies in-between (inter-est) these distinct, even disjunct moments that allow them to become affiliated with one another in the spirit of a ‘right to difference in equality.’ The repeated phrase – ‘I am – a table … a field … a man-child … a woman … an immigrant’ – does not seek to establish the sovereignty of a ‘representative’ world-subject who can speak for all peoples.

In keeping with the spirit of the ‘right to narrate’ as a means to achieving our own national or communal identity in a global world, demands that we revise our sense of symbolic citizenship, our myths of belonging, by identifying ourselves with the ‘starting-points’ of other national and international histories and geographies. It is by placing herself at the intersections (and in the interstices) of these narratives that Rich emphasizes the importance of historical and cultural re-visioning: the process of being subjected to, or the subject of, a particular history ‘of one’s own’ – a local history – leaves the poet ‘unsatisfied’ and anxious about who she is, or what her community can be, in the larger flow of a transnational history. If we look at the relation of cultures in this way, then we see them as part of a complex process of ‘minoritarian’ modernity, not simply a polarity of majority and minority, the center and the periphery. Rich does not merely string together the woes of the ‘wretched of the earth’; she turns the abjection of modern history into the productive and creative history of the minority as a social agent. Out of a spirit of resistance and forbearance emerges the minoritarian will to live, to make, to introduce the act of poesis into the imagined life of the migrant or the minority as part of civic and civil society: ‘I’m an immigrant tailor who says A coat/is not a piece of cloth only.’

Is ‘unsatisfaction’ the pessimism of the idealist or the aspiration of the utopian? Is Rich’s evocation of an ethic and poetic of ‘unsatisfaction’ a subtle warning against the stance of the ‘informed bystander,’ or of the political realist who acts largely on the grounds of enlightened self-interest?


I am Standing here in your Poem. Unsatisfied.

The emphasis, in the last line, on ‘standing’ – I am a woman standing/ I am standing here in your poem – should not be passed over. For this is a peculiar kind of political stance, the ‘standing of citizenship’ as a measure of public ‘good’, as respect and recognition, upon which Judith Shklar founds her theory of American citizenship.12 Citizenship as ‘standing’ is testimony to her insistence that as active citizens we must vigilantly guard against the state’s strategies of exclusion and discrimination in the midst of its promises of formal equality and procedural democracy. As a woman, whose effective elision from the polity becomes a ‘negative’ condition for the empowerment of the male citizen, Rich now stands with those who are in the minoritarian position on a global scale.

In the wake of these voices, we are led to a philosophical and political responsibility for conceiving of minoritization and globalization as the quasi-colonial, a condition at once old and new, a dynamic, even dialectical relation that goes beyond the polarizations of the local and the global, the center and the periphery, or, indeed, the ‘citizen’ and the ‘stranger.’ A recent UNESCO report of the World Commission of Culture and Development suggests that a minoritarian condition is, indeed, a kind of global citizenship. The last two or three decades have seen more people living across or between national borders than ever before – on a conservative estimate, 40 million foreign workers, 20 million refugees, 20–25 million internally displaced peoples as a result of famines and civil wars. Immigrants, refugees or minorities who live in the midst of the metropolitan centers in the North and South represent the most tangible and proximate presence of the global or transnational world as it exists within ‘national’ societies. When we talk of the ever-expanding boundaries and territories of the global world, we must not fail to see how our own intimate, indigenous landscapes should be remapped to include those who are its new citizens; or those whose citizenly presence has been annihilated or marginalized. Regional movements of peoples within nation-states, and the financial and cultural impact of migrants upon their ‘home’ communities and societies, should not be neglected in favor of a celebration of diasporic communities. In my home state of Maharashtra the Shiv Sena party turned against the Muslim minority as ‘foreigners’ in the riots of the late 1980s, only after they had targeted ‘economic refugees’ from Southern India who came to seek jobs in Bombay a decade earlier.

Article 27, one of the two main implementing conventions of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, supports ‘the right of minorities, in community with the other members of their group, to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practice their own religion, or to use their own language.’ However, Article 27 emphasizes the need for minorities to ‘preserve’ their cultural identities, rather than to affiliate across emergent minority communities. For all its good intentions, such rights neglect the ‘inter-cultural’ political existence and ethical imperative that Rich and Du Bois direct us towards. For Rich the speaking ‘I,’ the location and locution of poetic voice must repeat and reverberate across historically specific moments of the minority predicament. For Du Bois, a minority only discovers its political force and its aesthetic form when it is articulated across and alongside communities of difference, in acts of affiliation and contingent coalitions. Many member states proposed an amendment that immigrants, for instance, should not be considered minorities. It was held that ‘the very existence of unassimilated minorities would be a threat to national unity; and hence, the provisions relating to the rights of minorities should not be so applied to encourage the emergence of new minority groups, or to thwart the process of assimilation and so threaten the unity of the State.’13 Minorities are part of that on-going process of ‘human artifice,’ as Arendt describes it, where ‘we are not born equal, but become equal as members of a group on the strength of our decision to guarantee ourselves mutually equal rights.’14

As I end this exploration of the artifice and agency of the national and global minority, I want to go home. Home, to the Bombay where I started my story. But it is now difficult to return to Mumbai without passing through that many-mirrored gateway to the city, Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, Bombay’s Buddenbrooks. The fetish of profuse and desperate description that characterizes the style of Midnight’s Children signi-fies a desire to preserve, in minute and quotidian detail, the enlightened cosmopolitanism long associated with the city. But Rushdie knowingly placed a ticking time-bomb under that belief.


Fission of Saleem, I am the bomb in Bombay, watch me explode, bones splitting breaking beneath the awful pressure of the crowd, bag of bones falling down and down … only a broken creature spilling pieces into the street, because I have been too-many persons. Life unlike syntax allows one more than three, and at last somewhere the striking of a clock, twelve chimes, release….15


The fission of syntax that blows up Bombay – the bomb in Bombay – is a wonderful image of this city of ‘too-many persons’ and too many stories. But it is also a prophetic vision of the bombs that tore through Bombay in 1993, burning down at least five skyscrapers in a matter of as many hours. The world’s media, busily searching for historical precedents after 9/11, did not spare a thought for that day in Bombay. ‘Bones splitting breaking beneath the awful pressure of the crowd.’16

Attacks of terror, and incidents of communal rioting have tragically left their mark on a city that seems, on the surface, to work busily against, and across, such ethnic and religious boundaries. Rushdie most often takes the coastal road, along Marine Drive, as he makes his way from the South to the North of the island. But if you turn off Marine Drive into the city’s old interior, you enter a different world. You drive past Azad maidan, just the other side of the Anglo-Scottish Cathedral school, past the Goan-Roman Catholic communities around Girgaum, then around the Parsi settlements in Grant Road and towards the Muslim areas in Mohamedalli Road. If you take a sharp left before getting to the poorer Anglo-Indian communities of Byculla, you would enter the once-Jewish quarters of Nagpada with pale wraith-like women selling string-cheese and flat Iraqi-Jewish sesame breads. This teeming hinterland of the city with its layered communities is where the communal riots of the early nineties, left their most lasting and devastating memories.

But in this multi-storied world of Mumbai, now caught in communal fears and the fires of fundamentalism, there lives a poet named Prakash Jadhav, who comes from the Dalit community and writes of the homeless underclass who survive on the pavements of Bombay. In Under Dadar Bridge he takes a view of the city from beneath the arches of one of its landmarks; and he has an interesting Hindu-Muslim story to tell:


Hey, Ma, tell me my religion. Who am I?

What am I?

You are not a Hindu or a Muslim!

You are an abandoned spark of the

World’s lusty fires.

Religion? This is where I stuff religion!



Whores have only one religion, my son.

If you want a hole to fuck in, keep

Your cock in your pocket!17


Suddenly a bridge in Bombay becomes a place from which a Marathi poem is translated into English by a poet who speaks both the ornate language of a devotional dialect – an abandoned spark of the world’s lusty fires – and the demotic slang reminiscent of the Black Panther poets who had a lasting influence on Dalit poetry – if you want a hole to fuck in, keep your cock in your pocket. The language of the poem catches something of the spark of vernacular cosmopolitanism that I have been trying to explore. And the poem’s refusal to identify with the Hindu-Muslim polarization, either communal or doctrinal, draws this small ‘spark of the World’ into the wider realm of Du Bois’s quasi-colonial status – ‘those settled in the slums of great cities; groups who are segregated physically and discriminated spiritually in law and custom.’ These are now the local problems of Mumbai, Paris, London, Hong Kong, because globalization begins at home.

In the unsatisfied voice of Adrienne Rich – I am … I am … I am – and in the insistent questioning of Prakash Jadhav – Who am I? What am I? – we hear a right to narrate, a desire for ‘a collective, ethical, right to difference in equality.’18 No name is yours until you speak it; somebody returns your call and suddenly, the circuit of signs, gestures, gesticulations is established and you enter the territory of the right to narrate. You are part of a dialogue that may not, at first, be heard or heralded – you may be ignored – but your personhood cannot be denied. In another’s country that is also your own, your person divides, and in following the forked path you encounter yourself in a double movement … once as stranger, and then as friend.
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The architecture of this work is rooted in the

temporal. Every human problem must be

considered from the standpoint of time.

(Frantz Fanon: Black Skin, White Masks)



You’ve got to

‘Ac-cent-tchu-ate the pos-i-tive,

E-li-mi-nate the neg-a-tive’, Latch on to the af-firm-a-tive,

Don’t mess with Mister In-be-tween.

(refrain from ‘Ac-cent-tchu-ate the Positive’ by Johnny Mercer)
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A boundary is not that at which something stops but, as the Greeks recognized, the boundary is that from which something begins its presencing.

Martin Heidegger, ‘Building, dwelling, thinking’



Border Lives: The Art of the Present

It is the trope of our times to locate the question of culture in the realm of the beyond. At the century’s edge, we are less exercised by annihilation – the death of the author – or epiphany – the birth of the ‘subject’. Our existence today is marked by a tenebrous sense of survival, living on the borderlines of the ‘present’, for which there seems to be no proper name other than the current and controversial shiftiness of the prefix ‘post’: postmodernism, postcolonialism, postfeminism….

The ‘beyond’ is neither a new horizon, nor a leaving behind of the past…. Beginnings and endings may be the sustaining myths of the middle years; but in the fin de siècle, we find ourselves in the moment of transit where space and time cross to produce complex figures of difference and identity, past and present, inside and outside, inclusion and exclusion. For there is a sense of disorientation, a disturbance of direction, in the ‘beyond’: an exploratory, restless movement caught so well in the French rendition of the words au-delà – here and there, on all sides, fort/ da, hither and thither, back and forth.1

The move away from the singularities of ‘class’ or ‘gender’ as primary conceptual and organizational categories, has resulted in an awareness of the subject positions – of race, gender, generation, institutional location, geopolitical locale, sexual orientation – that inhabit any claim to identity in the modern world. What is theoretically innovative, and politically crucial, is the need to think beyond narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on those moments or processes that are produced in the articulation of cultural differences. These ‘in-between’ spaces provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood – singular or communal – that initiate new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining the idea of society itself.

It is in the emergence of the interstices – the overlap and displacement of domains of difference – that the intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness, community interest, or cultural value are negotiated. How are subjects formed ‘in-between’, or in excess of, the sum of the ‘parts’ of difference (usually intoned as race/class/gender, etc.)? How do strategies of representation or empowerment come to be formulated in the competing claims of communities where, despite shared histories of deprivation and discrimination, the exchange of values, meanings and priorities may not always be collaborative and dialogical, but may be profoundly antagonistic, conflictual and even incommensurable?

The force of these questions is borne out by the ‘language’ of recent social crises sparked off by histories of cultural difference. Conflicts in South Central Los Angeles between Koreans, Mexican-Americans and African-Americans focus on the concept of ‘disrespect’ – a term forged on the borderlines of ethnic deprivation that is, at once, the sign of racialized violence and the symptom of social victimage. In the aftermath of the The Satanic Verses affair in Great Britain, Black and Irish feminists, despite their different constituencies, have made common cause against the ‘racialization of religion’ as the dominant discourse through which the State represents their conflicts and struggles, however secular or even ‘sexual’ they may be.

Terms of cultural engagement, whether antagonistic or affiliative, are produced performatively. The representation of difference must not be hastily read as the reflection of pre-given ethnic or cultural traits set in the fixed tablet of tradition. The social articulation of difference, from the minority perspective, is a complex, on-going negotiation that seeks to authorize cultural hybridities that emerge in moments of historical transformation. The ‘right’ to signify from the periphery of authorized power and privilege does not depend on the persistence of tradition; it is resourced by the power of tradition to be reinscribed through the conditions of contingency and contradictoriness that attend upon the lives of those who are ‘in the minority’. The recognition that tradition bestows is a partial form of identification. In restaging the past it introduces other, incommensurable cultural temporalities into the invention of tradition. This process estranges any immediate access to an originary identity or a ‘received’ tradition. The borderline engagements of cultural difference may as often be consensual as conflictual; they may confound our definitions of tradition and modernity; realign the customary boundaries between the private and the public, high and low; and challenge normative expectations of development and progress.


I wanted to make shapes or set up situations that are kind of open…. My work has a lot to do with a kind of fluidity, a movement back and forth, not making a claim to any specific or essential way of being.2


Thus writes Renée Green, the African-American artist. She reflects on the need to understand cultural difference as the production of minority identities that ‘split’ – are estranged unto themselves – in the act of being articulated into a collective body:


Multiculturalism doesn’t reflect the complexity of the situation as I face it daily…. It requires a person to step outside of him/herself to actually see what he/she is doing. I don’t want to condemn well-meaning people and say (like those T-shirts you can buy on the street) ‘It’s a black thing, you wouldn’t understand.’ To me that’s essentialising blackness.3


Political empowerment, and the enlargement of the multi-culturalist cause, come from posing questions of solidarity and community from the interstitial perspective. Social differences are not simply given to experience through an already authenticated cultural tradition; they are the signs of the emergence of community envisaged as a project – at once a vision and a construction – that takes you ‘beyond’ yourself in order to return, in a spirit of revision and reconstruction, to the political conditions of the present:


Even then, it’s still a struggle for power between various groups within ethnic groups about what’s being said and who’s saying what, who’s representing who? What is a community anyway? What is a black community? What is a Latino community? I have trouble with thinking of all these things as monolithic fixed categories.4


If Renée Green’s questions open up an interrogatory, inter-stitial space between the act of representation – who? what? where? – and the presence of community itself, then consider her own creative intervention within this in-between moment. Green’s ‘architectural’ site-specific work, Sites of Genealogy (Out of Site, The Institute of Contemporary Art, Long Island City, New York), displays and displaces the binary logic through which identities of difference are often constructed – Black/White, Self/Other. Green makes a metaphor of the museum building itself, rather than simply using the gallery space:


I used architecture literally as a reference, using the attic, the boiler room, and the stairwell to make associations between certain binary divisions such as higher and lower and heaven and hell. The stairwell became a liminal space, a pathway between the upper and lower areas, each of which was anno tated with plaques referring to blackness and whiteness.5


The stairwell as liminal space, in-between the designations of identity, becomes the process of symbolic interaction, the connective tissue that constructs the difference between upper and lower, black and white. The hither and thither of the stairwell, the temporal movement and passage that it allows, prevents identities at either end of it from settling into primordial polarities. This interstitial passage between fixed identifications opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy:


I always went back and forth between racial designations and designations from physics or other symbolic designations. All these things blur in some way…. To develop a genealogy of the way colours and noncolours function is interesting to me.6


‘Beyond’ signifies spatial distance, marks progress, promises the future; but our intimations of exceeding the barrier or boundary – the very act of going beyond – are unknowable, unrepresentable, without a return to the ‘present’ which, in the process of repetition, becomes disjunct and displaced. The imaginary of spatial distance – to live somehow beyond the border of our times – throws into relief the temporal, social differences that interrupt our collusive sense of cultural contemporaneity. The present can no longer be simply envisaged as a break or a bonding with the past and the future, no longer a synchronic presence: our proximate self-presence, our public image, comes to be revealed for its discontinuities, its inequalities, its minorities. Unlike the dead hand of history that tells the beads of sequential time like a rosary, seeking to establish serial, causal connections, we are now confronted with what Walter Benjamin describes as the blasting of a monadic moment from the homogenous course of history, ‘establishing a conception of the present as the “time of the now” ‘7

If the jargon of our times – postmodernity, postcoloniality, postfeminism – has any meaning at all, it does not lie in the popular use of the ‘post’ to indicate sequentiality – after- feminism; or polarity – anti-modernism. These terms that insistently gesture to the beyond, only embody its restless and revisionary energy if they transform the present into an expanded and ex-centric site of experience and empowerment. For instance, if the interest in postmodernism is limited to a celebration of the fragmentation of the ‘grand narratives’ of postenlightenment rationalism then, for all its intellectual excitement, it remains a profoundly parochial enterprise.

The wider significance of the postmodern condition lies in the awareness that the epistemological ‘limits’ of those ethnocentric ideas are also the enunciative boundaries of a range of other dissonant, even dissident histories and voices – women, the colonized, minority groups, the bearers of policed sexualities. For the demography of the new internationalism is the history of postcolonial migration, the narratives of cultural and political diaspora, the major social displacements of peasant and aboriginal communities, the poetics of exile, the grim prose of political and economic refugees. It is in this sense that the boundary becomes the place from which something begins its presencing in a movement not dissimilar to the ambulant, ambivalent articulation of the beyond that I have drawn out: ‘Always and ever differently the bridge escorts the lingering and hastening ways of men to and fro, so that they may get to other banks…. The bridge gathers as a passage that crosses.’8

The very concepts of homogenous national cultures, the consensual or contiguous transmission of historical traditions, or ‘organic’ ethnic communities – as the grounds of cultural comparativism– are in a profound process of redefinition. The hideous extremity of Serbian nationalism proves that the very idea of a pure, ‘ethnically cleansed’ national identity can only be achieved through the death, literal and figurative, of the complex inter-weavings of history, and the culturally contingent borderlines of modern nationhood. This side of the psychosis of patriotic fervour, I like to think, there is overwhelming evidence of a more transnational and translational sense of the hybridity of imagined communities. Contemporary Sri Lankan theatre represents the deadly conflict between the Tamils and the Sinhalese through allegorical references to State brutality in South Africa and Latin America; the Anglo-Celtic canon of Australian literature and cinema is being rewritten from the perspective of Aboriginal political and cultural imperatives; the South African novels of Richard Rive, Bessie Head, Nadine Gordimer, John Coetzee, are documents of a society divided by the effects of apartheid that enjoin the international intellectual community to meditate on the unequal, assymetrical worlds that exist elsewhere; Salman Rushdie writes the fabulist historiography of post-Independence India and Pakistan in Midnight’s Children and Shame, only to remind us in The Satanic Verses that the truest eye may now belong to the migrant’s double vision; Toni Morrison’s Beloved revives the past of slavery and its murderous rituals of possession and self-possession, in order to project a contemporary fable of a woman’s history that is at the same time the narrative of an affective, historic memory of an emergent public sphere of men and women alike.

What is striking about the ‘new’ internationalism is that the move from the specific to the general, from the material to the metaphoric, is not a smooth passage of transition and transcendence. The ‘middle passage’ of contemporary culture, as with slavery itself, is a process of displacement and disjunction that does not totalize experience. Increasingly, ‘national’ cultures are being produced from the perspective of disenfranchised minorities. The most significant effect of this process is not the proliferation of ‘alternative histories of the excluded’ producing, as some would have it, a pluralist anarchy. What my examples show is the changed basis for making international connections. The currency of critical comparativism, or aesthetic judgement, is no longer the sovereignty of the national culture conceived as Benedict Anderson proposes as an ‘imagined community’ rooted in a ‘homogeneous empty time’ of modernity and progress. The great connective narratives of capitalism and class drive the engines of social reproduction, but do not, in themselves, provide a foundational frame for those modes of cultural identification and political affect that form around issues of sexuality, race, feminism, the lifeworld of refugees or migrants, or the deathly social destiny of AIDS.

The testimony of my examples represents a radical revision in the concept of human community itself. What this geopolitical space may be, as a local or transnational reality, is being both interrogated and reinitiated. Feminism, in the 1990s, finds its solidarity as much in liberatory narratives as in the painful ethical position of a slavewoman, Morrison’s Sethe, in Beloved, who is pushed to infanticide. The body politic can no longer contemplate the nation’s health as simply a civic virtue; it must rethink the question of rights for the entire national, and international, community, from the AIDS perspective. The Western metropole must confront its postcolonial history, told by its influx of postwar migrants and refugees, as an indigenous or native narrative internal to its national identity; and the reason for this is made clear in the stammering, drunken words of Mr ‘Whisky’ Sisodia from The Satanic Verses: ‘The trouble with the Engenglish is that their hiss hiss history happened overseas, so they dodo don’t know what it means.’9

Postcoloniality, for its part, is a salutary reminder of the persistent ‘neo-colonial’ relations within the ‘new’ world order and the multinational division of labour. Such a perspective enables the authentication of histories of exploitation and the evolution of strategies of resistance. Beyond this, however, postcolonial critique bears witness to those countries and communities – in the North and the South, urban and rural – constituted, if I may coin a phrase, ‘otherwise than modernity’. Such cultures of a postcolonial contra-modernity may be contingent to modernity, discontinuous or in contention with it, resistant to its oppressive, assimilationist technologies; but they also deploy the cultural hybridity of their borderline conditions to ‘translate’, and therefore reinscribe, the social imaginary of both metropolis and modernity. Listen to Guillermo Gomez-Peña, the performance artist who lives, amongst other times and places, on the Mexico/ US border:


hello America

this is the voice of Gran Vato Charollero

broadcasting from the hot deserts of Nogales, Arizona

zona de libre cogercio

2000 megaherz en todas direciones



you are celebrating Labor Day in Seattle

while the Klan demonstrates

against Mexicans in Georgia

ironia, 100% ironia10


Being in the ‘beyond’, then, is to inhabit an intervening space, as any dictionary will tell you. But to dwell ‘in the beyond’ is also, as I have shown, to be part of a revisionary time, a return to the present to redescribe our cultural contemporaneity; to re-inscribe our human, historic commonality; to touch the future on its hither side. In that sense, then, the intervening space ‘beyond’, becomes a space of intervention in the here and now. To engage with such invention, and intervention, as Green and Gomez-Peña enact in their distinctive work, requires a sense of the new that resonates with the hybrid chicano aesthetic of ‘rasquachismo’ as Tomas Ybarra-Frausto describes it:


the utilization of available resources for syncretism, juxta-position, and integration. Rasquachismo is a sensibility attuned to mixtures and confluence … a delight in texture and sensuous surfaces … self-conscious manipulation of materials or iconography … the combination of found material and satiric wit … the manipulation of rasquache artifacts, code and sensibilities from both sides of the border.11


The borderline work of culture demands an encounter with ‘newness’ that is not part of the continuum of past and present. It creates a sense of the new as an insurgent act of cultural translation. Such art does not merely recall the past as social cause or aesthetic precedent; it renews the past, refiguring it as a contingent ‘in-between’ space, that innovates and interrupts the performance of the present. The ‘past–present’ becomes part of the necessity, not the nostalgia, of living.

Pepon Osorio’s objects trouvés of the Nuyorican (New York/ Puerto Rican) community – the statistics of infant mortality, or the silent (and silenced) spread of AIDS in the Hispanic community – are elaborated into baroque allegories of social alienation. But it is not the high drama of birth and death that captures Osorio’s spectacular imagination. He is the great celebrant of the migrant act of survival, using his mixed-media works to make a hybrid cultural space that forms contingently, disjunctively, in the inscription of signs of cultural memory and sites of political agency. La Cama (The Bed) turns the highly decorated four-poster into the primal scene of lost-and-found childhood memories, the memorial to a dead nanny Juana, the mise-en-scène of the eroticism of the ‘emigrant’ everyday. Survival, for Osorio, is working in the interstices of a range of practices: the ‘space’ of installation, the spectacle of the social statistic, the transitive time of the body in performance.

Finally, it is the photographic art of Alan Sekula that takes the borderline condition of cultural translation to its global limit in Fish Story, his photographic project on harbours: ‘the harbour is the site in which material goods appear in bulk, in the very flux of exchange.’12 The harbour and the stockmarket become the paysage moralisé of a containerized, computerized world of global trade. Yet, the non-synchronous time–space of transnational ‘exchange’, and exploitation, is embodied in a navigational allegory: 


Things are more confused now. A scratchy recording of the Norwegian national anthem blares out from a loudspeaker at the Sailor’s Home on the bluff above the channel. The container ship being greeted flies a Bahamian flag of convenience. It was built by Koreans working long hours in the giant shipyards of Ulsan. The underpaid and the understaffed crew could be Salvadorean or Filipino. Only the Captain hears a familiar melody.13


Norway’s nationalist nostalgia cannot drown out the babel on the bluff. Transnational capitalism and the impoverishment of the Third World certainly create the chains of circumstance that incarcerate the Salvadorean or the Filipino/a. In their cultural passage, hither and thither, as migrant workers, part of the massive economic and political diaspora of the modern world, they embody the Benjaminian ‘present’: that moment blasted out of the continuum of history. Such conditions of cultural displacement and social discrimination – where political survivors become the best historical witnesses – are the grounds on which Frantz Fanon, the Martinican psychoanalyst and participant in the Algerian revolution, locates an agency of empowerment:


As soon as I desire I am asking to be considered. I am not merely here-and-now, sealed into thingness. I am for somewhere else and for something else. I demand that notice be taken of my negating activity [my emphasis] insofar as I pursue something other than life; insofar as I do battle for the creation of a human world – that is a world of reciprocal recognitions.

I should constantly remind myself that the real leap consists in introducing invention into existence.

In the world in which I travel, I am endlessly creating myself. And it is by going beyond the historical, instrumental hypothesis that I will initiate my cycle of freedom.14


Once more it is the desire for recognition, ‘for somewhere else and for something else’ that takes the experience of history beyond the instrumental hypothesis. Once again, it is the space of intervention emerging in the cultural interstices that introduces creative invention into existence. And one last time, there is a return to the performance of identity as iteration, the re-creation of the self in the world of travel, the resettlement of the borderline community of migration. Fanon’s desire for the recognition of cultural presence as ‘negating activity’ resonates with my breaking of the time-barrier of a culturally collusive ‘present’.


Unhomely Lives: The Literature of Recognition

Fanon recognizes the crucial importance, for subordinated peoples, of asserting their indigenous cultural traditions and retrieving their repressed histories. But he is far too aware of the dangers of the fixity and fetishism of identities within the calci-fication of colonial cultures to recommend that ‘roots’ be struck in the celebratory romance of the past or by homogenizing the history of the present. The negating activity is, indeed, the intervention of the ‘beyond’ that establishes a boundary: a bridge, where ‘presencing’ begins because it captures something of the estranging sense of the relocation of the home and the world – the unhomeliness – that is the condition of extra-territorial and cross-cultural initiations. To be unhomed is not to be homeless, nor can the ‘unhomely’ be easily accommodated in that familiar division of social life into private and public spheres. The unhomely moment creeps up on you stealthily as your own shadow and suddenly you find yourself with Henry James’s Isabel Archer, in The Portrait of a Lady, taking the measure of your dwelling in a state of ‘incredulous terror’.15 And it is at this point that the world first shrinks for Isabel and then expands enormously. As she struggles to survive the fathomless waters, the rushing torrents, James introduces us to the ‘unhomeliness’ inherent in that rite of extra-territorial and cross-cultural initiation. The recesses of the domestic space become sites for history’s most intricate invasions. In that displacement, the borders between home and world become confused; and, uncannily, the private and the public become part of each other, forcing upon us a vision that is as divided as it is disorienting.

Although the ‘unhomely’ is a paradigmatic colonial and post-colonial condition, it has a resonance that can be heard distinctly, if erratically, in fictions that negotiate the powers of cultural difference in a range of transhistorical sites. You have already heard the shrill alarm of the unhomely in that moment when Isabel Archer realizes that her world has been reduced to one high, mean window, as her house of fiction becomes ‘the house of darkness, the house of dumbness, the house of suffocation’.16 If you hear it thus at the Palazzo Roccanera in the late 1870s, then a little earlier in 1873 on the outskirts of Cincinnati, in mumbling houses like 124 Bluestone Road, you hear the undecipherable language of the black and angry dead; the voice of Toni Morrison’s Beloved, ‘the thoughts of the women of 124, unspeakable thoughts, unspoken’.17 More than a quarter of a century later in 1905, Bengal is ablaze with the Swadeshi or Home Rule movement when ‘home-made Bimala, the product of the confined space’, as Tagore describes her in The Home and the World, is aroused by ‘a running undertone of melody, low down in the bass … the true manly note, the note of power’. Bimala is possessed and drawn forever from the zenana, the secluded women’s quarters, as she crosses that fated verandah into the world of public affairs – ‘over to another shore and the ferry had ceased to ply.’18 Much closer to our own times in contemporary South Africa, Nadine Gordimer’s heroine Aila in My Son’s Story emanates a stilling atmosphere as she makes her diminished domesticity into the perfect cover for gun-running: suddenly the home turns into another world, and the narrator notices that ‘It was as if everyone found that he had unnoticingly entered a strange house, and it was hers….’19

The historical specificities and cultural diversities that inform each of these texts would make a global argument purely gestural; in any case, I shall only be dealing with Morrison and Gordimer in any detail. But the ‘unhomely’ does provide a ‘noncontinuist’ problematic that dramatizes – in the figure of woman – the ambivalent structure of the civil State as it draws its rather paradoxical boundary between the private and the public spheres. If, for Freud, the unheimlich is ‘the name for everything that ought to have remained … secret and hidden but has come to light,’ then Hannah Arendt’s description of the public and private realms is a profoundly unhomely one: ‘it is the distinction between things that should be hidden and things that should be shown,’ she writes, which through their inversion in the modern age ‘discovers how rich and manifold the hidden can be under conditions of intimacy’.20

This logic of reversal, that turns on a disavowal, informs the profound revelations and reinscriptions of the unhomely moment. For what was ‘hidden from sight’ for Arendt, becomes in Carole Pateman’s The Disorder of Women the ‘ascriptive domestic sphere’ that is forgotten in the theoretical distinctions of the private and public spheres of civil society. Such a forgetting – or dis-avowal – creates an uncertainty at the heart of the generalizing subject of civil society, compromising the ‘individual’ that is the support for its universalist aspiration. By making visible the forgetting of the ‘unhomely’ moment in civil society, feminism specifies the patriarchal, gendered nature of civil society and disturbs the symmetry of private and public which is now shadowed, or uncannily doubled, by the difference of genders which does not neatly map on to the private and the public, but becomes disturbingly supplementary to them. This results in redrawing the domestic space as the space of the normalizing, pastoralizing, and individuating techniques of modern power and police: the personal-is-the-political; the world-in-the-home.

The unhomely moment relates the traumatic ambivalences of a personal, psychic history to the wider disjunctions of political existence. Beloved, the child murdered by her own mother, Sethe, is a daemonic, belated repetition of the violent history of black infant deaths, during slavery, in many parts of the South, less than a decade after the haunting of 124 Bluestone Road. (Between 1882 and 1895 from one-third to a half of the annual black mortality rate was accounted for by children under five years of age.) But the memory of Sethe’s act of infanticide emerges through ‘the holes – the things the fugitives did not say; the questions they did not ask … the unnamed, the unmentioned.’21 As we reconstruct the narrative of child murder through Sethe, the slave mother, who is herself the victim of social death, the very historical basis of our ethical judgement undergoes a radical revision.

Such forms of social and psychic existence can best be represented in that tenuous survival of literary language itself, which allows memory to speak:


while knowing Speech can (be) at best, a shadow echoing the silent light, bear witness

To the truth, it is not…


W. H. Auden wrote those lines on the powers of poesis in The Cave of Making, aspiring to be, as he put it, ‘a minor Atlantic Goethe’.22

And it is to an intriguing suggestion in Goethe’s final ‘Note on world literature’ (1830) that I now turn to find a comparative method that would speak to the ‘unhomely’ condition of the modern world.

Goethe suggests that the possibility of a world literature arises from the cultural confusion wrought by terrible wars and mutual conflicts. Nations


could not return to their settled and independent life again without noticing that they had learned many foreign ideas and ways, which they had unconsciously adopted, and come to feel here and there previously unrecognized spiritual and intellectual needs.23


Goethe’s immediate reference is, of course, to the Napoleonic wars and his concept of ‘the feeling of neighbourly relations’ is profoundly Eurocentric, extending as far as England and France. However, as an Orientalist who read Shakuntala at seventeen years of age, and who writes in his autobiography of the ‘unformed and overformed’24 monkey god Hanuman, Goethe’s speculations are open to another line of thought.

What of the more complex cultural situation where ‘previously unrecognized spiritual and intellectual needs’ emerge from the imposition of ‘foreign’ ideas, cultural representations, and structures of power? Goethe suggests that the ‘inner nature of the whole nation as well as the individual man works all unconsciously.’25 When this is placed alongside his idea that the cultural life of the nation is ‘unconsciously’ lived, then there may be a sense in which world literature could be an emergent, prefigurative category that is concerned with a form of cultural dissensus and alterity, where non-consensual terms of affiliation may be established on the grounds of historical trauma. The study of world literature might be the study of the way in which cultures recognize themselves through their projections of ‘otherness’. Where, once, the transmission of national traditions was the major theme of a world literature, perhaps we can now suggest that transnational histories of migrants, the colonized, or political refugees – these border and frontier conditions – may be the terrains of world literature. The centre of such a study would neither be the ‘sovereignty’ of national cultures, nor the universalism of human culture, but a focus on those ‘freak social and cultural displacements’ that Morrison and Gordimer represent in their ‘unhomely’ fictions. Which leads us to ask: can the perplexity of the unhomely, intrapersonal world lead to an international theme?

If we are seeking a ‘worlding’ of literature, then perhaps it lies in a critical act that attempts to grasp the sleight of hand with which literature conjures with historical specificity, using the medium of psychic uncertainty, aesthetic distancing, or the obscure signs of the spirit-world, the sublime and the subliminal. As literary creatures and political animals we ought to concern ourselves with the understanding of human action and the social world as a moment when something is beyond control, but it is not beyond accommodation. This act of writing the world, of taking the measure of its dwelling, is magically caught in Morrison’s description of her house of fiction – art as ‘the fully realized presence of a haunting’26 of history. Read as an image that describes the relation of art to social reality, my translation of Morrison’s phrase becomes a statement on the political responsibility of the critic. For the critic must attempt to fully realize, and take responsibility for, the unspoken, unrepresented pasts that haunt the historical present.

Our task remains, however, to show how historical agency is transformed through the signifying process; how the historical event is represented in a discourse that is somehow beyond control. This is in keeping with Hannah Arendt’s suggestion that the author of social action may be the initiator of its unique meaning, but as agent he or she cannot control its outcome. It is not simply what the house of fiction contains or ‘controls’ as content. What is just as important is the metaphoricity of the houses of racial memory that both Morrison and Gordimer construct – those subjects of the narrative that mutter or mumble like 124 Bluestone Road, or keep a still silence in a ‘grey’ Cape Town suburb.

Each of the houses in Gordimer’s My Son’s Story is invested with a specific secret or a conspiracy, an unhomely stirring. The house in the ghetto is the house of the collusiveness of the coloureds in their antagonistic relations to the blacks; the lying house is the house of Sonny’s adultery; then there is the silent house of Aila’s revolutionary camouflage; there is also the nocturnal house of Will, the narrator, writing of the narrative that charts the phoenix rising in his home, while the words must turn to ashes in his mouth. But each ‘unhomely’ house marks a deeper historical displacement. And that is the condition of being ‘coloured’ in South Africa, or as Will describes it, ‘halfway between … being not defined – and it was this lack of definition in itself that was never to be questioned, but observed like a taboo, something which no one, while following, could ever admit to’.27

This halfway house of racial and cultural origins bridges the ‘in-between’ diasporic origins of the coloured South African and turns it into the symbol for the disjunctive, displaced everyday life of the liberation struggle: ‘like so many others of this kind, whose families are fragmented in the diaspora of exile, code names, underground activity, people for whom a real home and attachments are something for others who will come after.’28

Private and public, past and present, the psyche and the social develop an interstitial intimacy. It is an intimacy that questions binary divisions through which such spheres of social experience are often spatially opposed. These spheres of life are linked through an ‘in-between’ temporality that takes the measure of dwelling at home, while producing an image of the world of history. This is the moment of aesthetic distance that provides the narrative with a double edge, which like the coloured South African subject represents a hybridity, a difference ‘within’, a subject that inhabits the rim of an ‘in-between’ reality. And the inscription of this borderline existence inhabits a stillness of time and a strangeness of framing that creates the discursive ‘image’ at the crossroads of history and literature, bridging the home and the world.

Such a strange stillness is visible in the portrait of Aila. Her husband Sonny, now past his political prime, his affair with his white revolutionary lover in abeyance, makes his first prison visit to see his wife. The wardress stands back, the policeman fades, and Aila emerges as an unhomely presence, on the opposite side from her husband and son:


but through the familiar beauty there was a vivid strangeness….
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