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LET'S CALL THI
“Race and Representation”

antagonisms, which charge the formuiation of this
insistentiy return to prevent its fate - its potential
an empty slogan circulating thraugh the networks;é
management. Although the appellation suffers fron
some folks might say “done to death,” the practic
through the tensions of race and representation al
concepts remains a vital, contested, and transfori
al praxis.

While there has been a flurry of activity on the
effects of racism in the cultural arena —panels,
equity reports, etc. — there has not been enough§
ed, critical interrogation of the concepts and tarm

which anti-racist discourse is conveyed. The ten
ten out, to simplify, to take up terms of reference
leads to positions that very few of us are contens
without

qualification. In a related manner, there is a dang
debates needed to address the issue of access mi
reduced to simple demands for funding. Acalltoa
necessitate closing down the intellect — these ar
anti-intellectualism.

Race and representation, of course, is set wil
palitical and social frame. Qur commitment to cri
here does not undervalue or minimize the lived exp
racialized identities. In fact, it is constitutive of it
with “the real” and the represented, the mediatic
this issue of Border/Lines is not content with the
It attempts, through the exemplary articles collec
reframe and complicate some of the questions in th
offering a space for criticality, hoth here and else

Yo! Winston, finally got over to the other side
long time comin’, race is taken up as always alres

Kass Banning, Gail Faurshou, Rinaldo Walcott
Many thanks to Roger Babcock, Stan Fogel,

Matalie Greenbaum, Sophie Thomas and
Handel Kashope Wright
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"Chamber of Identies™

from

Carlos Capelan-

Artists From the Hell Screen:
Reports. Observations and Other

Disturbing Things

I 1943 the Bulgarian writer Elias Canetti pro-
ﬂ vided a disturbing observation: "I cannot
lock at any more maps. The names of cities reek of
burning flesh.” In 1993 the European atmosphere
still reeks of burning flesh. Ethnic ¢leansing is on
the political agenda, a new Europe is being born.

Maps, be they histerical, contemporary or futur-
istic, go beyond notions of national sovereignty and
geo-political boundaries. Maps help define nation-
al identities, epic narratives of sel, cultural differ-
ences and racial belonging, out of which flow immi-
gration quotas and controls. Maps are often the
cause of wartare and cultural genocide,

At a party I listened te an enlightening discus-
sion on Burope. A man of the old Europeon imperial
school was forced to concede that Europe was now
practising on its own people what it had for cen-

by Reece Augiste

turies practised on the "darker races™ cultural geno-
cide and barbarism. As he put it, “The beast had
turned upon itself.” Silence descended, a few
walked away, others plucked up the courage to say
that war and death are part of the post-modern con-
dition. The irony was not missed.

With the 500th anniversary celebration of
Columbus’s Atlantic voyage of "discovery” and cul-
tural deracination came the idea of the "new
Europe,” a Europe estimated to have 50 million peo-
ple of non-European origin by the year 2000.
Approximately 16 million already possess citizen-
ship in o Europeun state, Europe's internal bound-
aries have been dismantled and it is now creating
o new identity characterized by a sense of cultural
unity shared by all its citizens. The byword is that
we are all Europeans now. At least, that is the offi-
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cial version. It's picturesque, pastoral and con-
sumer friendly.

The Bosnian experiment of ethnic cleansing and
the frightening growth in racial attacks from
Hostock to London, Vienna to Paris, Amsterdam to
Milem, make it difficult, and maybe even suicidal, to
believe that this new identity is based on some
shared notion of “cultural unity.” I can see only fur-
ther fragmentation, an increase in racial intoler-
ance, more deaths and suffering.

This practice of racial intolerance, bigotry and
xenophobia recently made the headlines in certain
sections of the British press. Not another arson
attack or some human flotsam being barred from
entry, it was the actions of o small group of art cura-
tors that opened the floodgates. In the spirit of cul-
tural diversity, hybridity and cross-cultural
exchange, they mounted « touring exhibition called
In Fusion - New European Arf. On display were the
works of eleven non-Europecan artists living and
working in various Europecn states. Their peoints of
origin are as diverse as their current places of resi-
dence. Coming from the Caribbean, Iram, Africa,
Latin America, Ching, Turkey and Lebanon, they
found not only that their presence was not welcome,
but that their art was not considered art.

With the Birmingham Post’s headline: "Tories
Blast Exhibition of Foreign Art Qut of Sight” and the
Daily Mirror's headline: "1M Art Show o Load of
Rubbish," the bells of intolerance began ringing.
Although most of the controversy focused on British
Telecom’s 1 million dollar sponsorship deal with
the Scuth Bank Centre for British art shows over the
next three years, the monetary factor was a conve-
nient excuse for attacking the kinds of issues and
subject matier that the artists chose to address in
their work.

Attacked by Birmingham's conservative council-
lor Alan Blumenthal, the exhibition was dubbed
“...a diabolical liberty that we have to pay for this
so-called art through our phone bills. If this is all BT
can come up with they should spend the 1 million
dellars on reducing the customers’ bills.” This out-
burst forced the Ikon Gallery director Elizabeth
McGregor to comment: “I don't know why Tory
politicians are complaining about BT's excess prof-
its when they privatized it...I am always happy to
debate the work we show, but I cbject to politicians
condemning things they haven't seen.”

Even more alarming is the fact that this backlash
occurred in an English city that aitempted to pro-
mote itself as a European centre of arts and culture
last year. As the Birmingham Post's art editor Terry
Grimley said, "Conservative councillors...struck a
blow against Birmingham's international aspira-
tions by condemning an exhibition they had not
even seen.”

It is this parochialness, a product of the English
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village pump mentality, with its congenital capaci-
ty for always looking inwards, of which in a para-
doxical way the work on exhibition was a critique.
In my estimation the In Fusion exhibition was one
of the best curated exhibitions so far this year. For
their inventiveness, courage and capacity to pro-
voke debate, and even wonder. the eleven artists
have demonstrated that the racial factor is at the
cutting edge of what is defined as the "new
Europe.” Again, in a strange twist of historical and
geographical circumstances, the works on display
point to new possibilities: whot Europe may become
once it is stripped of its privileged position as the
custodian of a singular truth. It is about what will
happen to white ethnicity when the dramatic influx
of new identities, framed as they are by a set of dis-
tinctive non-European attributes, are woven into the
social fabric of European nation
states and European culture in
general.

The French philoso-
pher Paul Ricoeur in an
essay, "Universal
Civilization and National
Cultures,” made over-
tures to precisely
this new develop-
ment when he
wrote:

"No one can
say what will
become of our
civilization
when it has
really
met dif-
ferent
civilizations by means
other than the shock of ‘
conquest and domination.
But we have to admit that
this encounter has not yet
taken place at the level of an
authentic dialogue. This is
why we are in a kind of lull or
interregnum in which we can
no longer practise the dogma-
tism of a single truth and in
which we are not yet
capable of conquering
the skepticism into
which we have stepped.”




Felix de Rooy-
"Ave Regina Europa/lWlhite on Black”™

It is this skepticism that is tuelling the upturn in
nationalist parancic and the xenophobia currently
engulfing Europe. And it is also this skepticism and
its effects on transnational consciousness that will
deliver a mortal blow to the current idealistic edi-
fice which says that Eurcpe is becoming a post-
modern cultural space, where ethnicity, cultural
plurality and racial difterence co-exist. The post-
modernist crusade against the hegemony of mod-
ernism has had its advances and successes, but its
atiempts to incorporate the post-colonial imagina-
tion into its general strategy against the grain of
modernism only serves to highlight the theoretical
cnd political limitations of post-modernism itseld. It
is incapable of addressing race.or ethnicity as a
concrete, lived experience. How does a post-mod-
ernist address the chaos in Bosnia: war as a post-
modern condition?

This is the sociocultural context in which the
exhibition has to be read and the controversies gen-
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erated undersiood. Twentieth century history is one
of migration and cultural digplacement, whether or
not the movement is the result of political
upheavals or the search for ingpiration in another
country. From Gauguin to Medigliani, from Dali to
the African-American artist David Haommons (cur-
rently resident in Europe), migration and cultural
interaction have been potent sources of inspiration
for artistic production and cultural engagement.

Indeed, migration is the organizing theme of the
work of Lebanese artist Benni Efrat. Currently
based in Antwerp, Efrat’s installation entitled
Araraf Express was originally conceived as video-
tapes and TV monitors placed on horseback and
carried to a certain location. An installation contin-
ucusly mobile thus reinforces the themes of cultur-
al flows, disorientation and the lived experiences
of exile.

Within the physical confines of the art gallery
Efrat has had to introduce a degree of stasis,
nonetheless with tremendous impact. Here we have
a long line of video machines and corresponding
monitors placed on woeden supports with cn abun-
dance of diverse images flicking across the
screens: images of migration and cultural disper-
sal, of boat people drowning in the process of find-
ing their own niche of Nirvana, political refugees,
hoards of animals and an endless stream of peaple
on the move. Suggestive and moving, Efrat’'s work
is about the world ouiside the art gallery and thet
world's impact on the artistic imagination. Araraf
Ezpress is about the ecological/demographic
changes of the latter part of our century and a hint
of the future cataclysms in the next. The contrast
hetween hi-tech electronic displays and horses qui-
etly grazing on dry grass in the background brings

into focus Efrat’s central motif of motion and the
logic of migration/dispersal.

Like Efred, the Brazilign Claudio Goulart is con-
cerned with exploring in a spectacular way the
experiences of travel and dislocation. Goulart’s
installation consists of 100 gold-lacquered suitcases
juxteposed with images of conguest and exploitive
brutality. These images of torture and human
depravity echo the frightening canvases of
Hieronymus Bosch. Goulart's selection of images
deliberately goes against the dominant representa-
tions that European artists produced of America.
Commenting on this strategy, Goulard declared
thart:

”...most of these artists who made
them (images) never left Europe and
consequently their production is satu-
rated with idealizations and is on the
border. if not pure fantasy.”

Chohreh Feyzdjous
"Products of Chohreh Feyzdjou”™

Vitor Meirelles’s nineteenth century painting The First Mass in Brazil falls into this genre. In decon-
structing this nineteenth century {fantasia, Goulart presents a series of black and white prints which
depict cultural confrontation defined by the parameters of subjugation and cruelty. These are images of
mass executions, dismemberment and beheadings. Entitled It's Worth Its Weight, Goulart's installation is cn
ironic statement on contemporary Europe and its cultural genesis.

The cataclysm hinted at in Ararat Express we find at the centre of Felix de Rooy's installation as it traces
the origins of Europeon conilict through « series of collages. Framed by de Rooy's themes of racial fusion,
religions and languages, his work explores, through allegory, the seemingly disparate cultural and histori-
cal elements that best define Europe’s symbiotic relationship with its illegitimate children. His use of bril-
liant light to underpin the religious intensity of his subject matter serves to highlight the chaotic and cata-
clysmic forces stalking the European landscape. In fact, these collages present emblems of European trade,
conquest, cultural imperialism and remnante of its classical age. In a piece entitled Resurrection de Rooy
addresses the themes of life and decth through a complex juxtaposition of shattered Greek statues and
skeleial remaing reminiscent of an Egyf)ticm mummy, set against a luminous landscape of mysterious
images. Pagan and subliminal, these images seem fo carry a message of redemption through resurrection,
while at the same time recasting Europe's sense of itself as a higher civilization in the context of cultural
domination.

This theme of culturdal strangulation is most clearly expressed in another piece entitled Cry Surinam.
Using a paraffin heater {(an object common to immigrent homes in the 1950s, 60s and 70s) upon which is
placed three axtifacts, a book with Surinam written on it, a large human bone, a black head with its mouth
open as if in a scream, and an effigy of a Christian saint stuck hall way down its throat, de Rooy expresses
the historical terms of Europe's relationship with its former subjects who now populate its landscapes.

However, the significance of de Rooy's installation is that it is directly related to his Negrophilia collec-
tion, an archive of over 5000 items/objects of “Western popular culture containing representations of black
people from the mid-eighteenth century to the present day.” Encyclopaedic in scope, the collection is a metic-
ulous documentation of every racist sterectype ever propagated by the West. In fact, the collection existsas a
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archaeological site of the racial self and its psychic
foundations in Western culture. It's a complex visu-
al iestament of the processes of cultural domination
and its philosophical and political impact on the
black self, resulting in psychic scars, ontological
bruisings and spiritual fregmentation.

Paradoxically, the Negrophilia collection is also
an inversion of the discourses of racial domination
and dislocation in that it also reveals the psychic
orientations of post-Enlightenment man in his rela-
tion to and representation of the racial other. He
occupies a space of racial phantasmorgia, a figure
of cultural perversion invested with a delirious
identity. And it is probably in this context that the
collection has its grealest value as a repository for
the study, reflection and analysis of Europe's histor-
ical and contemporary relationship with diasporic
subjects.

Placed between the notions of cultural relation
and historical demands is the work of Tranicn artist
Chohreh Feyzdjou (based in Paris), The Bazaars of
Babel. The grammar of her exhibits are so cultural-
ly specific that even the phrase "Product of Chohreh
Feyzdjou” reinforces a hermetic discourse of the
representation of the other. Iis beauty is that it
demands a recasting of modernity by placing at its
centre the desires of the artist and her work. The
immediate, most striking thing about Feyzdjou's
"products” is the colour black. Every single object is
stained with charcoad or a black dye and arranged
in precise, systematic order, This fixing of objects
{scrolls, jars, crates, bags and boxes of different
sizes) functions as an ironic statement on the West's
obsessions with fixity as it struggles 1o exclude and
maintain its grasp on modernity as essentially a
white aesthetic edifice.

Feyzdjou makes overtures to new possibilities of
an “imaginative culture” in which the guardiems of
modernity accept their cultural debt to ancient tra-
ditions aud the aesthetic tropes of ex-colonies in
the formation of modernity itself. But it has to be
understood that Feyzdjou's chamber of objects is o
call for recognition that goes far beyond the West's
classical notion of "cultural influences,” as is quite
often the case when art historians refer to the primi-
tivist forms and aesthetic textures in Picasso. Her
yearning is for a recognition of syncretism and
Europe's acceptance of acculturation as an evolv-
ing and intrinsic component of its symbiotic rela-
tionship with diasporic culture. In our modern
babel, linked by satellite systems producing a cir- -
cultry of electronic images underpinned by syntax-
es of migration and exile, cross-cultural tremsla-
tions become the new paradigm through which
identities can be expressed.

It is in the Uruguayan artist Cearlos Capelan's
work that we encounter a subliminal expression of
the sel as Europe begins to fragment under the ten-

sions of nationalism and ethnic conflict. In an inter-
view with a British newspaper, Capelan declared
the nature of his frajectory: "I am irying to focus on
the Western self and otherness in relation to this
self.” But it is the manner in which he visualizes
this relationship that holds the greatest fascination,
for it is predicated upon the historical conditions of
a Uruguayan exiled in Sweden. '

For the construction of his "chamber of identities'
Capelan used 75 litres of mud carefully pasted over
four walls, 300 old books, 40 rocks and an assort-
ment of furniture, with which he created a living
room. At once private and yet public, this living
room is also a museum that houses objects “"with
which we surround ourselves to establish our iden-
tity.” Capelan uses old books neatly pesitioned in
stacks held down by blocks of rocks; the mud walls
are inscribed with quotations from linguistics, soci-
olegy, philosophy, art history and friends. Personal
items invested with sentimental values are
encased in glass cabinets. The room’s ambience is
further heightened by a sepia quality of lighting
produced by reading lamps and triangular stand-
ing lamps. On the walls are alse fragments of a tree
root; elongated objects like dried bones/shells hang
off the walls, held together by black strings.

Capelan’s room is like an ancient shrine.
Devotional and ritualistie, it is a kind of cultural
testament to the complex issues confronting
Europe, issues pertaining to the racialized self, cul-
tural boundaries, linguistic borders and spiritual
location. Ultimately Capelan’s project is about
making contact with otherness, of forging through a
diclogue free of the violence associated with xeno-
phobia and cultural arrogance. "What I'd like,” he
says,” is to build a self that is not hegemonic -
which is in contact with nature and with what is
happening cutside the home and which doesn't
believe this culture is superior to other cultures.”
On entering Capelan's living room one sees a sign
on the wall that reads: WELCOME TO MY ROOM.
Capelan’s room, like the work of the artists I have

- discussed and those whose work for, reasons of

space, [ am unable to discuss, presents us with a
nonhegemonic global vision of culture that is syn-
cretic and shamanic.

Together or as individual pieces, the work of
these artists constitutes a living map: a map of the
self cmd its psychic foundations as we approach the
next century, a map built on a new set of philosoph-
ical and cultural values. Perhaps it's the kind of
map that Elias Canetti would have liked to have
seemn. :

Reece Augiste is a British filmmaker and writer. He
is a member of London's Black Audio Film
Collective.
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THE ELUSIVE SIGNS OF AFRICAN-NESS:
RACE AND REPRESENTATION AMONG

Woman with Colours, Licia Bronzin

GLADYS M. JIMENEZ-MUNOZ

IN THE UNITED STATES
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frican heritage constitutes a shared element

among Latin American and Caribbean cul-
g # tures. Yet, i this is one thing we all have in

common as Caribbean and Latin American peoples,
how and why is it that most of us do not want to recog-
nize this African legacy? Why the reluctance? Why
does this Alvican past remain invisible? Why does this
Alrican presence remain absent? What is specifical-

ly Caribbean or Latin American about this invisi-

bility and this absence?

Yet then I remember that it wasn't -
until I was seventeen yvears old that I
explicitly became aware of my African-
ness. When at that time I enrolied as a
student in the Rio Piedras Campus of the
University of Puerto Rico, my friend
Anjelamaria Davila designated me as a
“jabd.” (This term is roughly equivalent to
what people in the United Siates refer to
as a "high yellow”.) You see, I have
remained a jabd oll my life because my
friend is a poet and poets have the
power of invoking beings, identities.And
who was I to dispute a poet’s power of
convocation? But why did this part of me
remain silent until someone else sum-
moned it? If this was something I already
was, why wasn't I aware of it before? Why
did my African-ness require a wake-up call?

There is a large number of Latinas in the
United States who have not recognized their
African heritage. Some people require a poet
signalling them as being of African descent.
Others never needed this detour, being

BLANCA,
BLANQUITA, ondinNorth America). Such divisions also
JINCHA,
COLORA,
JABA,
SACALAGUA, races are designated and positioned in most
CUARTERONA,
MULATA
CLARA,
ZAMBA,
GRIFA,

AINDIA, “negra retinta,” etc. Often, a person can shift

INDIA,

starting with understanding the meanings associated

with the physical appearance of Puerto Ricans such as

my father: namely, blacks and mulattoes. My second

aim in this regard is to identify and explore the links

{past and present} between Latin American and

Caribbean cultural productions and similar productions
originating in Africa. :

Let us first look at the meanings
attached to physical appearance. The
divisions within my immediate family

not only illustrate the divisions within
most Puerto Rican families (on the Island

illustrate the existing splits within Puerto
Rican national culture itself. As with most
Caribbean and Latin American peoples, [
must first clarify that Puerto Ricon racial divi-
sions and the racism that accompanies them
are different from the ways in which the

of the United Siates. Latin American and
Cuaribbearn cultures (particularly Spanish-
speaking ones) position people in «
broad racial spectrum, going from dif-
ferent shades of white at one end to var-

ious forms of blackness at the other, with
an even wider band of intermediary cate-
gories: "blanca,” "blanquita,” “jincha,” “col-
ord,” "jabd,” “sacalagua,” “cuarterona,” “mula-
ta clara,” “zamba,” “grifa,” “aindid,” “india,”
“morena,” “triguefla,” "negra fina,” “negra,”

from one category to the other by simply becom-
ing more educated or acquiring more money: as

marked by third persons or having self-recog- MO RE NA the saying goes, "el dinero y la educacidn
¥

nized themselves at an early age. Still others

enblanquecen” {"money and education make a

defy all attempts at Alrican identification by TRIGU EﬂA person whiter”), Except in places such as New
r

claiming to be “indio” within a cultural and

Orleans and South Florida, in muck of the

geographical space (such as the Caribbean) NEGRA F[NA’ dominant Euro-American culture of the

where —except in St. Vincent— Indians
have not existed for over two hundred years.

As with most people who come from the
Larger Antilles, I would have to define this
African-ness as one that begins at home.
Among my immediate family, this meant my
father, my paternal grandfather, and my pater-
nal grandmother. I saw this last relative only o few
times in all my life, while [ never met my paternal
grandiather. You see, this side of the family was literal-
ly invisible. They were rendered that way by my moth-
er's side of the family who detested my ifather because
he ran away with my mother and because he wasn't
white. He was always referred to, contempiuously, as
"el negro ese” ("that black man”) or "el desgraciao ese”
("that miserable men”).

Mind you, my father was no saint. In trying to
reclaim these lost meanings, [ am not revising what my
father did. Rather, I am trying to do two things here,

NEGRA,
NEGRA

racial divisions simply don't exist among
RETINTA,

United States one is simply “white” or
“black,” with very little room for anything in
between. These differences, however, should
not delude us into thinking that facism and

Caribbean and Latin American people (there

ETC and in the U.S. mainland).

But let us return to the ways in which racial

divisions represent the existing splits within
Puerto Rican national culture itself. Like all cultures.
Puerto Rican national culture has primarily defined
itself not only as what it is, but —even more important-
ly— as what it is not. To be Puerto Rican is to have
nothing to-do with that which is alien and strange to
Puerto Rican-ness. Historically, one of the principal
symbols of such strangeness and non-Puerto Rican-ness
has been blackness and, specifically, African-ness.
Whites and most of the intermediary racial categories
that constitute the Puerto Bican population have tradi-

10 S Border/Lines 29/30

tionally perceived and understood
blackness as something literally
foreign. This tradition has o long
and sorry history, going back to the
ninsteenth century. Let me give
you o recent example: a black
Puerto Rican friend of mine from
Carolina (one of several municipal-
ities in Puerto Rico with large con-
centrations of blacks and mulat-
toes) was recently asked if she
were from the Dominican Republic.
The implication is obvious: if she is
black then she must be from some
other country or island, not from
Puerto Rico. (Interestingly enough,
in the Dominican Republic black
Dominicons are often asked if they
are Haitian...)

While the Hispanic heritage is
much celebrated and praised,
African heritage ig avoided and
ignored. This is even true among
those corresponding to the darker-
skinned end of the spectrum, where
the emphasis is on non-African
identifications: either toward the
non-existent "Indian” element
among mulattoes and blacks in the
Caribbean or toward the “whiter”
element among the mestizo and
mulatto populations of Mexico,
Central America, and South
America.

~ But African heritage among
Caribbean and Latin American
pecples is not just a matter of
attributing specific racial mean-
ings to such things as dark skin,
nappy hair, flaring nostrils, and/or
broad lips. Many of the cultural
expressions that define our peoples
originated on the African continent,
particularly in Western Africa. The
most obvious case is music. In the
entire Antilles, in'the coastal areas
of the Yucatan peninsula and
Central America, as well as in the
Caribbean cocastline of South
America, it is almost impossible to
dance and listen to any popular
music thot hasn't been influenced
by or is not a derivative of African
musical forms and instruments,
from specific percussion devices to
the polyrhythms and syncopation
that structure entire musical gen-
res. Can you imagine sulsa music

without bongos, congas, timbales,
batds, quintos, and so on? Can you
imagine cumbia, merengue, plena,
bomba. danza, bolero, guaguancd,
soca, reggae, calypso, samba, joro-
pos, etc. without syncopation and

polythythms? Leaving aside
laughable products such as the
movie, The Mambo Kings, can you
imagine Tito Puente without tim-
bales or, better vet, Celia Cruz
without "Quimbala, Cumbala,
Cumbaquim Bamba”? Celia Cruz
has been singing ond dancing for
more years than I have been on
this earth. Most people have heard
of her —she has even given con-
certs in Japan! I don't know any-
body who has not danced to
*Quimbala, Cumbdala, Cumbaguim
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Bamba.” (Talk about the construc-
tion of imagined communities and
of ways of fashioning collective
identities!) As a common culiural
denominator, she is an obvious
illustration of the points I aum trying

_ to make. Other reference points

could be included: from food to reli-
gion, from dress to tuneral rites,
from forms of greeting to vocal
inflections.

Now then, we should not sepa-
rate our Latina-ness from our
African-ness beccuse much is at
risk when attempting to disengage
the two. Perhaps the best way of
addressing this directly is by rais-
ing anocther set of questions. Take
for instance the recently deceased
Caribbean writer and poet Audre
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Lorde in her biomythography Zami: A New Spelling of
My Name. Here Audre Lorde expleres many topics that
are central to my own work, such as race, sexuality, and
gender. In Zami, Lorde illustrates the connection
between self-identity and language. By reclaiming her
Africem heritage, she affirms her ability to rencme and
re-identity herself. In the beginning of her book she
asks: “To whom do I owe the power behind my voice...
To whom do I owe the symbols of my survival”? Lorde
recognizes her debts. Do we? What is the nature of our

" debts? What symbols are these? What history is this

and why is this history ours? What power is this? What
cand where is our voice?

het happens when this African past remains
invisible and when this African presence
remains absent? What is the difference
between this invisibility and absence in the U.S. main-
land and such invisibility and absence in the
Caribbeon or Latin American. Would this part of me
have remained silent in the same way if I had been
brought up in the United States instead of in Puerto
Rico? How is being of African descent different there
than here? And, most importantly, what does this sig-
nclling, these detours, these self-recognitions, as well
as these invisibilities, these absences, and these
silences have to do with relations of power? Would rec-
ognizing one’s African heritage be so difficuli and com-
plex if it didn't go against ruling interests and predomi-
nant identities? What happens when one goss against
such powerful interests and identities?

Mayra Santos, a black Puerto Rican poet and cultuz-
al critic, suggests that we carry out o reading of our skin
by undersianding history and relations of power in
ways that are very much related to the visibility or in-
visibility of our bodies. She explains in "Sobre piel o
sobore papel,”

Los signog de la negritud, estdn escritos sobre
piel, sobre espacio o sobre papel, siempre suelen ser
problematicos en su lectura. ..Una vez se aprende a
escribir se afiaden nuevdas marcas al cuerpo, o se le
acondiciona a asimilar y romper espacios alternos.
Se utilizar esta tecnolofia para crear nuevos universos
de senfido. Aparscen otras marcas (diplomas, pal-
abras, slogans) gue las y los negros debemos llevar
encima como tatugjes para probarnos lo suficiente-
mente “negros” o lo suficientemente “decentes.”

The signs of blackness are writien on skin,
on space, or on paper; reading these signs
always tends to be problematic. ...When one
learns to write, new scars are added to the
body, or the body is conditioned to assimilate
and break with alternate spaces. This technol-
ogy 1s used to create new universes of feeling.
New scars and signs appear (diplomas, words,
slogans) that we black women and black men
have to wear like tatoos to prove that we are
sufficiently "black” or sufficiently “proper.”

(My translation.)

She speaks of “race” as something that is not natur-
al, fixed, or always obvious to everyone, everywhere,
and at all times. Bather, Mayra Santos sees “race” —
white, black, mulatto, etc.— as socially constructed.
Specifically. she sees blackness as being constructed in
particular ways:

O los pelos planchados o las trenzas africanas, o
el beeper o los ilekes santercs, o la conversacidn int-
electual o el remenec de nalgas—estas contraposi-
ciones escinden o las comunidades negras por el
medio y decididamente delatan una horrible confian-
za en lu transparencia (o en su contraparte, la posible
invisibilidad) de la negritud.

Or the processed hair or the African braids,
or the beeper or the orisha icons, or the intellec-
tual conversations or the undulation of some-
body’s butt —these contrasts split black com-
munities through the middle and decidedly
betray a horrible trast in the transparency {or in
the case of its opposite, the possible invisibili-
ty) of blackness.

Hence, blackness that is “too tremsparent” can also
be threatening. In other words, being black is located
within a set of rules and regulations that are acceptable
only when and if being black is associated with power
structures. This type of pressure, according to Santos,
"does not only come from reactionary spaces.” It can
also come from those spaces that are “seli-proclaimed
as the ones which deline what is considered becutiful
and politically proper in alternative ways.”

This is why embracing our African heritage is
something very complex. Charlotte Neuhaus, o light-
skinned black hali-Puerto Rican student in my Williams
College course this spring ("U.S. Women of Color and
Cultural History”), continually pointed out that it is one
thing to claim our African-ness and quite another thing
to live it, to endure i, and to survive it. Black and mulat-
to Latinas do not necessarily have the same options,
undergo the sume experiences: neither are they the sub-
jects of the same social effects. This is particularly true
in the Caribbean and Latin America, as well as within
Latina/Latine communities in the United States. It is
one thing to be able to identify curselves and quite
another to have people identify us against our will and
before we have any say in the matter. Latinas who are
light-skinned or mulattas must recognize our relative
privileges over darker-skinned or black Latinas. Among
us, as well as between us and the white communities,
there is also the much overlooked phenomenon of “pass-
ing.” This is evidently similar to what happens to light-
skinned African American women, a phenomenon and a
process that requires greater study, discussion, and
scrupulous problematization,

Another one of my students, an African-American
woman by the name of Nicole Moore, called to my atten-
tion Audre Lorde's observations in her essay "Eye to
Eye: Black Women, Hatred, and Anger™:
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Every Black woman in America lives her life some-
where along a wide curve of ancient and unex-
pressed cngers.

My Black woman's anger is a molten pond at the
core of me, my most fiercely guarded secret. I know
how much of my life as a powerful feeling woman is
laced through with this net of rage. It is an electric
thread woven into every emotional tapestry upon
which I set the essentials of my life —a boiling
hot spring likely to erupt at any point, leaping

out of my conscicusness like a fire on the
landscape. How to train that anger with
accuracy rather than deny it has been one

of the mcjor tusks of my life.

EVERY
BLACK
WOMAN

It is true that we live in an age in
which many people want to claim the term
“minority”; for some this is a matter of con-
venience. Butl know few minorities that
want to claim their African heritage. l N
s o Puerto Rican woman living in
the United States today. I first
& 9 encountered "Latina”as a category
cmd gelf-consciously began to adopt it when
came to New York State. In Puerto Bico I never
used this expression, among other things,
because we assumed our Puerto Ricem-ness in
many problematic and contradictory ways:
as a way to differentiate ourselves from
those who were not considered Puerto
Rican and lived in the Island
("dominicanos,” “cubanos,” and
“americanos”) and as a way to distance A
ourselves from those Puertoe Ricans born
and/or brought up in the United States. But
this national-cultural identity was and is
also assumed in the Island to establish dis-
tinctions between degrees of Puerto Rican-

are perceived as more Puerto Rican than oth-
ers. Men are understood to be more repre-
gsentative of Puerto Rico (ideologically and
politically} than women. Educated peo-
ple of means are seen as more Puerto
Rican than the ignorant and poor
majorities of the population. The lighter
skinned you are, the more Puerto Rican you

‘feel and are trected. Heterosexuals are per-

ceived as more Puerto Rican than lesbicms and
gays, and so on. You see, we continuously strug-

gle with our Puerto Rican-ness in a national, politi-
cal, cultural, gendered, sexualized, and racialized
context.

When I came to the United States I had io distin-
guish between, on the one hand, being a Latina or “his-
pana” (from, "hispanoparlante” or Spanish speaker)
and, on the other hand, being what the U.S. Census

Bureau calls a "Hispanic” (literally: having a Spanish
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AMERICA
LIVES
HER
LIFE
SOMEWHERE
ALONG

WIDE
CURVE
ness. The members of certain political parties OF
ANCIENT

AND
UNEXPRESSED
ANGERS

surname). As a Spanish-speaking Puerio Rican woman
who has learned to treasure the rejection of the coloniz-
er —of being IN but not OF the United States— these
two categories confronted and positioned me in com-
pletely different ways. For me, being Hispanic was not
the same as being Latina. Being o Latina meant (a)
coming from the racially mixed populations of the
Caribbean and Latin America and (b} being a
product of the cultures that unevenly combined
as a result of the Iberian Conquest. All cver the
Americas, historically this mixture has o
totally different racial inscription than sim-
ply having « Spanish surname because
this last category includes Europeans.
Moreover, in the United States today,
only Europeans cre white.

What are the politics of location of
the term “Hispanic”? Whom do we identi-
fy with —in terms of power within the
racial hierarchies (not only in the United
States, but in Latin America and the
Caribbean) -—when we all become
"Hispanic”? To whom do we owe our heritage
in each case? TFor instance, if we identify as
"Hispanics,” who then has a claim on this
identity? Who can cash this cultural LO.U.?
Can Buropeans claim an African heritage?
Would they want to? What are the symbols
that we use in expressing our cultural identi-
ties? What is at risk when we use, live, and
circulate these symbols? How are these
symbols related to those things that
oppress us and continue to position us as

“inferior” cultures and "lesser” peoples?
One of my principal contentions here is
that, regordless of whether we were born in the
United States, were raised here, or migrated here
from elsewhere, and regardless of how we per-
ceived ourselves racially in our countries and
communities of origin, Letinas in the U.S.
mainland should be aware of cur common
identity and condition as racially oppressed
women, Since we come from geographies
understood to be the products of racial and
cultural mixiure —specifically, a mixture
that contains considerable measures of
Africem "blood” and African cultural ele-
ments— our claims to a European heritage
and identity always remain suspect, no
matter how fair our skin, how Castilian our
Spanish, or how "American” our English.
Whether we like it or not, this is an integral
part of the ways in which we are positioned as
social subjects in this country. This is one of the
contradictions represented in the way in which our
national-cultural identities intersect our gender identi-
ty. But this not only takes place against us, that is, to
oppress us by constituting us as recially inferior
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women. [t can also be used in our favor, that is, as one
of the ways in which we can come together as women
by structuring a specific collective identity that will
help us resist both types of oppression {that is, racial
domination and gender subordination). .
Nevertheless, the racial and national-cultural com-
mon identity that we share as Latinas is still even more
complex than that. On the one hand, this is something
that already, from the start, unites us, among ourselves,
as women who share the commeoen condition of general
racial subordination —something that, by the way, we
also share with African American, Native American,
and Asian women in this country. On the other hand, as
Chandra Mohanty and Bernice Johnson Reagon have
pointed out, this is only a starting point —and a very
difficult and unceriain starting point, at that. Merely
sharing this condifion of oppression does not in and of
itself guarantee the political consciousness of promot-
ing such a unity and cooperation. It makes solidarity
possible and at the same time becomes « bone of con-
tention, precisely because this potential unity encom-
pusses so many differences and contradiciions among

ourselves: as Latinas from different national
backgrounds, specific racial categories, social
classes, sexual identities, levels of education,
political ideologies, sic.

Likewise, sharing o« general racial oppres-
sion —that, to a greater or larger degree, is
historically part of the African diaspore— is a
phenomenon that encompasses many differ-
ences and contradictions among us as people
of Latin American and Caribbean back-
ground, cnd among us as part of the raciaily
oppressed peoples in North America. Too
often, many Latinas are asked to choose
between being a Latina OR being of African
descent. And, to far toc many of us, this
strikes very close to home. Literally, it means
kaving to choose between who we are going
to recognize as our legitimate grandparents
and who we are going to deny. Culturclly, it
means having to sort out and separate the ele-
ments of the music we dance and listen to, of
the food we eat, the spiritual belieis and prac-
tices we have lived, and so on, until we distill
the purely European ingredients that we are
expected to call "our own.”

My position on this matter is that one con-
not be a Latina without recognizing one's
Alrican heritage: without it, we are carica-
tures of the Iberians, or we are “American”
simulacra, not Latinas. While this may be
less true for Chicemas cnd Mexicancs, this is
unavoidably the case for those of us of
Caribbean descent. This Africam background
and present influence is an integral part of
our identity and it is immediately related to
that which defines us as Latinas in general
and as Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Cubans,
Panamanians, Venez-uelans, Colombians, etc., in par-
ticular.

It is VERY IMPORTANT that we ask curselves: what
have women who do recognize their Alrican heritage
(puertorriquefias, dominicanas, Haitienes, West
Indians, African Americans, and others) taught us in
terms of being a woman of color in the United States in
general and being a Lotina in particular? What debts
do we have in this case? Recognizing our African-ness
within this context helps build cocalitions not only
among Latinas but also between Latinas and other
wamen of color in the U.S.

This unity, if it is to succeed, must be a pluralistic
cnd ongoing project. As Audre Lorde says, "“meeting
across differences always requires mutual stretching.”
The beauty and simplicity of Audre Lorde's suggestion
here is that such an effort, that is, the linkage of dispari-
ties, should not, in and of itself, erase the disparities
being jeined. It is something we have to be constantly
working at and within —and, sometimes, even ggginst
{when it is used to deny the possibility of creative ditfer-
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ence) — building and rebuilding, as we
struggle to survive in a colonialist (external-
ly and internally) and white-supremuacist
fortress like the United States. This is why
we must also strive to build coalitions,
among Latinas and between Latinas and
other women of color, and so on.

What does it mean io embrace our
African heritage and how important is this?
What is at risk when we re-think our Letina-
ness as inherent to cur African-ness and
vice versa? To embrace African-ness means
to contain, to incorporate, to adopt, to
defend, to include a network of identities
that for centuries have been excluded,
deported, refused, repudiated, erased,
ignored, and atiacked. This is yet another
element that includes our experience within
the African diaspora: like our slave ances-
tors —particularly the captive women-—
today in the United States we continue to
live in multiple ways the experience of
exclusion, deportation, refusal, repudiation,
erasure, ignorance, and attack.

Especially for those of us of Caribbean
ancestry, any attempt to construct a Latina-
ness that denies our African-ness is, ulti-
mately, just a defence of a Furopean-ness
that —particularly in the United States—
nobody acknowledges; it is another attempt
at “passing.” As Latinas, to embrace an
African heritage is to embrace ourselves
...all of our selves,

Gladys M. Jiménez-Muiicz teaches in the
Women's Studies Department at State
University College Oneonta-SUNY, Oneonta,
New York.
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M. NOURBESE PHILIP

Blaming the Negro...gives the white o
stronger sense of identity. or rather it pro-
tects an identity which is seriously threat-
ened with pathological dissolution. It is by
blaming the Negro that the white man tries
to hold himself together. The Negro is in the

unenviable position of being used for every-
thing, even for the white man’s psychologi-
cal security.

Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander.
Thomes Merton
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T HE N

Roger Babeock

In Canadea the condition of African Canadions has
not vet reached the desperate levels of the United
States, but there are troubling similarities. The Stephen
Lewtis report {1992) reveals that anti-Black racism in all
aspects of life in Ontario is a vigorous, hardy plant.
Despite this reality, however, many would have us
believe that Show Boat should be seen as a bench mark
of how far we have come, Show Boat is a bench mark
but of how the more things change, the more they
remain the same. Thot Garth Drabinsky can write in The
Toronto Star {June 2, 1993) that he intends to continue
with the production of Show Boat over the loud outery of
African Canadicns, tells us how far we have come. That
The Toronto Star, cne of the sponsors of Show Boat, can,
with impunity, tell Africon Canadians that they should
“join people like former lieutenani-governor Lincoln
Alexander in fighting the more tangible injustices thai
many blacks must confront every day.” tells us how far
we have come. That the {Dis)United Way and the
Canadian National Institute for the Blind {CNIB), when
faced with a choice between offending cabals of rich
white men, or Black people, decide that they would
much rather offend Black people, tells us how far we
have come. Was there ever any doubt us to who would
win in that choice, if choice there ever was?

The bottom line is the dollar; the motive profit, as it
was during the slave trade. The same motive that makes
a mackery of the (Dis)United Way that has, for the last
two vears, insisted that organizations receiving grants
from it demonstrate that they do anti-racist work, and
yet. at the expense of Black people, itseli continues on in
a distasteful exercise that passes for entertainment.
This has all the overtones of Romans throwing
Christians to the lions while they party.

It was, in fact, the very orgemizations that had -

engaged in anti-racist work who were most vocal in
calling for the (Dis)United Way to disengage itself from
its support of Show Boat.

That Show Boat is being mounted here in Toronto and
at this particular time is not a coincidence. We are
presenily living in very crisis-ridden times. Both neation-
al and provincial economies are contracting in the post
Free Trade environment of Canada and the world-wide
depression. Jobs are being lost at a record rate with no
prospect-of replacement. No longer can Canadians, or
North Americans for that matter, relax and expect that
life will improve exponentially for them — as it always
has.

The small gains made over the last few years by
Blacks and other peoples of colour, women cand gays,
albeit in the context of a capitalism in world-wide crisis,
has galvenized strenucus opposition, the expression of
which stretches from the racist rthetoric of the neo-Nazis
to that of the self-proclaimed foes of political correct-
ness. This rhetoric is to be found in the pages of the
Heritage Front newspaper, as well as The Globe and
Mdail, on the Conadion Broadeasting Corporation (CBC),
as well as on CFRB.
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We are witnessing an enormous backlash to the
small gains made by those groups which mainstream
society has traditionally excluded: theve has been an
upsurge in racism and anti-Semitism; we have read of
gays being killed, of Jewish cemeteries desecrated: we
have seen the police beat Rodney King in Los Angeles
and we continue to read of Blacks being killed by police
here in Canada, In the continued attacks, sexual and
otherwise, against women, it is business as usual.

There has, however, been no let up in the demands
by Blacks and groups which society has traditionally
oppressed. All continue to challenge sexism, racism,
classism, and all the other systemic practices which
limit the full potential of individuals and groups. In
addition to making demands o change the material and
social reality, these emancipatory and liberction move-
ments also demand changes in their representations,
since they understand only too well that their represen-
tation is closely tied to their traditional roles in society.
The unravelling of one ineviiably leads to the unravel-
ling of the other. The women's movement, for instance,
is not only about employment equity and better child
care, but also about how the media represent women.
What Blacks and African Canadians cye oppesing in the
production of Show Boat are the historically stereotypi-
cal images that sanctify the inequality and exploitation
of their lives. And one of the most traditicnally effective
ways of sanctification is through the mechanism of
"harmless” entertainment.

The unravelling of the stereotypical image is always
discomforting for the mainstream, and so the dominant
culture fights back. It fights back by resisting social
changes such as employment equity: it fights back by
raising the spectre of political correctness and so trivial-
ising the very real pain of people struggling to redefine
themselves; it fights back by bringing to the fore and
rearticulating the very stereotypes that have been nsed
to manage groups like Blacks: it fights back by saying
these representations are “historically accurate” and
therefore true. It fights back by trying to convert the lib-
eratory struggle of African Canadians for some conirol
over the representation of their lives, and their history
into a Black-Jewish controversy. It fights back by
attempting to izolate and smear the reputation of vori-
ous individuals involved in the struggle. And as in earli-
er times it fights back by drafting culture into iis service.

Culture is the mechanism by which a society equal-
izes, halances itself, diffuses anxiety, building and re-
building its self image. It is central to every society -
determining the way we marry, eat, worship and dance.
It is the mechanism through which a society reatfirms
itself through image and representation, and when a
society perceives itself under threat- as white society
presently does, culture's role is to assuage this anxiety
and to encourage, in the populace in general, a fseling
of well-being, that God is in his heaven and everything
is in its place - the river continues to flow us it always
did. In Magic, Science and Religicon, the anthropologist,




Bronislaw Malinowski writes:

Anxiety in society may spring from diverse
roots such as rational economic uncertainty:
irrationul economic uncertainty; a realistic
fear of death: or a pseudo-realistic fear of
magically induced illness. To meet and deal
with these, society provides the means
through which ritual beliefs, ritual activities,
art, drama. or even daily work can operate in
such a way os to relieve chronic anxiety aris-
ing from the individual's own view about his
inadequacy. or lack of status, or even his own
belief that his Ego is threatened by conditions
around...Art is a cultural product and its exe-
cution is an experience which at once inte-
grates the personality and unites the individ-

ual with society and its traditional values.
{my emphasis)

As part of the cultural product of American society,
the musical Show Boat functions to demean Blacks; it
also functions to make whites “feel good about them-
selves.” And as Toni Morrison argues, we need to com-
bine the study of the impact of racism on its victims with
"a serious intellectual effort to see what racicl ideology
does to the mind, imagination, and behaviour of mas-
ters.”

Historically and right up to the present time in the
United States, race, and in particular Blackness, has
been a significant marker of many types of activities:
sexuality; danger — ihe Black rapist or criminal; hip-
ness or cool; as well as popular culture in general. But
more than anything else, as Morrison and, in another
way, Baldwin have argued, Blacks and Blackness have
become the marker against which every group of immi-
grants has assessed its Americanness —- depending on
their distance from the Black underclass.

There is, therefore, every reason why cultural works
which manipulate race and the racial tensions between
Blacks and whites in the United States have o lasting
seduction. When Joseph Swain wrote that “the influence
of Show Boat was perhaps subliminal and subcon-
scious” he was referring to its technical and musiced
innovations. This subliminality and subconsciousness, [
suggest, go deeper than just the techniques, to the deep
messages around race.

Show Beat is not intended for Black people; it never
was. Its intended audience has always been « white
one. One year after the Yonge street riots, what are some
of the messages that Show Boat is bringing to white
cudiences in Toronto?

The first message is linked to Blacks not being the
intended cqudience and that is that Blacks are ciphers,
having no meaning except and in so {ar as they embell-
ish and further the interests of whites: our only function
in Show Boat, in all its incarnations, has been to further
the interests of whites — within and without the story.

Our history and our culture, this message implies, are
unimportant and it does not matter it we hurt deeply
because of what this show means t0 us. This is the first
message of Show Boat, that we are there for the interests
of whites — in this case to make them money.

The second message is that whites need not concern
themselves with us — and this appears to be borne out
by how the medic and other institutions have succeeded
in treating us so far. Julie's actions in Show Boat itself
underscore this message — her disappearing acts
which further the plot and the white characters; her
desire to hurt herself to benefit a white person. This is
the message that audiences will take away, that after
we have served our purpose — as ciphers — we will dis-
appear.

Yet cmother message is that Blacks are essentially
servants whose role is to be resigned to their lot in life.
Why? Just because. Just as the river is always there, so
is black resignation and acceptance.

A fourth lesson for whites is that we are there as eth-
nic tlavour, as markers of entertainment and pleasure;

‘that they need not concern themselves with the real and
root cause of injustices Blacks face in Conadian society.
This message underscores an attitude that goes right
back to the ecarly development of racial stereotypes
{mentioned in Part 1, Showing Grit, Showhboating North
of The 44th Parallel) in which Blacks are seen as perma-
nently different with no attempt made to see the link
between their present position and the exploitation of
white society.

White society does have tremendous power in rela-
tion to Black lives — the power of life and death as man-
ifest often in police shootings. With respect to the pre-
sent issue of Show Boat this power — of the media, for
instance — is demonstrated daily in the almost com-
plete exclusion of the views of those opposing Show
Boat. However, anyone who has taken the time and
trouble to understand Black history in the Afrosporag,

(I use the word Afrospora, in place of diaspora) knows
that the history is essentially one of resistance, begin-
ning even before the slave ships had left the coast of
West Africa.

‘Uprisings on board were a frequent occurrence.
Twelve years after the first slaves landed in Haiti in
1502, there was a slave rebellion and in 1801, under the
lecdership of a former slave, Toussaint L'Ouverture,
Alricans defeated Napoleon's army and sent shock
waves around Europe and the New World. In 1804 Haiti
became the second independent country in the Western
Hemispheres. Revolts tock place with distressing and
alarming regularity for slave owners in North and South
America and the Caribbean. Independent maroon com-
munities established themselves in Jamaica, Dominica,
Browzil and Surinam and waged war with European pow-
ers.

Resistance took the form of "escape, revolt, theft,
destruction of crops and machinery.” (Bonnie Bartold,
Black Time: Fiction of Africa) Africans' resistance to
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slavery and their commitment
to freedom is documented time
ond time again, primarily in
the documents of their former
masters, which undoubtedly
means there was even more
resistamce than has been doc-
umented: "hundreds of slaves
sued for their freedom, ran
away from their masters,
assaulied, robbed, poisoned
and murdered whites, burned
their masiers’ dwellings, and
committed suicide" (Judicial
Cases Concerning American
Slavery and the Negro were
published in Washington, D.C.
1926-27).

Given this history, and
given what is happening in
society today, why does white
society want to be lulled into a
false sense of security? [t took
the burning of a city by those
who felt they had nothing to

lose to achieve some sort of
half-baked justice in Los
Angeles. Tt took the Yonge
Street uprising to bring some
aitention to the concerns of
young people, Black and
white, in Toronio. What will it
take to make those with the
privilege of race, skin colour,
class and gender — rich white
men — realize what is at stake
here? Furthermore, why is the
message, of "happy singing
darkies’ being given to whites
at this time? Paul Bobeson
changed the words of *Ol' Man
River'— he sang of fighting
and being thrown in jail for
"showing a litile grit.” He
understood only too clearly
what the producers of this
show will not understand.
Whites must ask them-
selves the following question:
"Why are they being served up
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entertainment whose function
is to assuage their deep seai-
ed and often unacknowledged
anxieties about race and
class, and to encourage belief
that everything is in its place
and the "Ol Man River’ of
racism runs as usucat?"
Nothing gnd no one is in their
place any longer. We need
only look around and wonder
who is being focled here.
Certainly not Black people.
Most of us know the message
we are supposad to take from
the artetacts like Info the Heart
of Africa and Show Boat. Do
whites? And so Nero fiddles
while Rome burns.

The BOM exhibit, Show
Boat, the resurrecting of films
like "Gone with the Wind,"
"Huck Finn,” all these cultural
products are an integral part
of a society in crisis, a society

Paul Robeson in Showboat; courtesy of Slow Fade To Black.




trying to deal with Blacks cut of their assigned place.
Show Boat is intended to make whites feel good about
themselves: those who are lulled by this must bear
some responsibility for the ocutcome of this disasirous
exercise in insensitivity and racism, because the wave
of change, the heartfelt and deep urge to live lives of
digmnity, will not die. It may go underground, but it will
not go away.

My arguments linking the production of certain
works, like Show Boat, to the state of society is further
supported by looking at when this particular show boat
has set sail.

1927; stage premiere — the romantic racialism
typing Blacks as exotic pets and highly sexuadl-
ized people has gained some prominence, but
scholars like Franz Boas are mounting o chal-
lenge to the theories of inherited racial charac-
teristics;

1929: silent {ilm — this is the year in which
"Black’ Friday occurs and the US stock market
collapses:

1932: the Great Depression has hegun;

1936: Universal film — the depression contin-
ues;

1947: Broadway production — World War II has
ended and Blacks are returning from the war
with increased demands; they have fought for
America and they want something in return;
women too have had a taste of independence
but the return of the “fighting men’ will drive
thein back to the home “front’;

1951: MGM film — the civil rights movement
has got underway;

1954: om opera — this is the yewr of the land-
mark decision, Brown vs the Board of Education
which ended segregation in education in the
USA;

1966: a stage production at the Lincoln Center
in Washington — this is the year following the
assassination of Malcolm X;

1983: a Broadway production and an opera in
Houston — by 1983 the economy of the US has
begun to go into a tailspin; infletion is on the
rise. In ifact between 1980 and 1990 there has
only been a 2% wage gain for workers in North
America.

The pattern that results from this analysis may be
purely coincidental; if it is it is, coincidence with a capi-
tal C. My intent in drawing links between the produc-
tion of this “revered classic” and wider crises within US
society is not to suggest that there is some sort of free
tloating conspiracy of impresarios who are consciously
looking «t society and making artistic decisions based
on what is happening there, I am suggesting a far more
complex and nuanced set of factors that are «t work,
ond if we understand that culture is at its most effective
when it appecrs to be harmless and organic - merely
happening - then we understand how Show Boet has
become an invisible but crucially important part of the
fabric of a white supremacist society. Producers and

impresarios, like Ferber and Kern were, are a part of
society; they feel the tensions and crises as members of
the cultural fabric and unconsciously work to “integrate
the personality and unite the individual...with society
and its traditional values.”

The result of this sort of cnalysis shows what hap-
pens when, as Morrison argues, we "avert the critical
gaze from the racial object to the racial subject; from
the described and imagined to the describers and imag-
iners; from the serving to the served.” We begin to ask
other questions which yield fruittul answers. Because
when whites are creating images of Blacks and other
subjected groups they are, in fact, creating images of
themselves.

The various groups — I am tempted to say cabals -
thet form part of the network of power in Canada, have
decided that Black pain has a price — that it comes
cheap; they are also telling us that they are anxious,
worried and concerned.

The affront at the heart of Show Boat, beginning
with the book with ite negative and one-dimensional
images; the colossal and deliberate omission of the
Black experience, of the pain of a pesople traumatized
for four centuries of genocide and exploitation; the
anger at seeing our music appropriated and turned to
the profit of the very people who oppressed us: all that
is still very alive today — the "Ol' Man River of racism
continuss to run through the history of these produc-
tions, and is very much a peat of this production. It is
part of the overwhelming need of white Americans and
white Canadians to convince themselves of our inferior-
ity — that our demands don't represent a challenge to
them, their privilege and their superiority.

The attempt on the port of Livent, Garth Drabinsky's
company. to use Show Boaf as a teaching tool to edu-
cate Canadians about racism, would be laughable if
the stakes weren't so high — namely the education of
children who are targeted in this enterprise. These edu-
cational packages are nothing but an attempt to justify
and rationalize the exercise of power in bringing o
racist show to Toronto. The best example and lesson in
racism that exists is what has tromspired to date in this
city around the production of Show Boat.

While education is crucial around issues of race, in
highly charged situations like these it com have limited
impact as was borne out by what happened at Stratford
on some occasions when Merchant of Venice played
there some years ago: some members of the audience
threw pennies at Shylock.

Furthermore. the involvement of a noted right-wing
personality like William F. Buckley, who has openly
expressed contempt for Blacks, and continued to do so
when interviewed in Toronto recently, does not bode
well for any “educational process’ undertaken by the
producers of Show Boat.

M. Nourbese Philip is a poet and o writer living in
Toronto. Her most recent hook, Showing Grit: Show-
boating North Of The 44th Parcliel, is excerpted here.
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Manthia

ne of the most important, and appealing,
Gaspects of cultural studies is iis critical, or
even polemical, attitude toward every form of
theoretical orthodeoxy. The term, elabore, used
by Antonio Gramsci to streich and test the lim-
its of Marxism, captures the sense of critical
attitude I have in mind here. Elaboration has
become, within cultural studies, a means to
make use of some of the approaches and
methodologies of poststructuralism while being
critical of it as an institutionalized discipline.

Cultural studies often delineates ways of life
by elaborating them quite literally, embarrass-
ing and baffling previous theoretical under-
standing of those forms of life. This ethnograph-
ic approach has helped cultural studies ground
some of its key concepts in material conditions:
for example, uneven development, cultural
articulation, positionality, and specificity.
Through the “literal reading of event,” cultural
studies explicates the matericl bases and
implications of world views we assume, and
analyzes identity politics as moments of differ-
ence and rupture in the hegemonic status quo
described by the discourses of Marxism or psy-
chocnalysis.

I want to follow the evolution of the practice
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of elaboration from its development by sarly
practitioners at the Cenire for Contemporary
Cultural Studies, University of Birmingham,
through its use by London-based black artists
and writers to its deployment in the United
States, particularly in departmenis of black
studies and in feminist studies. [ would like to
distinguish what I call the London-based black
British cultural studies from the tradition
derived from work at the Birmingham Centrae. In
the 1960s and 1970s researchers at the
Birmingham Centre were mainly interested in
the British working class and in an attempt to
constitute a unique and alternative British
Marxist theory around that subject. They were
concerned to generate a British Marxism that
would challenge the theoretical work of Louis
Althusser, Claude Levi-Strauss, and the
Frankfurt School. In contrast, in the 1980s black
filmmakers, artists, photographers and writers
ware decomposing and restructuring the terms
of Britishness using race as the modality
through which to read class. Black British cul-
turcd siudies took as its main subject the elabo-
ration of black Britishness over and against eth-
nic absclutism in Britain, the construction of a
hegemonic blackness by black Americans, and
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other manifestations of diasporan aesthetics.

Londeon-based black cultural workers found the lan-
guage specific to their condition of black Britishness by
submitting to a critical reading not only the texts of the
white left, which often ignore race, but also texts from
the black diaspora. Some of the most fascingting
momenis in Paul Gilroy's There Ain’t No Black in the
Union Jack (1987) involve a critique of the work of
George Orwell and Raymond Williams for their English
ethnocentrism. In order to carve out a space for black-
ness in Britain, Gilroy had to denounce Williams and
Orwell in a similar way that he denounced British right-
wingers such as Enoch Powell for their nostalgic cele-
bration of a mythic, homogeneous way of life of the
English working class. Iscac Julien similarly developed
his film language through o critical reading of the
avant-garde cinema. Julien siates that;

On the left of avant-gardism is pleasure, which
the avani-garde itself denies, clinging to the puri-
tanism of its constructed ethics, measuring itself
against a refusal to indulge in narrative or emo-
tions gnd indeed, in some cases, refusing repre-
sentation itsell, because all these systems of signs
are fixed, entrenched in the "sin or evil” of repre-
sentation. The high moral tone of this discourse is
based on a kind of masochistic self-censorship
that relies on the indulgence of a colonial history
and a post-colonial history of cinema or white rep-
resentations based on cur black absence. The
problematic that surfaces when black filmmakers
-+ experiment with the idea of black film text and the
subjective camera is that subjectivity implies con-
tradiction. But this is not, in itself, fixed.
(Undercut: A magazine for independent video and
filmmuakers, 1988, p.36)

Black British cultural workers also engage with the
black American culture of the 1960s and 1970s and elab-
orate it into something energetic and specifically
British. Scme of the most significant diasporic influ-
ences on black British cultural studies have been the
works of Bleck Americans such as June Jordan, whose
Civil Wars (1981) helped young black British thinkers to
theorize "policing” in their own context: Manning
Marable, Cedric Bobinson, James Baldwin, Toni Cade
Bambara, Ntozake Shonge, and Toni Morrison.
Caribbean influences included C.L.R. James, George
Lamming, Wilson Hearris, Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire,
Edward Braithwaite, and Derek Walcott, and African
influences included Ngugi Wa Thiongo and Ousmane
Sembéne. But these diasporic texts were articulated
with black Britishness to create new approaches that
were attentive to the fluidity of identities, class, and
sexual politics in the British context.

While the distinction between the "Birmingham
school”— an economic, or class-based cultural studies
— und a "bleck British school”— a race —, or ethnic

identity-based cultural studies — may be difficult to
maintain in light of the fact that figures such as Stuart
Hall, Gilroy, and Dick Hebdige played and continue to
play key roles in our understanding of both these
strands of thought, it is a useful distinction to consider
if we want to understand why in the U.S. academic con-
text there appear to be two diflerent kinds of "cultural
studies” even though bhoth are said to be derived from
“British cultural studies.”

One prevalent strain of cultural studies in the U.S.
posits race at its center and uses metaphors of racial
construction to bring to light the ways of life of
oppressed groups. It is concerned with issues such. as
black appropriation of the discourse of modernism, the
performative character of the construction of identity,
cross-over texts, cultural ambivalence, and sexism and
homophobia in black communities. Thus, it combines
elements of what we might call “oppression studies”—
historical and sociological work that has concerned
itself with uncovering the various modes of oppression
of black men and women, the black family, etc. — with
descriptive and semiotic study of the ways of life and
artifacts of black individuals and communities. Writers
such as bell hooks, Michele Wallace, Marlon Riggs,
Woahneema Lubiano, Tom Lott, Henry Louis Gates Jr.,
Houston Baker Jr., Cornel West, Jane Gaines, Cora
Caplem, Hazel Carby, and Herman Gray, to name o few,
have entered into dialogue with the strand of black
British cultural studies that focuses on issues of hybridi-
ty, essentialism, etc, — for example, with the work of
Paul Gilroy, Kobena Mercer, Sonia Boyce, Pavid Bailey,
Sankofa, end the Black Audio Film Collective. The
December 1991 conference “Black Popular Culture,”
organised by the Dia Center in New York City, brought
together many of these critics and regsserted the cen-
trality of the discourse of blackness to cultural studies.

The other culiural studies in the U.S. explicitly links
itself to the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies. Taking as one of its primary projects
the description of people's whole way of life, it focuses
on cultural practices and texts such as rock music,
Hollywood cmd independent films, and so-called new
ethnicities. Practitioners of this form of cubtural studies
also describe the impact on culture of, for example, the
medical profession, leisure industries, and corporate
control of electronic media. While these theorists main-
tain a strong anti-essentialist perspective, their
abstract discourse belies the fact that they have been
more influenced by certain straing of poststructuralism
than by recent developments in the black strond of cul-
tural studies. The conference "Cultural Studies Now
and in the Future,” held at the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champagne April 4-9, 1990, represented not
only the best and the highest levels of abstraction in the
discourse of this brand of cultural studies, but also its
tendency to evacuate race and gender as primary
issues.

This genealogy of cultural studies obviously over-
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simplifies the field; for example, the forms I have
described are not simply in opposition: many cultural
workers cross the boundaries of many of these
approaches. The purpose of constructing a typology is
that comparing and analyzing foci of each form facili-
tates exposing its advantages as well as its limitations.
For example, British cultural studies theorists have eriti-
cized some black cultural workers for essentializing
blackness by reilying black ways of lile even as they
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debunk the ethnic absolutism they associate with
Englishness cmd black nationalism. This anti-essenticl-
ist critique of black cultural work suggests how an
emphasis on identity politics con encourage people to

-forego the project of coalition building and actuclly

fragment revolutionary struggle.

Similarly, contradictions within U.S. cultural studies
underlie the fact that the importation of theoretical tra-
ditions of the Birmingham Cenire to the U.5. must




include an engagement with the material conditions of
culture in the U.8. Unfortunately, o good deal of U.S. cul-
tural studies that invokes the Birmingham Centre dis-
engages theory from its spaces of application. The per-
spectives of the Birmingham school cannot simply be
lifted and applied to the U.S.—where traditions of fami-
ly, nation and spectatorship, for example, are quite dif-
ferent—without a negotiation and reapplication of the
tools of ethnography and cnalysis in the context of U.S.

socigl and material conditions. In their attempt to
replace deconstruction with cultural studies as a new
academic discipline, its practitioners have made anti-
essentialism theéir strongest critical tool, and turned
their backs on the theoretical and methodolegical con-
tributions of Marxism, feminism and black studies. The
anti-essentialism of this cultural studies has become an
essentialism of its own kind: the reification of discourse.

At the same time, practitioners of the Birmingham
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school tradition and of black cultural studies have much
to learn from black studies and feminist studies as they
have been developed in the U.S. black British writers
studying, for example, the implications of postmodern
films or theories of global systems might do well to look
at work that has been done in such areas as African
studies, Asian studies, and Latin American studies
before declaring that we are beyond history, develop-
ment, and recovery. The perspective of British culturad
studies researchers on such issues as essentialism and
binarism would also be complicated by examination of
case studies produced by U.S. feminists and African
American scholars on racism, oppression and exclusion.

The challenge of black Americons is now to engage
British cultural studies and to develop cultural work
thai addresses issues such as the plight of inner city
youth as well as what Cornel West calls the “institu-
tions of caring” in the black community (Cornel West,
“Nihilism in Black America,” Dissent, Spring 1991, p.223).
To analyze effectively the specificity of the black public
sphere in the U.S., black studies must engage both the
ethnographic approach of the Birmingham scheool and
the race-centered approach of the black British school.
We must ground our cultural studies in material condi-
tions. We cannot wait for Hall or Gilroy or Boyce or
Julien to tell us how io do this. On the contrary, we have
to elaborate the U.3. context in light of the work of Hall
and other British scholars, not find replications of their
ethnographies or cbstractions. We must read their work
in such a way that they do not recognize themselves.
Cultural studies in our hands should give new medn-
ings to terms such as hybridity, essentiglism, ambive-
lence, identity politics, and the black community.

Bluck studies in the U.S.

11 the Dia “Black Popular Culture” conierence is any
indication, the careful integration of elements from both
strands of British cultural studies promises to enable
black studies in the U.S. to expand in purview as well
as depth, shifting ite emphasis from “oppression stud-
jes” to what I call "performance studies.”

"Oppression studies” Has historically done much to
uncover and decipher the exclusion of blacks from the
inventions, discourses, and emancipatory effects of
modernity, and much still needs to be said about this. A
great deal of contemporary work seeks to continue this
line of study, and is furthermore concerned to respond to
the critiques of posistructuralism and cultural studies.
In an effort to break down the so-called "black commu-
nity,” these theorists focus analysis on subgroups delin-
eated through such categories as class, sexuality, gen-
der, etc. The importance of specificity in narratives
about discrimination and oppression is undenicble.
However, the identification of study subjects as “the
black woman,” "the young endangered black male,”
the black gay or lesbian,” "the middle-class black,”
within the larger political context has posed a danger to
black studies. The fragmented perspective of such nax-
ratives can exucerbate political divisions in responses
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to events such as the Mike Tyson tricl or the Clarence
Thomas/Anita Hill hearings that may call for unity
across lines of class, gender, eamd sexual crientation.
Furthermore, “oppression studies” need not over-
shadow the actions of black people that helped o refine
the tools of modernity and advance its democratic
ideals. Black “performonce studies” would mean study
of the ways in which black people, through communica-
tive action, created and continue to create themselves
within the American experience. Such an approach
would contain several interrelated notions, among them
that "performance” involves an individual or group of
people interpreting an existing tradition—reinventing
themselves—in front of an audience, or public: and that
black agency in the U.S. involves the redetfinition of the
tools of Americanness. Thus, the notion of “study”
expands not only to include an appreciation of the
importance of performative action historically, but also
to include a performative aspect itself, a reenactment of
a text or a style or a culturally specific response in o dif-
ferent medium. At the “Black Populer Culture” confer-
ence, for example, Greg Tate explored a new reclism of
urbem life adding his knowledge of jazz, funk, and sci-
ence fiction to his familiarity with the dramatic, audi-
ence-involving traditions of preaching and music with-
in black communities. Such a "performance” is both
political and theoretical: it refers to and draws on exist-
ing traditions; represents the actor as occupying a dif-
ferent pesition in society; and interpellates the cudi-
ence's responge to emerging images of black people.

In the U.S. today young writers, artists, and perform-
ers such as Trish Rese, Lisa Kennedy, Jacqui Jones, and
Tate are interested less in what legal scholar Begina
Austin has called cross-over dreams cad the narrative
of the “dream deferred” as in the notion of a black pub-
lic sphere. These culiural workers are heirs of the civil
rights movement and the black nationalist movement of
the ‘60s, but differ significantly in focus and perspec-
tives from both. They are different from the civil rights
intellectuals and activists in that they are not as con-
cerned with forwarding integration and the develop-
ment of "oppression studies,” which dominated black
studies, women studies, and Chicano studies in the
‘70s. Their ideology is also significantly different from
the black nationalism of the ‘60s which in the context of
white supremacism developed strong sirains of sexism,
racism and homophcbia.

These thinkers are motivated by social and economic
changes among black communities occasioned by the
combination of post-Waorld War H patterns of migration
and urbanization and the ¢ivil rights movements. This
period saw the growth of an unprecedented mass litera-
cy among blacks, who earlier depended on the church
and populor music as their primary arena for cultural
and political debate. This broad cultural shift to a new
black public sphere set the stage for an environment in
which books, films, the visual arts, and music no longer
principally exhibit an interest in the project of integra-
tion, or in belonging to the society of the “good lite,”
which is increasingly recognized as being white.




Instead, seeing one’s life reflected at the center of
books, films, visual arts, and music takes precedence.

Indeed, the shiit to the new black public sphere has
been accompanied by the evolution of a new version of
black naticnalism. The traditional exclusionary themes
of black nationalism are transformed in the works of
writers such as Terry McMillan and filmmakers as
diverse as Reginald Hudlin, Spike Lee, Julie Dash, and
Charles Burnett into the themes of a black “goed life™
elements of black nationalism are reinscribed in con-
temporary material and cultural conditions to construct
a different black version of the American dream. Today
black artists, from rap musicians to filmmckers and
writers, are deriving Iuame and success from exploiting
the themes of a black public sphere, or as Public Enemy
puis it, a "black planet.” The consumers of art about the
black “good life" society are not only both black and
white, but exist internationclly. This "good life” has
become the object of interest, and even envy,' of
Americans of different origins and races.

Civil rights activists feared that black nationalism
would exhance ghettoization. But white youth and an
international audience have become increasingly lasci-
nated by cultural preduction that calls itself authenti-
cally black. Reasons for this attraction ronge from the
pull of the exotic to the incorporation of liberatory
themes into resistance to parent ethnic cultures that
position themselves as universal. Rap, for example, has
moved from the underground toward the center, making
it the subject of incorporation by white pop musicians
as well as the object of parody by "Deadheads” and
country musicions.

As the work of younger scholars has already shown,
cultural studies of the black British variety can make an
important intervention in the analysis of the new arts
produced aboui the black good life society. Emphasis on
hykridity, crosg-over, and the critique of homophebia
yields some tools with which to check the regressive
consequences of any nationalism. Black British cultural
workers have a love and hale relationship with black
American culture; this both enables the British to use
American cuiture as raw material for its own eritical
and artistic endeavors, and prompts the British to criti-
cize American culture for being obsessed with the dis-
course of race and slavery, for being notionclistic in the
worst sense, and for not being reflexive or self-critical.
Black British viewers do not identify with the notion of a
black good life society, let alone with the consumers of
a Spike Lee film.

I submit that a measure of identification with the
U.3. black public sphere, its cultural consumers and
reproducers, is necessary for the production of engag-
ing texts on the black good life society and its arts. In
addition, it is not sufficient to analyze only the art of the
good life society and the consumers of that product. One
must understand the forms of life of blacks and whites
in the U.S. in order to appreciate the techniques that
black artists engage in transforming well-established
white meanings.

Conditions of black life in America have resulted in a

black American response to modernity that is both inno-
vative and antimodern. Blacks have constantly rede-
fined the medanings imposed on the tools and products
of modernization by a linear and often destructive
Eurocentrism. For example, the acts of black leaders
such as Ida B. Wells, Frederick Douglass, and Martin
Luther King Jr. served as the background to the rewrit-
ing of lawsg that were writien to protect the righis of
whites only. At the same iime, by being situated at the
margins, black people observed the advancement of the
most efficient modernity in the world upside down. As &
result, black people have provided—and continue to
provide—some of the most important critiques of moder-
nity through what might be called techniques of
reversability. Take, for example, black people's icono-
clastic redirection of instruments used in classical
music and army bands, which violated many levels of
order to create jazz, the music of modernity.

I suggested earlier that the civil rights movement
contributed to mass literacy among black people, but
the failure of civil rights' politics of integration has left
this mass starved for black-centered books, films, paint-
ing, music, etc. At the same time, black nationclism’s
legacy of emphasis on identity, pelitical struggle, and
self-determincation cannot be placed in the shadows, for
it survives in the structures of the new black public
sphere. In fact, many black thinkers have a suspicious
attitude toward poststructuralism end postmodernism
in pert because they interpret the emphasis that these
thecretical projects put on decentering the subject polit-
ically—as a mecns to once again undermine the black
subject. The historical and ideclogical discontinuities
between those giving voice to the black good life soci-
ety cmd their predecessors in the civil rights and black

nationalist movements need to be addressed urgently

in order for the black public sphere to continue to devel-
op its black-centered perspectives and techniques.

To reproduce itsell, the new black public sphere
needs both an economic base that provides jobs for
young pecple and delinitions and discussions of the
culture it is producing daily. U.S. black studies can
develop performance studies as « mode of interpolating
people in the black cultural sphere, positioning the peo-
ple of the black good life society as its “ideal readers.”
Such a method of elaboration promises a way to nar-
rate the break with the tenets of the civil rights move-
ment and black nationalism, and move on to higher lev-
els of abstraction along the lines of sexual politics,
class, and labor relations.

Manthia Diawara is a professor of Comparative
Literature and ilm, and is the Director of Africana
Studies at New York University.

This article is a reprint courtesy of Afterimage,
October 1892.
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rags drama of this historic coal mining town.
She discovers that Chinese workers lived on
the other side af the slack heaps.

st your eyes on the pic-

turesiue heautyof this lake named to honour

Princkss Louise Caroline Alberta, daughter of

Queen Victoria, She discavers the lake on a
iy dayibzfore that she did not exist.
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Seven Songs For Malcolm X

Necrophilia and the

AN INTERVIEW WITH JOHN AKOMFRAH

Critic Kass Banning and British filmmaker John Akomfrah on necrophilia,
Seven Songs for Malcolm X and Black British cinema.

John Akomfrah, member of the London-based film workshop, Black Audio Film Collective, was in Toronto at
the Festival of Festivuls with his film Seven Songs for Malcolm X, ¢ meditation on Malcolm X, Akomfrah is and
was at the centre of the black British new wave that took hoth the black diaspora and infernctional film commu-
nities by storm in the eighties. Taking the “riots” of '81 and '84 in Birmingham and London as its starting point,
Handsworth Songs (1986) offers an unforgettable, poetic rumination. Juxtaposing found images of struggle within
the public sphere with moments of intimacy, the film offers up archeological accounts that insistently gesture
towards their origin—colonialism. Two innovative narrative films with overarchingly archeological projects,
Testament end Who Needs A Heart, swiftly followed, These works signalled “new times” —offering an aesthetic

intervention around race— dismantling earlier designations of what black cinema couid and should be. They
have met with unprecedented success (and debate).
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Seven Songs For Malcolm X is no deviation from the
project. Re-forging earlier successful combinations,
archival footage and Malcolm’s extracted writings,
words by cultural commentators and friends are
punctuated by haunting stylized tableaux which, ulti-
mately, rework Maleolm X as icon. While stressing his
more internationalist political views, what emerges,
surprisingly, given the broad global canvas of his
thoughts and the film’'s insistent formalism, is a more
tenuous, and hence more human Malcolm figure than
is usually conveyed. Melodiously weaving from exte-
rior to inner speech and back again, the voices of
Toni Cade Bambuara, and Gianearlo Esposito elo-
quently hold it all together. Stellar participants
include Patricia Williams, Betty Shabbazz (at her
most disarming best), Yuri Kochiyama, Robin Kelly,
Thulani Davis, William Kunstler, Greg Tate, and oth-
ers. Given the timing of its release, we can only read
this (comparatively) modest film as a compelling foot-
note to Spike Lee's Malcolm X, but as a most neces-
sary one. In addition to its overwhelming inherent
value, Seven Song’s emergence will recharge
debates specific to black filmmaking and the differ-
ence difference makes.

B/L The first film I saw by you was Handsworth
Songs, I believe it was here in Toronto at the Festival
of Festivals, at least six years ago, folks were blown
away by it. There was « sense that this film signalled
something new. Dealing with the politics of represen-
tation and displacement, but at the same time plea-
surable cnd smart, it constituted a riveting mesh of
poetics and "realness.”

Tthink Seven Songs negoticates a similar structure:
real folks, fellow activisis, friends, giving differing
testimony juxtaposed with surreal tablequx and
archival footage that similarly excavates the imagi-
nary while building up “the idea” of a person. Why
Malcolm, why now?

J.A. [think you're right to say that there’s a connec-
tion between Seven Songs and Handsworth, and
you're right, they're much more formatl connections. I
think, talking personally about the work that I've
directed for Black Audio, Touch of the Tar Brush and
Who Needs a Heart were very much detours into
attempts to think through questions of representation
by the route of other cinemas, independent in particu-
lar. With Seven Songs [ wanted to return to the idea
of a fizxed narrative that you couldn’t change and iry
and build counterpoints with poetry within that. With
Handsworth Songs there is a fairly straight story
there, there's been « riot, it had a beginning and an
end, and you have to maoke sense of that. It's the in-
betweens that mattered. I think the same applies to
Seven Songs.
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B/L Formally it had, I don't know if ambivalence is
the right term, much more differing...

J.A. Handsworth is more of a blend, much more
open-ended, and built into the structure was the
notion of ambivalence because it was very clear that
the predetermined readings of the riots were either
pathologizing — this is an act of criminality — or
humanizing or rationalizing it by saying they were a
product of unemployment. What we wanted to do
was work through some of the more intangible rea-
sons why rupture and outbreak may well be the out-
come to blocking desire.

B/L How this is translated to cinema makes the work
so evocative.

J.A. Ithink there is a sense that we look for
moments of solitude and intimacy, not even necessar-
ily lock for it but construct moments of intimacy and
solitude through which one can then look at very pub-
lic information, a black leader, for example. The
guestion is trying to find a way of providing people
with a vantage point which is not current affairs but
poetry if you like. So yes, there is that similarity, but 1
have to say that I do think Seven Sengs has a lot more
a rigid structure because we actually thought through
the structure so clearly.

B/L. Purposefully so, the end is rather overdster-
mined as well, as you do begin with Malcolm’s death.

J.A. Tt's incredibly overdetermined in a way in
which Handsworth wasn't. It was an incredibly open
text. It wasn't even the same film. We shot a series of
tableau about the surplus underclass which cre the
sequences that appear at the end of the film, we
moved to Handsworth to document what was hap-
pening and then we had already a tape slide interest
in photography which we were pursuing throughout
the work. So in many ways what you get in the struc-
ture of Handsworth is a coming together of « series of
concerns which were at that point mutually exclusive
and the tape slide carries on to show these relations.
The reportage stuff wirs simply done as part of ¢
desire to keep an archive, there was never a film in
mind, just a series of things which then, at some point
somebody, I think it was Trevor or Reece {Augiste)
said we should pull it all together, make a film. That's
how that arrived, a very different emphasis.

B/L The original scuttlebutt, in conversation with
mutual friends about Seven Songs For Malcolm X,
was that it was going to provide a different angle on
Malcolm, that it would redress what Spike Lee left out
in his epic Malcolm X. Given what I perceive to be a
radical difference, in emphasis, or politics, if you will,




[ was frankly surprised to see Spike in the film. Why
Spike, was this an ironic commentary on the commod-
ification of the figure of Malecolm X?

4.8, He's partly there in that form, but the point was
that by the time we started the name Spike Lee and
Maleolm X had become almost synonymous. With
Spike's Malcolm X what we were witnessing was o
kind of return of Malcolm through commodification.
Soin a way any attempt to go to the source had to go
through him. The desire certainly wasn't to include
Spike Lee in the film as a palpable figure, butas a
kind of a sign for this reinvention of an Afrocentric
Maleolm, but he was uncooperative as that sign, so
he remuins effectively as a kind of elliptical speci-
men.

B/L He looks uncomfortable, as usual.

J.A. He does. It was difficult, [ tried to get a decent
interview with him but he didn"t want one. I think he
did feel at the time he had said evervthing he had to
say on it so the interview he gave us was frankly bor-
ing. I remember him coming to London a couple of
weeks cfterwards and telling me that the reason he
guve us a boring interview was because I asked him
stupid questions. Wait a minute. I did not.

B/L Rejection. When did you conceive of the project?

d.A. Immediately after we finished Who Needs A
Heart. What we wanted to do with this film was to
find, if one can call it that, the genesis of black radi-
calism, or the strands that fed into the genesis.

B/L [n London.

J.A. Yes. It became clear in the course of the
research that there was a very straightforward trans-
ference going on because Malcolm came there and
met Michael X, who was then called Michael De
Freitas, and he said, you should be doing what I do.
And at that moment Michael X was born. [t seemed
almost inevitable thet we would arrive at some point
at a project about Maleolm. And it just so happened
that at the moment we then thought about doing this
project, we also heard theat Spike Lee was making this
major film. We thought, this is even better, it would
mean there would be a huge explosion of interest
that we could ride and sneak ours in. Of course, once
he started i1, and we read about his project and what
else was being written in the States, it became clear
that other things were not being included that had to
be included.

B/L Obvicusly it is quite fitting, starting with

"Michael X, and then moving to Malcolm. This relation

crystallizes or is an exemplary instance of the inher-
ent transmigration of ideas {and bodies) in the black
diaspora. In your hands, this relation was fore-
grounded in Who Needs a Heart, the meeting of
Maleolm and Michael, how black nationalism was
played cut and became quite something else in
Londen in the sixties and the extradition of Michael X
back to Trinidad, towards death, viscerally marks the
darker side of that exchange.

J.A. The diasporic sensibility, as you know in my
work, is quite ingrained. The theme of memory is
something [ return to again and again and I think the
trems-Atlantic nature of that memory is alse important
to evoke — where it's possible we do. I think in this
particular instance, rather thoan simply inventing that

“memory or reactivating it, one simply had to highjack

an ongoing one which is the figure of Malcolm X. The
very invoking of the name Malcolm is also then to
invoke the emergence of that inordinate variant of
that diasporic sensibility. Here's the fellow that said
Africa, the Caribbean and Europe are all connected
because they are pecpled by blacks and «ll have
gomething in common which is their African origin.

Blah blah biah.

B/L So you stress that international aspect by the
people you chose to interview.

J. A, Very much. It was important to us that the par-
ticipants in the film who really knew about Malcolm,
had, if not the semblance of diversity, at least the pre-
tence of a semblance of diversity. The minute you say
lets look ot who ccm represent his life, all kinds of
things happen.

B/L Arhetoric emerges.

J.A. Yes. It was difficult in a way to get a much more
even-handed performance from people if [ can use a
dramatic metaphor.

B/L Is that why you punctuated the interviews with
black and white, to tone it down.

J.A. Yes.

B/L Really. I thought it was ¢ marker for memory or
a past/present device.

oJ.A. There was partly a desire to shift from black
and white and colour, which was then to be a kind of
past/present device, but then once we started think-
ing through ii, it became clear we couldn't sustain
that.
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B/L 1t does initially trick and lull you into how the
narrative works.

J.A. T think partly why the drama and the portraiiure
of black and white, which is interspersed between
interviews of people cmd so on, evolved because of
an uneasiness with the deploying of rhetorics about
Maleolm X. The minute you start listening to people
talking you feel, my God, this is not history. The terror
of being accused of being hagiographic, I think, nec-
essarily forced us to make a choice about whether we
were going 1o be even-handed and objective or 1o
push the hagiography further than it was at the time.
I'm glad we did it in the later way.

B/L Yes, T think it's tempered somewhat by the film's
overarching movement, the subjective narrative,
Malcolm moving towards death as well as the flatien-
ing elfect of the tableau. They seem to have been rel-
atively dispersed, not privileging any particular
moment of his life.
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dohn Akomfrah

£.8A. There are two things that [ wasn't very comlort-
able with. One is the way in which Malcolm's life has
always been narrativized as o movement from dark-
ness to light, which [ frankly don't believe. The other
was the way in which death functions in the narrative
of Malcolm X as sign of victimization, when he rears
his head and goes down and rears kis head again.
We weren't comfortable with that.

B/L You work against that though, it was a sliding
rather than...

J.A. We tried to construct a more circular structura.
At the very beginning we start with the death and
work our way backwards, and that was a way to try to
avold melodrama.

B/L Do vou think the tableau format works against
that?

J.B. The tableau format sometimes helps and some-
times works against that. They work for me because

Photo: Dean Goodwin




John Akomfrah's Seven Songs For Walcolm X

they help to disrupt this notion that he came out of
darkness into light. To be very specific, we tried not
to light things in terms of that narrative structure.
Each moment of his life was given due reverence and
respect.

B/L They are bequtifully done, such artistry there.

J.A. Yes it was very much a way of getting away
from starting his life in red, then orange, then blue
when he dies. I didn't want that because I thought
that would be, thematically, the wrong pattern set.
We didn’t believe in that dark and light trajectory
and it would have been wrong to then reproduce it ot
the level of form. That's parily why we divided it into
seven sections with each section playing o theme,
helping us to find o theme that each section could
play rather than an overall theme, hence the head-
ings. There really isn't an overall theme if you watch
it at all carefully, over and above a clear narrative
curve, if you like, there is no overall theme. And I'm
much more comforicble with that, it's fragmented and
uneven, but it's a deliberately constructed uneve-
ness, it's creative disjunctiveness, it's bricolage. I
tend to always parody the structural canvas size,
except in this case, as well ag in Hondsworth Songs,
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these were already existing components that we then
tried to wield into a craative block. We went looking
for blocks.

B/L And you got them. That's a good word, actually,
block, Gramsci's bloes fit, with the warking of the
sequestered sections of the film.

J.A. One of the problems with the documentary is
the cut away, you have to have it partly because it's
just technically difficult to avoid. What we wanted to
do was find formal reasons for cutting away as
oppeosed to pragmatic ones. It was completely ran-
dom, Joy and I would shut our eyes and say, cut there.

B/l Seven Songslooks like your slickest film to
date, the production values were higher, was this due
to the backing of Channel Four?

J.A. Ithink the production values were certainly a
lot more slick than they hoped for, but that had « lot to
do with our collaborating with Arthur Jafia (cine-
matographer for Julie Dash's Daughter of the Dust).
That's where the slickness comes in because we had
talked for a long time about trying to do work togeth-
er and trying to do work towards ¢ homage toward

people we had liked in the past, Janov, Tarkovsky,
Dreyer, people like that, as well as Van DerZee, the
Harlem photographer. Van Der Zee is the most explic-
it reference in the film through The Book of the Dead.
That book made it explicit for us what we were trying
to do. In a way it is an act of necrophilia to try and
resurrect a dead figure. Van Der Zee's mode, the
whole line of benches, the opulence of decth, etc.
That's what necrophilia is.

B/L Now I understand the extended return to the
table, the elongated frames and lines, the kids with
the balls, the chair. (A phoiograph by Van Der Zee
also inspired Toni Morrison's novel Jazz).

J.8. I mean necrophilic not in aliteral sense, but in
a posimodern sense in which people are invoking fig-
ures, there is an act of feeding off the dead. This was
one way of making it more explicit, underwriting it is
a desire for opulence.

B/L It was also the leck you wanted.

#.8. Yes. For example the very last set of stuff thet
James Van Der Zee did was « picture of John Michele
Vasquez sitting in a chair, the same chair that we
used in the film. He uses a vaseline effect that led to
the use of lenses that we used. So there is a very spe-
cific and explicit acknowledging of that worlk.

B/L Perfect marriage. I should have known, given
that the past, or at least referencing is your thing.
Your collaboration with AJ obviously worked. But tell
me something, what do you think of his theory that I
have heard him elagborate on several cccasions, you
know, the idea that a "real” black cinema approxi-
mertes or is the visual equivalent of black music, jazz
in particular? I don't really see this played out in your
film.

oJ.A. Tjust don't buy Al's thing about the essenticl
black cinema residing in rhythm, in cutting. I think it's
in the frame, hence we went for those elongated lens-
es, he called them his Masai lenses, where the partic-
ipants looked somewhat skewed, streiched cut. This
was an opportunity for him to do his thing.

B/L And he did it well.

B/L Why the omnipresence of the corpse in Black
British film? Looking for Langston, Dreaming Rivers,
Mysteries of July, this film?

Jd.A. Again, I think necrophilia is at the heart of
black filmmaking. [ wanted to make that very explicit
with this film. [ think that it adways was apparent.
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B/L It's not a negativity, its a marker. The way that
imagery works in other forms of filmmcking. Here,
there is mourning, but much more.

J.8. It's a definite marker. This is why [ suddenly
thought about why certain filmmakers would also be
so attractive, Chris Marker, Para Jenov, in terms of
death. Why certain idecs are so attractive, the
"Mourning and Melancholia” piece, and what has
been done with it in terms of AIDS activism cmd so on,
has to do with getting to the heart of something that is
intangible, a memory of ourselves.

B/L Without an originory moment.

J.8. But that is where the melancholia comes in
because there never is, but when you think you've
located it, it becomes...

B/L Anicon?

J.A. Right. I think that in the beginning we were dis-
turbed by that, the way in which when you seize hold
of these figures they literally turn inte masks and stat-
ues in your hand, but when you get over it [ think it
happens, as in the caze of Looking for Langston,
where you're comiortable with that mask, when the
desire shifts from melancholia to necrophilia almost.
You almost begin to desire these figures precisely
because they are irreirievable, impossible to cap-
ture, therefore dead.

B/L Is that o contemporary corallary to the bones of
the ancestors? -

J. A, The most powerful moment actually in
Testament for me is the very end and the very begin-
ning. both images really of death, a kind of stultifica-
tion, atrophy, when she goes to the graveyard at the
end and burys her father, or when the man walks in
the beginning of Testament, o wish fulfillment of
death, a drowning wish going on there. There isa
kind of levei of morbidity which [ think people have to
realize in the quest for identity. It is morbid business.

B/L Solidifies and rigidifies.

J.A. The attempt is to find « golid thing and when
you can't find it you begin to literally patch it together
which is a process of mummitication of ideas in a
way.

B/L Do you wont to disclose your next project, or
net?

J.A. Tcan talk about two projecis, I don't know it
that's the one you're talking about. I'm just finishing o




feature script, finally, for the BFI (British Film
Instituts) a kind of adaptation of Visconti's Rocco and
His Brothers.

B/L Ob really, your neorealist phase, I think not, not
enough layers for you.

J.A. You'll see, it's an important work, but that's
another intexrview. Also I have got to finish off a pro-
ject on the nineteenth century emergence of the
African middle class. A new diasporic adventure.

B/L You just can't give it up.

J.A, In order to survive I may well have 1o ke o job
called Harlem Diary, to fashion a film out of the work
of a black anthropologist, Terry Williams, who has
spent the last twenty years on this project.

B/L Well, archaeology is your thing. Not in o literal
sense, a Foucauldian sense. Excavating.

J.A. You're right. And taxonomizing, and building
inventory, the usual standard nineteenth century
obsession of the older middle class gentlemon mat-
ried to neo/post marxist obsessions of the minutia of
the everyday. I think you become aware that the
diasporic is cn act of will and memory because there
are very few institutions that can substantiate that
presence. There are no statues, no buildings, no
libraries, no "here is black history.” These are acts of
will and memory and the very mode of remembering
is essential for any historic project and I am not talk-
ing about just the very obvious mode of remembering
history.

B/L Recently, o number of "emerging” Canadian
filmmuakers have adopted memory as a defining
trope, without, unfortunately, the deeper. more
sophisticated resonances, including historical, evi-
dent in work such as yours. 1 fear this clicheization, if
you will, flatiens or collupses memory into a simplis-
tic rendering of the cutobiographical.

J.A. Any project which doesn't realize the potential
that the end of its quest is a cul-de-sac, is headed for
disaster. We use these categories in a very Derridean
way. in erasure, We are very aware of the pittalls
now of invoking identity and evoking memory. On the
other hand, you have to be strategic, as Stuart Hall
says, you have to wrife the sentence, you com change
your mind afterwards, but you have to write first. So
you are caught in a double bind because you want to
both be agonistic enough about the transcendental
value of a category, but you also know that the ero-
sion of those categories then allow you to open areas
tor illuminating what otherwise would have
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remained closed. Without invoking the notion of
identity we would never have gotten inio the busi-
ness of the connection between document and poetry.
Simply because each one of them had « very cleor
agenda, Use postry for self-expression, the document
for validation, or whatever the binary was. Invoking
a notion of identity and cleave it and use it as anticli-
sis somehow creates an abyss between the two.

B/L In spite of all the dialogue in the past, say fif-
teen years at least, individual ethnic, or racial, iden-
tity remains an end point. Single-issue work often
prevails, this is how identity is mostly being invoked,
especially by a new generation of filmmakers, here,
in the New World. I think this is a problem, it has insti-
tuticnal roots, and is perhaps, generational.

J.A. Ithink pecpie should not invoke identity as a
way of side-stepping turbulence, then your heading
for the cul-de-sac that I'm talking about.

B/L Exactly. The essentialist route, it's tricky.

J.A. You can use essentialism but you have to be
strategic.

B/L The flip side of single-issue identity politics is
that things get done.

J.A. | have to keep reiterating that there are pitfalls
of identity politics and one of the major ones is to
invoke identity politics as a search for harmony, for
wholeness. We have never done this, we're
bricoleurs.

B/L Some young people, especially coming out of
universities, are more inclined to interrogate rather
than reduplicate the hegemony of the Hood. I have
seen films influenced by your work cnd others, but I
think our proximity to the States has made more of an
impact, more of a swing toeward feature filmmaking. I
also think it's gender specific. Women seem more
influenced by the ideas that have informed your

work, and I think this is due partly te the points of con-

tact with your project and the feminist one that pre-
ceded it in Britain.

J. A, Butl think persenal, reflective black cinema
hes been eclipsed in a way by a much more aggres-
sive, marketed cinema that speaks certainty in the
language of viclence.

B/L And realism.

J.8. think there is very little room now for the kinds
of work that we were seen as pioneering, the cinema
of ideas, of agnosticism, of invoking turbulence,
desire for history.

B/L It's no longer funded?

J.8. It's no lenger desired. People are now awore
that there are easier ways of doing this work. It's
potentially about to disappear. I wish people were
invoking it but I don't think that's the case. I don't
want to sound like an old man whose time has come
and gone, but our exploration had to stop.

B/L You anticipate my next question. It would seem
that the main achievement of the Black British film
movement, and I include intellectual movement, has
been to complicate the old oppositions ond to ques-
tion the uniformity of black struggle, and to articulate
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the complexity of black experience in the diaspora. Is
that something you agree with?

J.A. Wholeheartedly. I wouldn't claim it all for us. A
lot of interesting stuff came out of Britain in the eight-
ies, fine cmt, literature, photography. At the heart of it
was not simply just the work dene by Hall and Gilroy,
Kobena Mercer. But also the work of the likes of Homi
Bhabha, the return to Fanon, Lacan, differenily. The
return of the specular as a legitimate area of black
interest was incredibly useful and valuable for re-
engaging in cultural work and defining cultural norms.

B/L You formed a different kind of race politic.

J.A. My generation, the bastard children of 68, who
came of age in the early eighties were the first gener-
ation to be fully processed by British society. Other
people had allegiances, alternative histories, which




they fused with British history but we were the peaple
who were first fully formed by British culture and had
to, in a sense, discover blackness accidentally, or as
a supplement. The very act of being trained as
bourgie bourgie kids in cultural studies departments
meant that we were going to be clearly the ascen-
dants of that work in Britain at the time, Screen,
Althusserion Marxism, Lacanian psychounalysis.
These were some of the discourses, along with
national identity, cultural identity, that were being
contextualized at the time, as well as investigations
of spectatorship.

B/L Indeed, I come out of that theoretical moment as
well. but positioned from here, cnd perhaps that colo-
nial distance, if you will, intensified my desire for
works that, similarly, came out of these concerns. [
had a long time waiting. Perhaps that is why I have
felt so connected to your project. But why do you think
this moment is over, or at least has waned?

J.A. People want the earnestness which character-
izes that moment to disappear and they want a much
more ironic invoking of it that tells a story.

B/L It hos been suggested that work by people of
colour arises out of duty—what has come to be known
as the cinema of duty. This strikes me as somewhat
rudimentary, but sometimes necessary. I tend to fall
into the trap, and it is difficult to aveid, of framing this
kind of work in am evolutionist manner, in stages if
yvou will. Over the years [ have come to see it as relat-
ed to the class issue, which is often veiled by discus-
sions of thai nebulous term audience.

J.A. Specifically, the notion of duty. Yes I think that
is clearly the case. Yet this is another case of the flip
side of identity politics, what Kobena Mercer has
referred to as the burden of representation. The very
act of evoking a cultural identity at the same time as
one evokes their personal identity— I'm a black film-
maker— means that there are certain proscriptions
that you're expected to take on board. I'm not particu-
larly troubled by that because that is par for the
course. What [ am troubled by is the Kantian nature
in which that prescription is placed on us as a sepa-
rate categorical imperative—a black filmmaker has
o do this. [ think this is not just wrong because it's
absurd, but it's also wrong because it forecloses
questions we need to ask. [t prescribes in a very tele-
ological way what it is that should he the curve of the
black narrative. What 1 always liked about the term
black filmmaker was that the very way in which it
gave you the impression of a terra incognita,
unknown territory, unknown quantity, the possibility
of stripping away determining prescriptions. The
extent to which people read this as a call to arms in
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the name of dety, | had a problem with, not with the
expectations. I think it's still right that people had
expectations because that is one of the ways to talk
about what an audience was in einema; if you could
suss out what a set of expectations were, you're
already half way through working out what a critical
community could be, what [ assume an audience was.
The business of duty was a problem because under-
pinning the notion of a transcendental value of black
filmmaking serving a transcendental god, duty, was,
that it was underwritten by an essentialist code.
Being a black filmmaker, therefore, these are the
rules of the game to being black and they should
apply equally to the rules of the game for being a
black filmmaker. The transposing of one set of rules
to the next is simply essentialist because it assumed
the categories filmmaker didn‘t exist. The familiar I'm
a black person, you wouldn't necessarily know what
the law of the ncrrative should be for black filmmek-
ing. I never accepted it because of the essentialism
as well as the philistism of the position.

B/L Could you talk about the conditions and your
previous work that produced your generation of film-
makers, and theorist-filmmakers, specifically in
England. It seems to me that a lot of what you were
dealing with and reacting egainst was the civil rights
and black power movements in America. Was there
anything specific about the British context that pro-
duced that? That is precisely what Who Needs a
Heari does.

J.A. What was unique about “my generation,” it is «
necessary point of departure, A number of currents
were running concurrently at the time when we came
of age, an anxiety of national identity, what
Englishness constituted in a world where the foreign-
ers were within.

B/L Thatcher's swamping speech, before that with
Enoch Powell.

J.A. Right, he started in the sixties. The fear that
Britain had produced « surplus mutant population
which had no roots, no connectedness, to home, else-
where or here. We seemed very much a wild card and
also a surplus, people didn‘t know what to make of
us. I think in their anxiety about who we were they
tound an anxiety where Britain was going. At the
same time finally the major gains of the sixties were
played out in institutional terms. Socialists who grew
up in the sixties were finally in institutions of power,
places of lecrning, local government; there was a
desire and an anxiety about what difference that
generation could make.

Photo: James Van Der Zee

B/L You responded because you were IT.

J.A. We really were, we were IT. We were the best
thing that ever happened to that country. We were
strategically placed to answer some of the major
questions about that culture. And this is not only of
value for race, here you're talking about the intersec-
tion with national identity. Through race, people
were beginning to experience a sense of nation-
hood. In order to do that we were either the trope of
terror or the trope of desire. One is the same as the
other. We were at the crossroads, IT, a mutant strain.
I think that gave our work a very specific inflection, it
freed us from the burden of migranthood. It clso pro-
duced the terror of uncertainty, we felt trapped in a
Derek Walcott poem, writing everything anew.
Which partly accounts for both the excesses of the
films and the icons, the feeling of liberation.

B/L It translates to the work.

J.A. I am also conscious of the fact that maybe what
I'm offering is stressing the uniformity of the moment
at the expense of diversity because clearly people
experience this mode and lived this moment very
differently. Someone like Isaac Julien, for example,
growing up in the East end of London had a very dif-
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ferent experience than mine, growing up in the west
of London, or like Lena (Gopaul) , or other people in
Black Audic. We realized that the only way in which
these differences were going to empower or enable
was to strike a dialogue go the invoking of race,
class, ond gender wasn't just a stylistic device, it was
aleo literally « way of seli-understanding, an exami-
nation.

B/L. It ceems to me, and this is only from my recent
limited experience with the English scene, that there
were institutionally-based black left writers and
thinkers in England who were as influential as the
more civil rights or black power leaders. Whereas in
the States it seemed like the movement, since the
60's, came from the broad-based grassroots level
and there didn't seem to be the matching institution-
ally-based intellectual response.

J.A. We always did have the Sartrean figure in
England. It's not an accident that most of the major
activists were poets or writers in a way. This is really
partly an experience of migranthood. People ended
up in England for a reason, It wasn't entirely acci-
dental that at a certain point there were all these
iniellectuals around, they had come to study.
Whereas the American situation was very different.




B/L Could you talk cbout the importence of
critical writing to the development of a black
film culture in England. One of the things that
 impressed me, and others in Canada, was the
strategy of creating a discourse around the
Sankota and Black Audio films, and also the
“taking over” of Framework and for a short while
Screen, as you know that was indeed short lived.
Or was that moment symptomatic of a flavour of
the month syndrome?

J.A. I think the flavour of the month syndrome
is a simple reading for things that were done in
good iaith. They weren't necessarily acts of
benevolence, but they were in the end conces-
sions which were acts of good faith. Kobena,
Isceac, Martine, myself, went to the Screen board,
for example, and did push for it. This is some-
thing I'm thinking through now, | think the major
difference with black filmmecking of the eighties,
as distinct from other black filmmakers ot the
time, is thet so many of us came through the
academy. That wasn't the traditional mode of
independent emergence. People either tried to
do things within the BBC or got fed up and left.
One advantage was that we were familiar with
the texts. So it wasn’t by accident that we got
into this,

B/L There is still the current notion (within
more nctionalist strains here) that theory is
inappropriate or suspect as {ar as the black
struggle goes, and that white-informed or
European-informed ideas don't engage with the
majority of black people’s lived experience.
This has been levelled at Black Audio, and
Sankofq, it's even in The Passion of
Remembrance. How do you answer that ques-
tion?

J.A My sense is if people think that theory
doesn't apply for them, that's fine, but it would
be an act of denial on our part because it is
through theory that we got into filmmaking in
the first place. The second is that underlying the
assumption that theory has no value, is the
assumption that we aze still in what Stucert Hall
calls the moment of innocence, that somehow
there is a moment that you can unproblematical-
ly fall from grace to bear witness, either to joys
or disaster. [ think we're too aware of the modes
of constructing identity to simply go back to
unproblematic representation. We're not in
church anymore, Sunday is over.

Kass Banning is a Toronto critic, cultural theo-
rist, and lecturer in film,

Border/Lines 29/30

Expeditions, Black Audio

by Ramabai Espinet.

Leftover black is
What | call myself
On days when skin
Is too thin to take
The rain of blows
Eyes ioo tired

From frost and worse
To explain

Seated between two windows
A train rushing headlong

Into Ged-only-knows-which-territory

I, signed by nothing
Neither clothes, nor hair,
Skin or any other mark

I sighed by nothing
Leftover Black
Is what | call myself

On days when wounds of race
Wounds of love, of war
Cannot heal

(Some hidden truth
Twisting out of reach
Spitting itself

Into a salt rain}

{Between two windows

Of a rushing train

|, sit still

Waondering about tomorrow)

Days when wounds of race
Wounds of love, of war
Cannot heal

When tears -

Thin skeins of filament
Thin threads of rain -
Wash everything
Even echoes

Qut of hair

Flown past

Like corbeaux’ wings

Most days seam themselves
Over like this
fingering the map

Chorus:

Of a home

Still to be found
A home

Net found today,
Tomorrow

And tomorrow too

Excerpt from Poetry/Dance Performance piece "Indian Robber-Talk" by
Ramabai Espinet. Choreographed and danced by Sudharshan. Presented at
Desh Pardesh, 1993 and at Harbourfront's Rhythms of India Festival, 1993 )by

Ramabai Espinet.
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Z

For Patricia Deanna

(In the summer of 1976 a young pregnant
Caribbean woman, Pairicia Deanna, fell to her
death from a balcony as she tried to escape
from immigration officials who had broken
down the doors to the apartment where she
was baby sitting. She was in Canada, preg-
nant, illegal and utterly alone).

That day Patricia fell

No elements grieved

And all the stars swung safely
Through their accustomed orbits.

(I, leaning over a halcony
Found | could not measure
The quantum and heartbeat
Of her dread fall}

Could only imagine

Panic, groping fingers

Her unbotn child's tears
The desperate climb
Away from the immigration
Hunter-man

And how

In haste and miscalculation
She missed

And then

The fallen heap below.

A knock cn the door
That day in summer
And she knew

She was alone.

From Nuclear Seasons,
Ramabai Espinet, :
(Sister Vision Press, Toronto, 1991).




Th are «
ere number
of tales circulating
among the Chinese,
explaining the origin of
the world’s human races,
Omne tale recounts that
humans were created
when one day the lonely
creator used clay and
moulded it into g human
figure and put it into the
kiln. The first mould was
fired too long and turned
all black. He felt unsatis-
fied and threw it far
away — to Africa. The
second one was allowed
to bake only for a short
while. He thought that it
was too white and threw
it to Europe. The third
was baked to perfection,
It was all yellow. The
Creator was very satis-
fied and put it on the
ground and hence after-
wards everyone in Asia
was yellow.

Putting aside its
patriarchal overione, the
tale’s racist implications
are consistent with the
discourse ol race in
China up to the 20th cen-
tury. As suggested by the
mythology., classical
texts and popular lore,
the Chinese imagination
was frapped in a narrow
dichotomy that cpposed
a civilized centre (China)
to a barbarian periphery
(foreign) and by assumptions of its
cultural superiority, and of the cen-
trality of the colour yellow in the uni-
verse. All converged in the ascription
of a negative ontological status to
foreigners, who appeared in pictorial

By
Xiaoping Li
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texts as furry bogey-
men, animalistic crea-
tures, and were consis-
tently referred to as
"barbarian devils” and

“foreign devils”.
Ethnocentrism, how-
ever, is only one term to
understand the racist
representations of non-
Chinese. The Chinese
experience of mod-
ernism, their viclent
encounter with the
imaginary {white)
Other in the nineteenth
and earlier twentieth
century may be another
factor. Most Chinese
know that it was the
Europeans who raided
China's coastal cities
with advanced weap-
ons and helped the
Chinese Emperor sup-
press Chinese peasant
uprisings. Armies of
eight Buropean coun-
tries also stormed
Beijing, leaving ruins.of
an imperial palace
standing silently in the
city's northern suburbs
as a witness of that
destruction and rob-
bery. While racial prej-
udices against black
people continue, from
the Opium War
onwards, the Chinese
are no longer able to
absorb or expel the
{white) Other through
imagination. Now they are located
in a shifted world power relation —
the centre of the world has moved to
what was formerly considered the

“barbarion” West.

The perception of the West

being the modern world’s “centre” can be easily traced
in the public, popular discourses and everyday actuali-
ties when taking a walk today on the streets of China's
cities, and scanning the signs of Western pop culture
and lifestyles. Never has there been g moment in
China's history when both the officials and populace
are so enthusiastic about the West. Chinese national
pride has given in to a general acknowledgement that
the (white) Other has created, in the past few hundred
years, a culture “superior” to the indigenous, judging by
its techmological matericl development, ond
cultural/artistic innova-
iions.

Rather than write
about how the "West”
{(Euro-America} is repre-
sented in China
today, I will turn toa = %%
broader issue -- that of
the current Sino-West
encounter by looking
gpecifically at some proc-
tices of visual arts in
China since the 1980s. As
a student and later an
instructor in Chinese universities during most of the
1980s, I witnessed the advent of a “new Chinese art” and
the struggle surrounding it. Last year T was delighted to
meet in Toronto scme artists from the same university 1
attended. Since then we have been discussing many of
our concerns, all related to China’s cultural predicament
and identity, end its cultural future, Clearly, the years in
Caonada have failed to undo who we are. To a large
extent, our diasporan experience serves as a symbolic
return to "home”.

Farlier this year my Chinese friends and Conadian
artist Bruce Parsons organized an exhibition of contem-
porary Chinese Art at Artspace, in Peterborough,
Ontario. The first art exhibit of this scale from mainland
Ching, it displayed selected works by 14 artists created
between 1986 and 1993. These works do not represent the
entire radical ari movement which so significantly
affected the nation in the 1980s, but they offer a glimpse
of the social changes, shifts of perceptions, cultural bor-
rowing and inventions tcking place. Thematically, they
narrate experiences of repression by both traditional
omd current authorities, thoughts about modernity and
globalization, and apprehensions of cultural break-
down. They display a fusion of Western modern art
forms, indigenous cultural symbols and local concepts.
The type of artistic practice called "Western Art” in
China (which originaied from the fransplaniation of
European classical oil-pointing to China in the early
twentieth century and confined to Scviet socialist real-
ism for three decades after the 1949 revolution) is
enriched by DADA, surrealism, American pop art,
abstract expressionism, and impressionism. Fven the
traditional Chinese ink painting bears the mark of
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modernity and of gesthetic transgression. For instance,
in an interpretation of an ancient Chinese poem, human
skulls are scattered on the long misty way of the quest,
vanishing into infinity, which violates traditional, elitist
aesthetics. In short, the show unveils a significant phe-
nomenon: Chinese artists have absorbed forms of mod-
ern Western art and tramslated them into the language
of Chinese avant-gardism.

The rise of a “cosmopolitan avant-garde art” in
China, as dubbed by a Western sinologist, is intrinsical-
1y connected to both local redlities and globalization.

These art works visualize
transitions in the social
and aesthetic history of
China in the process of
modernization and partic-
ularly, the increasing
#  presence of the (white)
Other in the yellow
"Middle Kingdom".
They map territories of
experience shared by
those living at intersec-
tions of times. spaces and
cultures.

Thus these works bear some resemblance to a
whole genre of twentieth century Western literature pro-
posed by the critic George Steiner as "extraterritorial”, a
literature by and about exiles. To be cleor, these artists
are not real exiles — none of them are beanished from
their homeland for political or other reasons. My some-
what strained parallel points to the effects of modernity
— the Chinese are losing contact with o sense of whol-
ness as o result of the rapid changes in the country. The
typical "structhures of feelings” of the exile, as once out-
lined by Edward Said, are perceivable in these art
works, that is, solitude, estrangement, frustration, cross-
cultural vision, critical perspective, intellectual reserve,
and moral courage. Caught in a tromsition to the “mod-
ern”, the artists have « lucid sense of what it means for
all of us to be out of place. While it is obvious that a
homecoming is out of the question, most of them are
uncertain about their destinies. ]

Nevertheless, [ detect o certain attachment in their
detachment, and facets of typical Chinese national/ cul-
tural consciousness in their aspirations to the status of
the transcendental. What is embedded in the artists’
border-crossing is a preoccupation with the lost or trans-
forming "home”. This preoccupation has been a key
characieristic of Chinese culiural nationalism — since
the late nineteenth century, the Chinese intelligentsia
have engcged themselves in searching for solutions for
China's predicament. The national project of cultural
critique ond the awareness of China's predicament are
accentuated by a number of works. On one hand, the
Chinese must move inio the outside world as a strategy
to eradicate feudalism and local repression, as Self-
Dortrait and other works suggest. On the other hand, the




artists feel threats from another front, that is, conse-
quences of the current Sino-West encounter, which is
clearly marked by unequal power relations. Open Door,
for example, caplures accurately the perplexity of the
Chinese at the moment when they were finally allowed
to step out of the space in which they were restricted to.
Red reveals a contradiction in Chinese life after the
“door” is open: a female PLA (People's Liberation Army)
soldier, dressed in an army jacket, red skirt and red
high-heeled shoes, sitting against a golden background
with the slogan — “World Proletariat are determined to
carry the revolution to the end” — juxtaposed with frag-
ments of Western advertisements of cars, cosmetics, end
tashion. Under the PLA cap, her young, innocent face
smiles through o veil of make-up. The artist’s critique of
an emerging social formation in China, a hybridity of
totalitarian politics and Western capitalist
consumerism is apparent,

All the works exhibited indicate a further appropri-
ation of modern Western forms of expression by
Chinese artists since the sarly 1980s. However, unlike
what happens in a consumer culture, where race and

ethnicity, as bell hooks points out, "become commodi-
tied as resources for pleasure," the appropriation of
Western crt forms by Chinese artists acts primarily as a
critical intervention challenging repression, and
enabling critical resistance and cultural reinvention in
local contexts.

Looking back, the adaptation of Western modern
modes of representations emerged in the early 1980s as
an integral part of a cultural struggle engaged in sever-
al fronts: first, to break down official doctrines of tastes
and restrictions (i.e. Soviet socialist realism); second, to
express forbidden subject matters and emotions, and to
voice criticisms; and finally, to move out of the shell of
tradition and forge o cultural renewal. Given the fact
that the new art has grown out of government condem-
nations and frequent closures of exhibitions, the repre-
sentation of local realities and popular sentiments
through foreign and hybrid forms demonstrates its sig-
nificant role in the Chinese popular struggle against the
totalitarian regime. )

Trends of thought exist behind these activities.
They are reminiscent of the African critic Soyinka's dis-
cussion about the various attitudes held by writers in
post-colonial Africa toward their encounter with alien
cultures. These include those who negate self or hold a
"poignant affirmation” of traditional society, those whao
advocate "Negritude’ and those who achieve “stylistic
bridges” through « synthesis of indigenous and alien
cultural elements, and those who strive to root their cre-
ativity in the authentic tradition in the cause of scciety's
transformation process. Needless to say, some of these
attitudes can be traced in the exhibition in
Peterborough. If some works bear traits of self-negation
in the mode of cultural critique, most of them can be
seen as examples of "stylistic bridges”, that is, a mix of
toreign and indigenous techniques and cultural codes.
Some, like the traditional ink-painting, try to incorporate
modern, Western elements while rooted in Chinese cul-
tural heritages. However, these attempts do not neces-
sarily reduce the pressure on the avant-garde artists
who practise a primarily imported form of art.

I Western modes of representations are readily
adapted for local political projects, Chinese artists face
an identity crisis and other consequences of borrowing
from a powerful Other. How can they clear themselves
of accusations of imitation and inguthenticity?
Furthermore, although the original transplantation of
Western art to China can be sesn as a fact of cultural
exchange, its location in the afiermath of the European
imperialist crusade connot be erased. The origin of
China's "Western art”, and the positioning of China at
the world's margins, circumscribe Chinese practices to
the judgenient of the dominant aesthetic and cultural
discourses, i.e., those of the West. Chinese artists’ claim
of originality, creativity and universal validity at home,
cnd their recognition by the "world” — or the West —
depend greatly on their seeming identification with
Western aesthetic configurations.
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Even leaving their traditional ethnocen-
trism and national pride behind, a sense of infe-
riority and dis-orientation lingers. After over a
decade's ardent exploration and experiment, it
is still not clear how they can maintain their
identity as Chinese while employing a visual
language primarily invented by Other(s). To
describe their predicament, I would use the
term "Chinese complex”: their feelings of subor-
dination, marginalization and despair are min-
gled with their recognition of exisiing world
power relations, admiration for Western innova-
tion, anxiety at the increasing pressure from
cutside, and desire to rise from the predica-
ment.

Such a typical “Chinese complex” clearly
imbues a number of works. The Unfinished
Book, an installation in the form of an ancient
Chinese book, narrates the intrusion of Laotzu's
serene world by the Western imperialist wor
machine and commercial culture. The worlk is in
a sense a text of China’s modern history and
consciousness, capturing a fragmentation in
process and the ambivalence toward the West.
From The Second State, where Andy Warhol's
influence is visible, I can sense the terror of
being squeezed by siate restriction and pres-
sure from beyond naticnal/cultural boundaries.
What should be pointed cut is that the major
problem may no longer be state restriction
since the artists have become quite skillful in skirting
official routes. The fact that a culiural renewal has to be
built partially upon modes of expression and represen-
tations borrowed from Other(s), and that foreign com-
mercial cultural produets are pouring into the couniry

Border/Lines 29/30

as China’s modernization eourse is becoming more cap-
italist-oriented, make it an urgent task for Chinese
artists to find specific paths through modernity. To be
able to live as Chinese and at the same time to partici-
pate in a global dialogue, understood by those artists in
digspora, is the imperative
project of identity recon-
struction. Such an aware-
ness seems to open up pos-
sibilities to deal with the
problems inherent in the act
of borrowing.

If The Unfinished Book
and The Second State reveal
feelings of melancholia,
anxiety, indignation and
subjugation, other works
stress the artists’ desire and
determination to make a
modern art of their own. As
both a survival and resis-
tance strategy these artists
play with the Centre to
transform what originates
from the Centre to meet the
specific needs of the
Chinese. The works by He
Gong, Li Ning and Gu




Xiong, three artists currently living
in Ceanada, suggest a trend of sub-
versive appropriation in a cultural
encounier marked by unequal
power relations,

Gu Xiong's Pizza! Pizzal and
other works not only register the
transgression of his own identity —
from a university instructor at home
to a busboy in a cafeteria in
Vancouver — they also whip con-
sumer culture in North America,
and ridicule the corporate capital-
ist dream of capturing the world as
market. Installations by He Gong
and Li Ning, This Is Not The May
Flower and The Raft Of Medusa,
transgress the historical Euro-
American events by shilting our
attention to the voyages made by
millions of migrants to North
America, who were up-rooted by
war, economic hardships emd polit-
ical turmeil — largely outcomes of
imperialism, modernism, and capi-
talist expansion into the Third
World. Their struggle for survival is
told by the steering wheel made of
cooking pots and sails made of
patched, faded T-shiris of a variety
of colours and sizes, with phrases
of Chinese, Spanish, Vietnamese,
and other languages from the
world's margins. These works, in
other words, visualize a mode of
“travel” which James Clifford calls
attention to: the “journeys” made by
those rendered invisible because of
their class, gender, ethnicity and
race. Employing a language from
the Centre, these artists not only
assign central importance to those
in the margin, they also make pos-
sible the articulation of marginal-
ized experiences at the very centre
of world power and art.

Despite their shared experi-
ence of uprootedness and act of
borrowing, compared to practices
at home, the diasporan practice
entails a special consciousness to
strike a balance and reverse the
terms of Euro-American art, In my
view, the diasporan practice is par-
ticularly significant, not merely
because it can earich discussions
on “fravelling theory” and “travel-
ling cultures”, but also because it

may offer a breakthrocugh ia
Chinese artists' learning from the
West. The “new Chinese art” would
not be possible without the {ravel-
ling of modern Western art idioms
to China under its “open-door” poli-
cy, and that travel, to a certain
extent, clso anticipates its journey-
ing to North American and Eurcpe.
Is this a return of the Western ele-
ments which have voyaged to the
Far East mediated by Chinese
artists?

Said poeints cut that as ¢ theory
travels, the new locaticon in time
and space would necessarily affect
how it is accepted (or rejected). In
the Chinese case, although all
artists make use of Western modes
of representations, the outcomes
bear the mark of the sgpecific loca-
tions in which they are practised.
While those at home strive to
achieve a sameness (as close as to
that of the West) in order to declare
their radicalism and rebellion
against Chinese cuthority and tra-
dition (which, unfortunately, could
mean the internalization of the self-
as-other), the diasporan practice
suggests that the "return” of the
travelling cultural elements to their
origin is subject to the influence of

. the mediators, or the artists’ re-

insurgent racial, ethnic, cultural
and national consciousness and
their positions in the margin,
Uanlike those at home, artists in the
diaspora cre conscious of the sig-
nificance of remaining Chinese
while speaking through a cos-
mopolitan language. Therefore,
striving for differences rooted in
their own cultural heritages while
achieving certain identification
with practices in the centre is the
other sirategy ol resistance used by
Chinese artists in the diaspora.
Such consciousness and efforts
indicate the positivity of diasporan
experience, or the "exile conscious-
ness” celebrated by Said. He
ascribes “a scrupulous (not indul-
gent or sulky) subjectivity” to the
exile. It is the capability to see “the
entire world as o foreign land” that
gives rise to a plurality of vision
and an awareness that is “contra-
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punial”, As both infoutsiders, these
artists’ critical awareness of cul-
tures, self and others, their own
(cultural, racial, social and peliti-
cal) locations in the margin of a
white-dominant society compel

them to articulate from what Stuart

Hall calls “a particular place, out of
a particular history, cut of a partic-
ular experience, a particular cul-
ture, without being contained by
that position as “ethnic artists”.
This enables them to maintain their
difference through creative ways of
interrogating and appropricting
what they borrow from the Centre. 1
am anxious to see the impact of the
diasporan practice on the develop-
ment of a modern Chinese art once
it travels back "home”.

Xiaoping Li is a doctoral candidate
in Scciology at York University. She
is currently working on contempory
Chinese art, culture and politics in
China and the diaspora.
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1S
Transnational
Cultural Studies?

The God's Must Be Crazy

Alan O'Connor

decade or two ago, transnational cultural studies would have
meant something quite different. It might have meant research
from Latin America which stressed the role of transnational corpora-
tions in shaping a global culture of consumerism. The best known

example of this research genre is probably Dorfman and Mattelart's
How to Read Donald Duck:
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Imperialist Ideology in the Disney Comic (1975), origi-
nally published in 1971 in the context of Allende's radi-
cal government in Chile. Such studies of transnational
corporations and US ideology no longer dominate the
field. This is in part because of the retreat of many intel-
lectuals from Marxism during the past decade. It is also
in part because of an increased sophistication in
Marxist cultural stadies under the influence of Gramsci
and other writers who stress cultural processes and
mediations rather than an imposition of ideology.

More than a decade ago a cultural studies that was
transnctional might also have meant the writings of the
Frankfurt School when its members were in exile from
Europe in the United States. Their shattered lives and
the personal and cultural difficulties of Adorne and oth-
ers in exile in the US entered into their writings on
"mass culture.” Although still of some importance {espe-
cially among intellectucal formations of the 1968 genera-
tion in the United States) the generalized cultural pes-
simism of the Frankfurt School seems to have made it
increasingly irrelevant to later generations who under-
stand popular culture to be a diverse and contested
field.

Today what does it mean to speak of

transnational cultural studies?

Most obvicusly, research activities calling them-
selves cultural studies now exist in many countries: not
only in Britain and the US but in Italy, Australia, South
Africa and Canada. There are related activities in other
purts of the world. In India it has the name of "Subaltern
Studies.” In Latin America there is a well-established
line of writing on popular culture. In Sweden some work
is done as sociclogy of communication. Although the
inflection is somewhat dilferent in each nation, the
activity is recognizably cultural studies.

Bevond this, there is an increasing amount of
research that is related to the emergence of regioncl
blocs of nations, especially the European Community.
An example of this is the collaborative international
study of television drama, published as East of Dallas. A
collaborative research project alone does not create a
new collective identity. However the break-up and refor-
mation of political collectivities is of ceniral importance
for cultural research. Consider, for example, a recent
issue of the the journal Media, Culture and Society
which was dedicated to the problems of mass media in
small European countries.

Nonetheless, « strong tendency remains for cultural
studies to be grounded in a national culture. Although
the internationalism of the 1930s, the experience of glob-
al war and support for independence of the colonies are
not absent in the founding texts of British cultural stud-
ies, the emphasis in writers as diverse as George Orwell
gnd Raymond Williams tends towards a sense of
English culture and experience. With this implicit
assumption in place, the names of activists and intellec-
tuals such as C.L.R. James, Frantz Fanon and Edward
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Said are acknowledged but seem to belong nowhere on
lists of cultural studies writers.

Recent books in Cultural studies do move to an inter-
national or transnational focus. This is certainly to be
welcomed but a careful review of these books reveals
that their projects are quite divergent. It will be useful
therefore, in this emergent moment, to pause aud care-
tully access their intentions, styles and arguments.

Paul Gilroy's There Ain't No Black in the Union Jack
(1987) is characierized by a blunt rejection of most of the
trappings of actually existing cultural studies. In vari-
ous places he distances himself quite sharply from
Baymond Williams, Fredric Jameson and lain
Chambers. Gilroy's work is a critical sociology drawing
on Alain Touraine's writings on new social movements
and Mcnuel Castells’ studies of grass-roots urban move-
ments. Although he distances himselt, there is a dia-
logue with cultural studies, not only in his discussion of
punk and Rock Against Rocism in the late 1970s, but in a
brilliant overview of diaspora, utopia and cultural prac-
tice which makes up the longest chapter of the book.

There is o pressing intellectual tension set up within
There Ain’t No Black. On the one hand, the book is an
important argument against any essentialist discourse
on race. The book makes an argument against a politics
based on Black cultural nationalism. There is a sharp
argument against the keyword ‘culture’ itself, which has
been articulated to racist political arguments that
British traditions should be defended aguainst people of
other cultures. Gilroy's most important move is against
such cultural essentialism. Nonetheless it is equally
important for him fo show that there is a foundation for
grassroots movements against white racism in Britain.
Such a notion of shared experience may owe more to
Femon than to Williams. There is no need for Gilroy to
use the term culture, though others have used it at this
point. This tension in Gilroy's work may be responsible
for different readings of There Ain’t No Black. Where
some hove seen a hidden essentialism in Gilroy's work,
others have seen voluntarist assumptions about appeor-
ently spontaneous protest movements.

The lengthy chapter on cubiural practices is innova-
tive in that it describes diasporic and therefore transna-
tienal cultural practices. Beggae music is clearly o
movement between different parts of the world.
Although fragmentation, carnival, borrowings and
crogss-overs are the themes of Gilroy's narrative of Black
culture, he also demonstrates that there are bloody lim-
its to the notion of carnivalization (which has entered
cultural studies through the writings of Mikhail
Bakhtin). Gilroy's narrative describes the deliberate
blocks placed by racist whites and the state against a
carnivalized cultural exchange between blacks and
whites. White women who were fans of Black British




musicicns and dancers in the late 1940s and early 1950s
were "protected’ ugainst their will by dance-hall owners
and other white men. Sharp limits were imposed on
trans-cultural exchange by the dominant culture and
the state. As the patterns are laid down, blacks see no
good reason to allow just anybody into their language,
practices and spaces. Trust has to be earned. Thus, cul-
tural studies based on notions of postmodern fragmen-
tation, transnational exchange and carnivalization
badly needs to remind itself of diaspora, exclusion and

This emphasis on cultural transformation, hegemony
and resistance leads into an important examination of
populism in Latin American politics. Popular culture
creates collective identities of believers, participants,
fams. Political parties including Apra in Peru, the PRI in
Mexico and the Peronists in Argenting, have attempted
to articulate such collective identities with o populist
nationalism. Rowe and Schelling argue that the left
should not seek to imitate this ond they offer as alterna-
tives the examples of cultural transformation in revolu-

is not given separate emphasis but is integrated through-
out the book. The very imporiant issue of the collapse of the
public sphere under military dictatorships and its painful
reconstruction is touched upon in a discussion of Chilean
arpilleras. Here again, a full treaiment of this issue would
require a discussion of the economics of information and
culture industries in the current economic crisis and under
neoliberal economic policies.

There is a diversity of politics and intentions in emer-
gent works of transnational cultural studies. An unresolved

F#¥  UnderCurrents is looking to open-up
a discussion around the connections

studies in any lan-
guage, it provides
the first map for
cultural studies in
Latin America.
They incorporate,
but move some dis-
tance from, the ear-
lier critical work on
transnational culture. Rowe and Schelling very careful-
ly distinguish what they do from studies of folklore and
popular culture. They insist, with Gramsci, that the
understanding of culture cannot be separated from rela-
tions of power. In Latin America this includes coloniza-
tion and resistance as not only military movements but
also as cultural practices.

A number of topics have emerged in Latin American
cultural studies. Rowe and Schelling include indige-
nous beliefs and culture in the Andean region, Mexican
handicrafts, festivads and popular theatre, Brazilion lit-
eratura de cordel, the telenovelq, alternative media,
cornival cnd Samba music, and Brazilian soccer. By any
standard these are reasonable choices. What makes
Rowe and Schelling different from the American tradi-
tion of popular culture studies is that they are not
attempting to provide a comprehensive survey of topics
in Latin Americem popular culture. They deal with top-
ics from popular religion to telenovelas in their emer-
gence, They are not topics so much as instonces of how
modern culture is layered over other memories of Latin
America. In each case they show how o form of popular
culture such as Samba music is historically transformed
and how its commercial and hegemonic appropriation
is in part resisted by committed cultural producers.
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Schelling show that
distinction
breaks down in

American novels.
The writings of
Manuel Puig and
Luis Ralfael Sdnchez
are neither one nor
the other, but are fictional essays or explorations of
processes of culture and hegemony.

The strengths of Memory and Modernity are similar
to those of British cultural studies influenced by
Gramsci. The book offers a detailed historical and polit-
ical framework in which to situate the transformations
of popular culture. Rowe and Schelling have concentrat-
ed on providing a map of the field rather than engaging
in theoretical debates. Nonetheless. it would be useful
at this point to have clarified the quite different theoret-
ical positions of Latin American writers such as Nestor
Garcia Cemclini, Jests Martin-Barbero and others. Rowe
and Schelling offer only a brief critique of the Journal of
Popular Cualture approach to the subject. They give no
theoretical assessment of semiotics in Latin America.
Nor do they attempt to resolve differences between a
political economy of mass media and a cultural studies
approach.

Clearly more research needs to be done for the
smaller Latin American countries. On the other hand,
Rowe and Schelling offer only a brief sampling of the
very extensive existing literature on alternative media.
Community radio is especially important in the Andean
region and there is a powerful grassroots video move-
ment in Brazil. The topic of women and communication

fans e
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coalition politics means
moving away from a
corporatist position

non-negotiable demands

codalition-building:
long-term “war of
position”

control of field: immediate
satisfaction of desires

body, spirituality intellectual discipline

Gilroy's point is that a Gramscian politics, or the cre-
ation of a national-popular culture in Englend, has fre-
quently been at the expense of the resident "non-British”
population. It has been created on the foundation of white
working-class racism. The tension between un analysis
based on Alain Touraine's theory of social movements and
Antonio Gramsci's theory of coalition-building remains to
be resolved both in theory and in practice. But we must
conclude by noting yet again how much There Aint No
Bluck in the Union Jack and Memory and Modernity have
moved away from the assumption that culture is a nalional
culture.

Alan O'Connor teaches in the Cultural Studies Department
at Trent University.
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I found myself wondering if semetimes right before

we fuck for an unconseious second | might of
thought of the desire of the feeling of wanting
| ' to fuck a man and then let it pass like some
| ill-fated pavlovian impulse that exists
enly in the retrospect of my memory and

get lost in your my
mouth hands breasts feeling feet

once
when they fed me potato salad
and cold roast heef like the British used to eat
with mustard on the plane | realized
that sometimes for an uncenscious second right before
we our mouths dance on one anothers
bellies flickering candle flame lips kissing sweetly wet
oblivious to the coming morning | might of
noame: thought of the desire of the feeling of wanting
Cf_ddf9551 and then let it pass ill-fated history reconstituted
city: : memory cold sliced roast beef and potato salad
country: | remind me of some foreign form of life
postal code: | that never tasted quite right
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skin. A hundred thousand

out blood!

oles of your singed feet, your
harred- a charcoal graffitti of

- young woman's defiant
5 hands raised to an

: ;:T_;. apart the
0 one stop this war
1y nothing to them. Nothing

ents. Let us hold
walk together

memories‘and
Tropens, British mitis
send bombs, camera
a war info lightshows a :
Your body- arab, indian, black,
vietnamese, chilean, panamanian,
nameless, dark, splinters, cracks into
a thousand pieces thrown up into the sky
by jets of oil: Every pore of your body
visible to the radar eye of the dark.

Wind of peace blowing in the operation
desert storm whistles through the pores of

with Aij

Ve

April 8, 1803 Toronto, Canada

{with Sourayan Mookerjea,
Rinaldo Walcott, Kathryn Whitej

Professar Aijaz Ahmad has taught English literature at
Rutgers University in the United States for the last twenty
years. Before going to the U.S., Ahmad had lived in both
Pakistan and India and established a considerable reputation
as a political activist and organizer with the sub-continental
left and as a contemporary poet of Urdu. Recently he returned
to India to take up a research post at the Nehru Memeorial
Museum and Library in New Delhi. Over the years he has
published poetry in Urdu, translations of poetry from other
languages as well as various books and articles cn society
and politics. His most recent book, /n Theory, published by
Verso, is a comprehensive and historical exploration of the
politics of the intersections of post-colonial. postmodern and-
poststruciuralist theory which has quickly provoked consider-
able controversy and. in some quarters, even hostility. His
next book, forthceming from Verso, is entitled: Contested
Terrains: Studies In the History and Historiography of
Nationalism,

Border/Lines:  The three of us have talked about how
today there is, on the one hand, an openness to theory but at
the same time there also seems to be a shutting down of cer-
tain guestions or positions particulary those related to
Marxism.5o while we were all pleased that your book
seemed to open up a space to address these issues again,
one of our questions to you would also be to tell us more
specifically what you mean by poststructuralism?

In the beginning of the book vou talk ahout a whole
engagement with continental theory—hermeneutics, Bakhtin,
Benjamin, Gramsci, but then later on, | guess as a polemical
term, this whole conglomeration becomes simply poststruc-
turalism. Yet | know from another of your essays that you
speak positively about Bakhtin, for example—who is some-
one I'm quite interested in. So | guess what | want to ask you
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is, firstly, how do you conceive of poststructuralism and sec-
ondly, what, if anything, would be the positive side of this
movement? '

Aijaz Ahmad: Ok, a couple of things. You might have
noticed that in my talk yesterday | said that | regret | will post-
pone my own engagement with poststructuralism yet again. |
was joking with myself hecause that is actually how | see
what I've done in this book. | have referred to poststructural-
ism but my concern has not been a systematic engagement
with. or developing a critique of it as a whole, but with the
ways in which certain poststructuralist positions resurface in
the kinds of writing and critical discourse I'm engaged with.
In other words, far me it is not an engagement with Foucault,
but the way Foucault resurfaces, let’s say, in Said's thought.

In the use that | make of Althusser's work, the engagement is

not with him but with how Atthusser’s arrival in the Anglo-
American academy is used to stage a new kind of Marxism in
which the question of class political agency and those kinds of
questions have been suppressed under the weight of very
heavy kinds of theoreticisms. Now in retrospect, | think that it
is somewhat unfortunate that | did that, that perhaps | should
have engaged someawhat more systematically with these
other positions that I'm mentioning. In the writings of the
kinds of critics that I'm tatking about, poststructuralism very
often resurfaces in the form of platitude, vast sorts of gener-
alizations, but also as a reference point which somehow vali-
dates this kind of work. So that's one sort of thing. [Secondly].
poststructuralism, as you very well know, is so vast a thing
that its boundaries are very hard to fix. Is Foucault a post
structuralist? Was Foucault a structuralist? At what point
does he cease to be one? If he never was a structuralist in
some precise sense, then in what sense could he himself be
a poststructuralist? The book that I'm doing now is not going
to be about literary theory. The historiography of Indian
nationalism will be a major concern there. There will be a
very lengthy chapter on Istamic movements and Islamic
nationalism.

| do think that one of the things one ahsolutely has to do is
to refuse this pressure that now all of history has to be re-
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read according to the proto-
cols established by post-
structuralism. In fact, the
book that I'm writing has
very little engagement with
these protacols at all. And if |
were to come back to any of
these things it would proba-
bly take the form of an actual
engagement in the very
terms of that thought and, in
that, Derrida is very funda-
mental. | mean, if you're
going te do epistemology.
Derrida is fundamental to
that. Myself, | would say that
Foucault’s work, especially
his historical books, means
a lot more to me. And, | per-
sonally think that when the
dust settles, Derrida will
last, essentially, in the field
of hermeneutics—and not
much beyond that. whereas
Foucault’s influence would
be found across the social
sciences, essentially through
the work he has done in
what one might call history.
In that, | think the marvel-
tous thing about Foucault is
that with Discipline and
Punish onwards his whole
sense of the fundamental
historical shift in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centu-
ry is related to Marxist ways
of periodizing history.

BL: Foucaultand
Derrida are most often asso-
ciated with poststructural-
ism. But people often also
use poststructuralism as an
umbrella term to cover a
variety of thinkers and
approaches. What ahout
some others like, for
instance, Bakhtin,
Heidegger. Gadamer?

Ahmad: Well, they are all
quite differently positioned.
One very central position
would be that of Lacan, for
example, if you're dealing
with, let's say, people like
Homi Bhabha whose influ-
ence in literary theory is now
quite considerable.

BiL: You also have to deal with how Lacan and Foucault
don't fit together.

Abmad: That's right, And Foucault and Derrida. Foucault
and Berrida don't fit together phitosophically at all. So you
know, this sort of eclecticism which is already there in these
derivative positions, one would have to come to terms with
Bakhtin? Yes, and no. Bakhtin essentially answers the ques-
tions posed by structuralism in the sixties before those ques-
tions were raised but in response, precisely, to that particular
kind of linguistics on the basis of which structuralism was
then staged some forty years later. So in that sense Bakhtin is
both pre-structuralist and a poststructuralist. As far as
French structuralism is concerned, his rediscovery in France
was one of the central moments of the crisis of structuralism.
And one of the reasons why structuralism enters into crisis
very quickly. within a matter of a decade or less, is the redis-
covery of Bakhtin’s texts which had already posed the cri-
tique.

B/L: But as you also point out, in your essay “Between
Orientalism and Historicism,” one thing that is different about
Bakhtin is that his theorizations of language are always socio-
logical.

Ahmad: That's right, that's right. Which is partly why two
quite different things happen. One is that although Bakhtin is
discovered — his texts are rediscovered by people like
Kristeva and Todorov — he's also very quickly suppressed as
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the major critic of structuralism. In fact, that is also the
moment in which Derrida’s critique of European philosophy
up to and including structuralism becomes the dominant one
in France while Lacanian psychoanalysis and Foucault's
shifts becorme the major engagements with structuralism.
Bakhtin in Paris is actually discovered and suppressed in the
same moment within those two or three years. So just as the
insurgent moment of '48 is both an insurgent moment and a
normalizing moment, the uses of "68 for stabilizing an anti-
communist left takes place very quickly by ‘71-"72. | think
that's the sort of thing that happens to Bakhdin in France. By
the time his work comes to North America interesting things
happen. First, the disassociation of Bakhtin from Volosinov.
There is the suggestion that everything is written by Bakhtin,
and so the work that we know as Volosinov's has no autono-
my outside the Dialogic Imagination for example. Volosinov
becomes a kind of pre-history of the later writings of Bakhtin
which consequently become the more mature writings. It is
the Bakhtin of Rabelais, the Bakhtin of the Dialogic
Imagination which is said to be the real Bakhtin. There is a
sense of unease about those earlier writings but essentially
Bakhtin is staged here, then, as a person who is always an
anti-communist and anti-Stalinist. This identification of anti-
Stalinism as anti~=communism per se is also of some interest
because if you do not belong to a politics which makes a dis-
tinction between these then to say that someone is anti-
Stalinist is to say that they are anti-communist. $o Bakhtin is
immediately siotted into a double origin; Marxism as a purety
formal position, so as to survive Stalinist autocracy, but much

Sheha Chhachhi



more fundamentally Russian mysticism—someone who was
always unhappy about the Bolshevik devetopment of the
Soviet Union. In many circles what is most celebrated about
Bakhtin is the carnivalesque and this is very quickly assimi-
lated here into a politics of pleasure. The emphasis here is
not on the dialectic of opposition to orthodoxy, to dominance.,
in a medieval form of politics — in which the people actually
posed their politics against the church in the form of the car-
nival before class politics was available to them. This is the
pre-capitalist form of class politics if you wish. Instead of that,
the emphasis here, in terms of Bakhtin, shifts to a politics of
pleasure, eruption of desire. desiring machines. so that the
work of Bakhtin becomes a kind of early Deleuze and
Guatteri. an "anti-Oedipus.’

B/L: But class politics has also had its own cul-
fural politics all along however much this has
been, from situation to situation, either kept under
guard or allowed to run loose and intensify. Isn’t
this the significance of the medieval carnival for us
today? Wasn't the impulse behind the ‘politics of
desire’ the creation of a form of politics whose
point of departure is class politics but which refus-
es to settle down into only that fight and takes aim
at other targets such as at the social bodies of
patriarchy, racism and homophobia? Wasn't that
the impulse behind these ideas even if one wanted
to then say all of this was received and taken up in
North America in an aggressively anti-Marxist con-
text where class politics is carefully taken out of
everything.

1 want to pursue this issue of your evaluation of the poli-
tics of the ‘theory’ of the title of your book. Now, with regard to
this question of the politics of this ‘theory'—if you mean by
this only poststructuralism—one of the claims that is always
advanced on its behalf is that its critique of 'Western’ rational-
ity, of the subject, of the philosophy of history, is actually the
strongest of any critiques of imperialism. One of the things
that makes /n Theory an important book, in my view, is that it
fakes up this claim by looking at the work of people like Said,
Bhabha, and Rushdie. But I'm still wondering, not only at the
absence of Spivak from your censiderations. but also at what
an evaluation of the politics of these particular theories, espe-
cialty on the question of imperialism, that does not also
address the work of people like Derrida and Foucault directly
can teach us in the long run.

Ahmad: Well one thing is that | think it is unfair to either
like or dislike a book because of what it does not talk about, A
book can not talk about everything and should be read mainly
for what it sets out to do. | think | have made it quite clear that
the book is really about a certain historical moment in which
literary theory increasingly calls itself theory in general. What
is going on is something of a take-over of the humanities by
literary theory in which disciplines like history, disciplines like
sociology, disciplines of this kind are tremendously under
pressure to institute methods in which everything isread as a
text, so that very literary kinds of hermeneutics get privileged
over painstaking archival research. Books which have a very
thin archival base or no original archival work but which fall
within these thematics are getting to be highly valued in the
field. Literary history is claiming to be history. As for your

specific points (a) that | do not refer to Spivak and (b) that we
might learn something about imperialism by looking at posi-
tions inspired by Foucault, Derrida et. al— well, the omission
of Professor Spivak was a matter of politeness, and i now
believe | should have been equatly polite toward Homi
Bhabha as well. The interesting thing about Foucault is that
he has virtually nothing to say about imperialism. We should
have examined this silence, instead of simply adopting his
protecols for the study of imperialism— even cultural imperi-
alism. Derrida speaks of such things more directly, but what
he has to say hardly ever goes beyond the familiar liberal
positions.

B/L: For me the question of the politics of theorizing and
how it is being contested arises in reading your book
in Theory and listening te your talk yesterday.
Poststructuralist thinkers who work on coloniat dis-
course and or Third World literature and nationalism
etc. hardly engage the voices of Third Werld intetlec-
tuals. | think that much of the theorizing taking place
in the academy today does not go far enough, does
not engage some of the voices that | feel need to be
engaged. But in In Theory and in your talk yesterday,
you dialogued with multiple veices from the Third
World. You invoked Cabral. you falked about
Negritude, and you talked about these as interesting
ways to think abeut culture and how nationalisms
are constituted, and how classes and class forma-
tions are struggled over, across and through. It
seems almost as thought contemporary theorists do
not take the voices of theorists like Cabrat and
Nkrumah and others seriously enough to engage them. In the
sixties and early seventies those voices were engaged but that
dialogue has now vanished. It seems that a type of Eurocentred
theorizing is flourishing where to invake the voices of Foucault,
Derrida. etc. is to be theoretical, Even a voice like Derrida with
its colonial origins is not located in Algeria where we might be
forced to think differently about the contributions that he makes
to current debates. I'm just wondering if you can talk about that
in the context of your own work.

Ahmad: Well okay. Let me start by saying something
somewhat different from what you present. One aspect of the
book, which for understandable reasons has not been noticed
in the American discussion, is the simple fact that other than
the Jameson piece, the book was written in india, spoken in
India, published in India, before it arrived in London. It was
not designed to address guestions which are pressing the
American, or the Western, academy, or the American obliga-
tion regarding research; but questions which, because of the
power of these academies, are pressing the Indian intelli-
gentsia. You see, there isn't a sharp distinction there because
guestions that press these academies immediately start
pressing us in India because of the power these academies
have. But then, there are certain questions which are press-
ing here that do not press there. One very striking thing is —
you know this question of the Third World ? — it is in these
countries that somebody becomes a Third World person;
you're a Third World person because you're in Canada. In
Calcuita, you call yourself a Third World person, people would
send you to a psychiatrist. But because this happens and
because of many other reasens—some very weird ones—
one does, in India, deal with the category “Third World litera-
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ture,” “Third World politics™. [n India, Third Worldism has a
very different shape, a very historical shape—after all, it goes
back to Nehru in 19565-—so one then deals with it in those
terms. 50 what I deal with, and what | don't deal with, in the
book has a lot to do with the questions that one was facing
there. The occasion for me to start writing about Edward Said
was because Edward Said was being taught in the methodolo-
gy course in the graduate programme in the university in
Delhi, and | said methodology! and that was the beginning of
it. Now then, once one starts writing about it, one starts writ-
ing about a great many other things as well. But that. for
example, has still left its traces. in the sense that much of the
book is occupied with three definitions in Foucauldian

method, and you know, those sorts of things:
methods and historicizations. That is one sort of
answer | would give, that in my work, these refer-
ences to either Eurocenired sorts of emphases—
Derrida but nat Cabral—come partly because of
the positions they occupy in the academic world
which then presses on academic work.

B/L: 1would like to push the question a little
hit more and try to come across more clearly. |
felt that you were willing to dialogue with voices
that often get cut out of the debate around post-
colonial theorizing. To invoke people like Cabrat
and Nkrumah as examples of some of the people
who participated in anti-colonial, nationalist orga-
nizing in the Third World and who were/are intel-
lectuals though their worl is hardly taken up in
the current debates - what made you continue a
dialogue with this work? We know that these
naticnalist struggles were not uncomplicated sites but rather
that they represented a complex mix of intellectuals and
peasants/workers within a class organization of cultural
nationalism that imagined the peasantry/workers as being the
“soul” of the new nation in very contradictory and complex
ways.

Ahmad: In my own development Cabral’s writing, espe-
cially his essay “The Weapons of Theory™— and another essay
of his which I've forgotten the exact titte of but it's something
on the question of roots (Return fo the Source) — writings of
that kind and also writings on the actual organization of the
struggle in Guinea Bissau were very important for me. When |
was in my early twenties the writings of the Le Duan who
became General Secretary of the Vieinamese Communist
Party, and a great deal of work of the organizationat kind that
was undertaken in Vietnam was something very central to
me. Writings of Mao on the programs of post-revolutionary
society but also on the reproduction of the hourgeoisie, in
post-revolutionary society on the basis of ongoing commaodity
preduction, these were things that were very important to me
at a certain point. So I'm actually very much formed by what
you're calling these other voices. Much of what | say easily
today is actually based on twenty years of thinking about alt
that. | agree entirely with what Cabral says about culturat
alienation — that it is a problem essentially of the petit-bour-
geoisie who lose their roots in their own culture. Considering
that in Guinea Bissau there was no hourgeoisie {there was a
petit-bourgeocisie there), “Return to the Source” essentially
meant going back to the peasants. What he actually says is
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that the removal of the colonial state is absolutely central for
recovering the national culture — which in the case of Guinea
Bissau is the culture of peasants. Now in-a very different way,
yesterday, ] was saying that the way the subalternists histori-
ans think of nationalism, is in one respect remarkably similar
to the way Congress intellectuals think of nationalism, both
identify nationalism with Ghandi, Nehru, the great leaders, the
upper-class intelligentsia, the canonical figures. | think the
starting point has to be the opposite one. Some twenty million
peasant households participated in the national movement,
but under the hegemony of the bourgeoisie. This discrepancy
between the immensity of the mass base and the hegemony
of a relatively weak national bourgeoisie is the real problem in
understanding the trajectory of this nationalism.
It was, in numerical terms. the largest peasant
movement in history. more numerous than
Mao’s movement in China — but the popular
forces could never effectively challenge the
hegemony of the bourgeoisie. Instead of facing
up to this problem, the subalternists speak of
“dominance without hegemony,” as if the
Congress had some sort of army to force the
peasantry. Simultaneously. they vastly under-
state the level of mobilization - as if anything
other than mass pressure can account for the
departure of the British. In effect, they simply
evaporate the problem. A good beginning was
made with Sumit Srkar's Modern India, but the
ascendency of people like Partha Chatterjee in
the subalternist’s, ranks has served to disorient
the project as a whole. | think we need to return
to those basic questions and some comparative
understanding of those Asian and African countries which
have undergone analogous pracesses should be very helpful
— more helpful than the turn to poststructuralism etc,

Likewise you know what has been suppressed is part of
my development. Someday | will write about it, but part of my
anger at subaliernists in India is that the whole history of
communists both organizing and writing about the peasantry,
all the tribals in Central India and so on, is simply denied as if
it never existed, as if the writing about these classes starls
with the subalternists.

BIL: You mean how the subalternists have been taken up
both in the Indian academy and in North America.

Ahmad: One of the reasons why the subalternists have a
greater influence abroad than in India is this enormous claim
of originality, as if things start with them, as if there were no
histories which they are both suppressing and guoting. | may
write about this particular phenomena at a future date, but
this claim of utter criginality is true of avant garde groupings
generally, something | talk about in the book in a very differ-
ent way where | talk about modernism. Modernism claims
that its forms of narrativity have no pre-history. As if Kafka
could write his novels without a nineteenth century tradition
available to him. The reasons why semething like The Trial
appears so realistic once you have exercised your suspension
of disbelief, or “The Metamorphosis” reads so realistically
once you have accepted that this person has become a beetle,
is that all the techniques of realistic writing are there and
Kafka knows how to write a realist novel, except that he




doesn’t write realistically: that's all.

BfL: V'm wondering if it's not possible to think of multiple
modernisms. I'm thinking here of African-American work. in
particular literature. | understand that you have taught cours-
es in African-American and Caribbean literature. Do you think
of that work — for example the work of Richard Wright — as
inhabiting a realist tradition while also struggling around
guestions of modernism, people like Wallace Thurman,
Langston Hughes. Zora Hurston. Zora Neale Hurston whose
work [ would place between a realist and a modernist tradi-
tion with other kinds of influence coming into place such as
anthropology. I'm just wondering if you can speak to that
work as a moment in modernism or if you can speak of muli-
ple modernisms?

Ahmad: Generally speaking | would say that one of the
striking features about, let’s say, the canonical medernism is
that the commitment to certain kinds of politics is evaporated
from the surface of the texts, and especially notable is the
suppression of class politics. What happens in the Caribbean
and African-American modernisms is that the issue of race
particularly. and of class, being what it is, they cannot evapo-
rate these issues even if they want to. The desire is much
less, but even when there is a desire they simply cannot
evaporate these guestions in the same way. So that Aimé
Césaire actually finds a way of writing a modernist poem
foregrounding the whole issue of race, colony, etc. The same
thing happens to lesser or greater degrees with the African-
American modernism. The other thing is that in the canonical
modernism most writers situate themselves politically quite
consciously in the anti-communist trend, whereas in the
United States the black intelligentsia of the interwar periods
have a very different relationship with the communist party.
Their perception of the labaur movement, their perception of
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the communist party is very different. Many of them started
careers in the communist movement, published in the comn-
munist presses and some of them were even members of the
communist party. So even in terms of organized politics they
are located very differently. You know even Langston Hughes,
not to speak of Richard Wright, was involved with the commu-
nist party. So what I'm suggesting is that the modernism of
colonized people, of the black people, cannot really cbserve
the protocols of the canonical modernism of people like T.S.
Eliot, or Ezra Pound, or Gertude Stein.

Bl 1t seems to me that we are in a very ambivalent place
right now because on the one hand we've got the virtual can-
onization of Zora Meale Hurston for example, being led by
Henry Louis Gates, Houston Baker and others. Hazel Carby
has provocatively asked the question of why is it that Hurston
gets all of the atlention at the expense of people like Richard
Wright who have articulated a very clear grounded political
vision of the world. She challenged us to think what is being
lost when black academics and scholars are not willing to
take up explicitly political work.

Ahmad: But you see this is the same thing: the same
move in that direction. It actually starts in the '50s going to the
'60s. The lucky break that they got was that one of the most
talented black novelists, Ralph Ellison was an anti-commu-
nist. It is with the publication of Invisible Man that the devalu-
ation of Richard Wright actually begins. Wright and Ellison
are pitched as the two opposites in hlack fiction in which
Richard Wright is a mere naturalist. Native Son is said to be
deeply marred as a novel because of this naturalistic need
and it's becoming a mouthpiece of the communist party at the
end of the book etc., etc. and for twenty years you had the
Ellison hegemony. Now what is happening with Zora Neale
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Hurston is that it is partly sort of pandering- Henry Louis
Gates's pandering to black feminism — where he himself is
deeply patriarchal, but this is his way of pandering to black
feminism. Now we won't talk about Ralph Ellison so much;
we will also include Zora Neale Hurston in that same project.
She is of course a very significant novelist but what interests
me here is the politics of this appropriation and the overall
reshuffling of the African-American counter canon.

BL: 1'd like you to talk a little bit more about how you see
the relationship hetween feminism and Marxism, because as
I was reading your book it seemed to me that this relationship
wasn't problematized as much as | thought it should be. What
I mean is that | think that a number of feminists,
originally located theoretically within Marxism,
moved away from that position because of the
failure of traditional categories of Marxism to
address questions specifically refated to gender
politics. And even those who remained within
the framewark of Marxism had to rethink, or
negotiate with Marxism, often in a way which
drew on other approaches derived from theo-
rists such as Freud, Lacan, Foucault etc.

Ahmad: | think what needs to be problema-
tized is both the category of feminism as well as
the category of Marxism. { don't think that the
term feminism is any less problematic because
there are so many kinds of feminisms. There
are certain kinds of feminisms which can have a
deeply educative function for classical cate-
gories of Marxism. There are other Kinds of
feminisms which are irreconcilable, so that, in fact, one of my
regrets about the question which you are raising in terms of
the book is that the term "feminism” is used too broadly, with-
ouf specification or qualifiers. About that, in fact, I'm much
more unhappy than the fact that the term poeststructuralism is
used too broadly. The second thing that | will say is that, yes
absolutely, historically there has been an immense failure in
the history of both Marxism and of communism in addressing
the guestion of gender, and what we now call economism in
the history of Marxism itself surfaces. | think, maost starkly
when you deal with the issue of gender, far more starkly than
it does in issues of modes of production and things like that.
In fact, I'm much softer on what is called economism when
you're dealing with periodizations of history. [ still want to
keep a lot of the energy of what has been rejected today as
economism by those who want fo deny the centrality of the
economic structure as such. But when it comes to the issue of
gender | think that the problems of economism become much
clearer.

However, | also think that Marxist engagements with the
questions of gender have, even in the past, not been quite as
mechanicat as many strands of modern feminism suggests,
either in writing, or in the practice of communist countries. In
other words, it is from the standpoint of revolutionary trans-
formation itself that those insufficiencies stand out most
starkly. After all, women had dreadful pay in the Soviet Union
certainly. but in no part of this world did Muslim women go as
far as they did in the Asian republics of the U.S.S.R. You only
have to compare the status of women in the Asian republics,
which were historically far less developed, with countries like
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Turkey, Iran and Tunisia, the showcase of modernization in
the Islamic world. So that's simply to say that one needs both
to respond to and to think very, very seriously about the kinds-
of criticisms that are raised. But one also needs to keep, you
know, some sense of history. After all, from Engels through
Luxemberg, Kollontai and many others, there was a Marxist
tradition that was not inferior, let us say, to their conternpo-
rary suffragettes. Now having said that, my sense is that the
refounding of the communist movement. which is what I'm
most interested in, is going te involve not only different kinds
of organizations and different kinds of social agents but also
some very fundamental rethinking of the very historical cate-
gories of Marxism. My sense is that the very category on
which Marxism has historically rested, namely
labour, is going te have to be theoretically redone.
Just what do we mean by this category labour,
and how does it surface in classical Marxism as a
theoretical category. That is something that we
have to understand historically.

However, it is my sense that it is not only
Marxism which has to gain from the encounter
with feminist writing. but feminism itself needs to
actually encounter Marxism, beyond the polemic,
in all its categories and all its histories. That cer-
tainly is my position. There isn't some unified
thing called feminism that has the pedagogical

- status of correcting the theory and history of
Marxism. It has to be a much mare reciprocal
relationship. Just as we can no longer think of
labour, of the proletariat, of the working class, of
workers, purely in non-gendered terms. | think
it's not really possible to think of gender except

hy going through all of these material processes and trajecto-
ries that constitute gender in actual history. Gender is a his-
torical category; it is even a way of appropriating certain nat-
ural realities socially. Gender is, so to speak, the social and
historical ways of appropriating nature and biclogy.

B/L: You said in your talk "Theorizing Nations:
Nationalism and its Potentialities" that the nation-state is a
necessary terrain for anti-imperialist struggle. | want ic ask
you about your thoughts on solidarity at the international level
both between national labour movements and with other
movements for social justice? Also, how do you theorize the
place beiween the local and the global which recognises the
fluidity of international capitat. For example, I'm thinking of
the North American Free Trade Agreement and how capital
can move to Mexico unconditionally but Mexican labour
moves to North America only under restrictive and disadvan-
taged conditions. How do we do politics that must at once
address localized contextualized realities but also address
international realities and not dissipate the two.

Ahmad: The situation is at least in one respect very differ-
ent in countries like India. The global situation presses you
essentially in relation to the imperialist countries. Even when
we read an African novel it comes to us published from
London, itis published there, it is recognized there, they
decide that this is something important, it is worth being

" exported to the world market and so on. Now in the imperial-

ist countries there is a very different kind of situation, espe-
cially with the mobility not only of capital but of what | call




techno-managerial and professional strata. The number of people in India today who have been
trained in the advanced countries is 5o vast compared to the colonial period that there is no
comparison. The impact of the metropolitan university on everyday life in India is very, very
direct for the middle classes but then through them to the country at large. This impact is far
greater today than it was in the colonial period. So those lines of demarcations
do not hold now.

I think the way the world is actually constituted global transformation actu-
ally goes through the local and by the local | mean certainly the locally local. It
is absolutely essential to have movements and politics which address issues
of particular forms of local oppression. But to the extent that the nation state
continues to be the moment of contestation for all of those structures of power
you have to have, at some level, what one might call a counter-state which is
to say a party. It is simply not possible to struggle eventually against any form
of structural oppression without going through the nation state and what you
find is that it is in fact the same single structure which holds together patri-
archy, class oppression, racism. The logic of capital is such that this concen-
tration is in fact increasing whereas its organization of social life mystifies that
as if it is in fact getting more dispersed, which it's not. Revenue powers. legal
powers - all of this is getting much more centralized, sa that you in fact need
very fiexible forms of politics - not the classical communist party form but
very flexible forms of both dispersion and concentration. In the military arena,
that was invented by the Vietnamese: dispersion and concentration. That was
their great contribution to military theory. We need a political strategy which in
fact does both. That is why some dialectic between what we now call social movements and
what has historically been called communism has to be re-thought in very different sorts of
ways.

BIL. It seems that we've now posed the chalienge of articulating a postmadern/poststruc-

. turalist politics, given the way that you have just described the concentration of capital which is
happening at the exact moment when social movements are becoming more and more frag-
mented.

 Ahmad: Well | don't know whether | would so guickly pretend that | understand what a post-
structuralist form of politics means in the sense that the history of the communist movement
has always gone through local pelitics of organizing the locality on the immediate issue that's
facing the locality. When Pakistan came into being and brand new industrial cities started and
the proletariat came in from the ends of the earth how do you start organizing these people?
What is their main anxiety? - thal they would die away from home that is their main anxiety. For
a peasani just recently having become one of the proletariat. the horror is that you would die
away from home. So how do you organize the first union you collect money to send the corpses
back to the village. That is what you do first, that is how communist organizing in Karachi start-
ed, by starting a collective fund for the workers to send the corpses back and to buy the right
cioth to wrap the bodies in and to do the ritual by preparing the corpse and sending it back
home. Now this is not poststructuralism; this is communism. | want to know what poststruc-
turalist politics is. Micro-politics is what communism always did. It is the aggregation of those
things. You started by identifying particular problems in particular places and you organize peo-
ple on those issues and the sense that you need a common organization, a single political party,
to create linkages among local struggles, grew among the people from the experience of how
difficult it is to win in an isolated place - and more difficult te defend the gains in a local circum-
stance. Party building always went from the local to the general, from factories and neighbour-
hoods to the country as a whole. Nor did the theoretical primacy of the working class prevent
you from party work among other classes and social strata. None of it is new. What is new is the
claim that different groups have interests so different as to be exclusive; that problems can only
be addressed at the immediate level where they arise. only by these who are directly effected
by them; that no one has the right to represent anyone else because no representation can be
true; that there are only particular interests - no universality. This, Marxism will not accept.
Because neither politics nor morality can be left to mere contingency. There has to be some idea
of universality and the common good.

Seurayan Mookerjea and Kathryn White are PhD candidates in the Department of Social and Political
Theught af York Universily. Rinaldo Walcott is a member of the Border/Lines collective.

Border/Lines 29/30

RADICAL FILM CRITICISM AND THECRY

3 ISSUES
$18 for individuals Abroad
$35 for institutions J. 7§ Add $i5

1 year subscription

NAME

ADDRESS

CITY

COUNTRY CODE

CINEACTION 40 Alexander St Apt. 705, Toronto,
Ontario, Canada M4Y1B5

CARL BEAM

GOTTLIEB

G A L L E R Y

80 SPADINA AVENUE
SUITE 313
TORONTO

M5V 2J3
359-0103
FAX: 594-0095

Border/Lines 29/30




BRace doesn't prescribe experience or predict
emotional depth. but there are historical experiences
only being Black in space, time and mind will
meake possible.

The Village Voice, Greg Tate

is g testament to many things that my first
exposure to racial iyranny and genocide was
. an imaginative one. It is a testament to a
happy childhood, clbeit one in o former colony; it is a
testament to the psychological rooting that often hap-
pens when one lives in a Black society, albeit one sub-
ject to the whims and fancies of the metropolis. Itis a
testament to the very colonial status of the islands [
grew up in, Trinidad and Tobago, that I was not
exposed, either in school or imaginatively through
library books, to the horror that was the Middle Passage
and African life under slavery in the New World. T was
sixteen before [ begam to learn West Indian hisiory. 1
had read neither The Souls of Black Folk or Up From

Siavery. There wasn't a copy of either at my library — 1 :

had read virtually the entire collection and those books | el

hadn't read, [ knew of. Eveal saken f _ illed i it
Ii is o testament io power. The overwhelming and yeglasses taken from prisoners kifled in AUSChwIT2.

oppressive weight of colonial power which attempts to

create subjects in their own image — the good colenial;

the power of those who cre able to withhold your history I stared

in an atiempt to control your thoughts. saW
The imaginative exposure to what we now (believed for the first though I knew all along)

euphemistically call “ethnic cleansing” came through the blue veins

. the books of Leon Uris, in particular, Exodus. At twelve, the numbered wrist
: ' o ' possibly, thirteen, I was outraged and upset at what had
- H happened to the Jews. [n the silence surrounding my 1 had given "It' a name-
h‘] M ° N our be it p h i I 1 p own hisiory cnd my own memoery, I took to myself the Suffering

pain of what had happened to Jewish people in Europe. silent you shook your head, mouthed

Perhaps — I am sure that ot some deeper level I knew “Persecution”

what had happened to my own people (this knowledge, while they called it Ratings

even if not spoken, is pussed on, sometimes infinitely

nuanced from one generation to another), and that I was and we were the B.C.Ds -

on the journey to my own past albeit through a surrogate Basic Common Denominators -

issue. It matters not how we come to understand oppres- silence divided by time

sion, provided we take the legsons to hecrt and apply one oppression by two realities

them to our lives. the only remainder
I know the exposure to be a significant one because it one scrawny wrist

continues to crop up in my own imaginative cnd poetic tatteoed blue with numbers

L life. In "8t. Clair Avenue West” {Salmon Courage) 1 and branded memories that balk ot talk
There are things the Negro knows that the hecause of his brutality to the Negro and to the : wrote: o o
; . . D'you think it was like this
white man can never know. Things which Indian. So too there are things the Jew alone when Solomon showed his weares
belong to the pure, unique, spiritual destiny of can know, things closed forever to the gentile _: 1;;11"2;?;’3@ 15 éﬁiﬁiﬂiﬁfﬁf‘éiitm

America, and which have heen denied to the even to the best of Christians. : Did they bargain like this
white man, will he denied to him forever (Conjectures of a Guilly Bystander, Thomas Merton) ' stalking each other's memories

careful to avoid each other’s potholes of
persondgl truth...

gﬁ%
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That was in 1983. In 1988, Mrs. Blewchamp, an old
Jewish womon in my novel, Harriet's Daughter, leaves
something for the fourteen-year-old Margaret/Harriet,
the young African Canadian girl. What Mrs. Blewchamp
has left for Margaret is still unknown to me, but it does
have to do with the “gift' of understanding another's
pain that was given to another young girl many years
ago on a Caribbean islemd. I was also conscious of lay-
ing the ground work for a sequel that would explore the
possible links between a Jewish survivor of the Nazi
holocaust and the descendant of survivors of the African
holocaust.

Recently in Toronto, there has been much talk of
Jewish/Black tensions; it is alse difficult not to be aware
of the allegations and counter-allegations south of the
border between Jews and African Americans. Some of
the sensitivity on both sides comes {rom the identifica-
tion of Jewish involvement in the slave trade. It iz clear
{o anyone who has more than a cursory understcmding
of the period of time of the African slave trade that every
group was involved in the African slave trade. There is
blood on everyone's hands: Christian, Jew, Muslim and
African — Black and white alike. Even Native people
bought, owned and sold slaves. As a descendant of sur-
vivors of the Middle Passage, and the atrocity of slavery,
[ am pissed to hell with all of them.

Research and writings that attempt to blame Africans
for the slave trade, as I read recently in an article in the
Toronte Star, are as reprehensible as those that attempt
1o suggest that Jews were the main culprits. African
involvement was driven by the great need of the
European powers for elaves and is similar to the plight
of Colombian peasants who are forced into growing
cocoa to support America’s addiction. Se too having
been forced by anti-Semitism in Europe into money-
lending, some Jews were able to underwrite the expens-
es of the trade. This is not to excuse and absolve those
involved but to explain and undersiand, which is what
responsible scholarship is all about.

The irony of these tensions between Jews and Blacks
is that both groups have been inextricably linked in
European thought and proctice around anti-Semitism
and anti-African racism. As Jan Nederveen Pieterse
notes, for more than their creator links Shylock and
Othelle, and the Mediaval divisicn of the world into the
descendants of Shem, Ham, and Japhet and ancestors of
Asia, Africa and Europe respectively underscore these
links. Semites and Hamites are ouiside the Christian
world and play the Other to straight Europe. The Jews
were the representatives of Asia in Furope but linked to
Africans who were placed at the foot of the humoan lad-
der. Sander Gilman the Jewish scholar writes:

The Jews are black, according to nineteenth-century
racial seience, because they are not o pure race.
because they are a race which has come from Africa.
But the blackness of the African like the blackness of
the Jew, was credited to the effect of certain dis-
eases,specifically syphilis, on the skin of the

i

African...The blackness of the Jew is wriiten on the
skin... The “blackness” of the Jew was not only a
mark of racial inferiority. but also an indicator of (his
or her) diseased nature ...African blacks, especially
the Hottentot...became the epitome of the “ugly” race.
And being ugly...was not merely a matter of aesthet-
ics but was a clear sign of pathology, disease. Being
black was not beautiful. Indeed. the blackness of the
African, like the blackness of the Jew, was believed to
mark a pathological change in the skin, the result of
congenital syphilis. (my emphasis)
Sonder Gilman, The Jew's Body

Gilman mearshalls overwhelming evidence to show
how European racial science linked both groups: Jews
had “interbred with Africans during the period of the
Alexandrian exile”; the Jew's Africanness was evident in
“his muzzle-shaped mouth and face removing him from
certain other races.. lips {are) very full.(the) mouth project-
ing..the whole physiognomy, when swarthy, as it often is,
has an African look.”

Hitler argues in Mein Kampf that it is “Jews who bring
the Negroes into the Rhineland, always with the same
secret thought and clear aim of ruining the hated white
race by ..bastardization...” Together with gypsies, homo-
gsexuals, Communists and Freemasons, Jews and Blacks
would become the target of Nazi Germany.

It is deeply significant ...that each of these exclusions
— of Jews and Blacks — "has led tc a holocaust on o
world scale the centuries of the African slave trade fol-
lowed by colonial doemination, and the recurrent pogroms
against Jews culminating in the Shoah — in the first of
which millions of Africans, und the second millions of
Jews, lost their lives." (White on Black, Jan Nederveen
Pisterse)

But race is infinitely malleable and as Gilmem writes,
despite these links Jews appear to have metamorphosed
into being white in the United States. Gilman writes that
the “desire for invisibility, the desire to become “white,”
lies at the center of the Jew's flight from his or her cwn
body.” Gilman raises the issue of whether Jews are white
as did Melanie Kaye Katrowitz at a recent speech
described Jews as the dorkest of the whites and the
fairest of the Blacks suggesting a sort of slippage as
being part of the construction of Jewishness in North
America. Gilman's words capture best the historical lnk
between Blacks and Jews and the “American” reality
where distance from Blackness continues to be a marker
of progress. He sees Al Jolson's role as a Sambo figure
petforming "Mammy” in black-fuce as the consummation
of this contradiction:

Are Jews white? Or do they become white when
they. like Jack Robin, acculturate into American soci-
ety. so identifying with the idecals of “American” life,
with all of its evocation of race, that they — at least in
their own mind’s eye — become white? Does black-
face make everyone who puts it on white?

Scmder Gilman, The Jew's Body
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One of the most dis-
tressing aspects of the
tensions between Blacks
and Jews is the sense of
competition for position
of the privileged minority
— the most oppressed
group. The hierarchy of
oppression such as was
fuelled by recent state-
ments by William F.
Buckley {The Toronto
Star, June 2, 1993) are
offensive and should be
avoided. Whose interests
are being served when a
lapsed anti-Semite dis-
misses the concerns of
Blacks over Show Boat as
prepostercus and a “vio-
lation of the rights of the
people of Toronto” and
praises Jewish “hyper-
sensitivity’? “Because of
the Holocaust, Jews
earned distinctive immu-
nities,” Buckley is quoted
as saying; "indifference
to that, hypersensitivity
on the subject is correct.”

Each group claims the
uniqueness of their
oppression — and so it
should be. Often that
uniqueness is all the
members of the group
have to hang on to, and
so they should. What
happened to Native peo-
ple is very different from
what happened to
Africans, which in turn
ditiers from what hap-
pened to the Jews. It
would be presumptuous
and very wrong of me,
however, to tell a Native
person that they didn't
suffer as much as African

"Lady of Tuskegee" hy B.H. Palk, 193

2

people did. Maybe they did, maybe they didn't. But while we fight about who suffered most, we deflect energies from

what the real struggle is all about.

The Africeam scholar, Ali Mazrui, has argued that unlike in the case of Africans who had o commercial price put on
them, Nazis hunted Jews purely to murder them. His argument, as stated in his book The African Condition, is that
“they were not only dehumemized; they were totally devalued.” Hersin lies one major difference. On the other hand, the
historiom, Orlondo Patterson has argued compellingly about the fact that for Africans slavery represented a “social
death.' Will we African and Jew, therefore sit picking over the bones of our dead, our ancestors, arguing ahout which
was worse, the soclal death or the real death. This would be a travesty to their memories and lives. And those who
tratfic in death and discount horror at bargain basement prices like nothing better but to see us fight among ourselves.
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"Washing The Souls Of The Feet" by Doris Ullman, 1930
Tuskegee Institute Archives

What can be argued is that once the need for
Africans had waned, they too were devalued as shown
in the movement to deport them from the United States.
Might there, therefore, not be a connection between
what happened to Blacks and what would eventually
happen to Jews when a state could bring to bear against
them cnd others, all the technological means of decth ot
its disposal. What of the prototype of concentration
camps at Goree and all along the west coast of Africa?
Still there are differences which are very real, nuanced
and important.

Jews and Blacks are at present inserted very differ-
ently in North American society, and while Blacks are
neither entirely powerless, nor Jews all-powerful, the
disparity in power between the two groups is very real.
The crushing weight of white racism is manifest in oll
the institutions of society one expects to further the lives
of citizens; Blacks and Africans often see these crgani-
zations as enemies arrayed against them. Fducation
has served them badly; health care — particularly in the
United Stotes — is often minimal; ond between them the
police end the justice system so effectively manage the
chaff the winnowing winds of racism discard. almost
lifty percent of the jail population in the United States is
comprised of Blacks. As Melanie Kay Kantrowitz stated
at a speech in Toronto (OISE) on April 17, 1993, the killing
of the Jewish student in Crown Heighis, after o Black
child was run over and died, was an exception; the beat-
ing of Rodney King by the police was an act of normal-
cy. Jews today say "never again’ and so they should.
Blacks and African peoples say “again and again’ as we
see the broken bodies on television, Somalic, South
Africa, as we hear of Black youth being shot, as we see
the havoc white life wreaks on Black peoples.

Jews face different problems: their concern with and
sensitivity to identification is understandable given
what this has meant for them historically. But the ability
to pass comes with it own peculiar set of burdens.
Given the latent and not so latent anti-Semitism in
Western societies, reminders of the Jewish holocaust
serve the very necessary function of keeping that anti-
Semitism at bay and in check.

While anti-Semitism against Jews presents itself
most often as non-institutional, racism against Blacks
is both institutional and non-institutional. Both these
faces of racism are linked, however — a system that is
less than committed to fighting the systemic racism
within its own institutions will encourage the flowering
of neo-Nazi groups. The fight against one must include
the fight agcinst the other.

One Jew sent to the ovens is too much. One Africen
captured and taken out of Africa is too much. One
Native person killed as a result of European expansion-
ism. One Jupanese sent to the camps is too much. One
is too many. And that is where we may be able to loccte
a politic with the possibility of communication in the
fight against what Mazrui calls “systems of humilia-
tion.”
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Blacks — African Caribbean people whom I know
best — have had a long history of resisting these sys-
tems. We understood what the fight against Hitler
meant and many Black men joined up and fought over-
secs on behalf of the Alliad powers to prevent the culmi-
nation of an obscene racist ideology that had fingered
everyone who wasn't "white.! As a matter of course,
many of us have taken the Jewish experience in World
Woar II into our lives. We have had to. I believe some of
the anger expressed over the last few months comes
from the desire for some show of reciprocity. Maybe the
horror of the Shoah has been so great that there is no
room for the concerns of others. That toco would be
understandable, but there have been sufficient exam-
ples otherwise, to show that this is not necessarily the
case.

The contradictions of life are such, that one can be o
member of an oppressed group and be powerful.
Coming trom Trinidad where Indign/African relations
are often tense, it was a disturbing but useful experi-
ence to observe how Asians saw Africans as being pow-
erful and oppressive. This image is, of course, at odds
with the one we hold of ourselves, and there was truth
on both sides. These are some of the contradictions thet
arise, particularly where groups have been powerfully
shaped by external events. The experience of oppres-
sion is, however, no guarantee that former victims will
not themselves become oppressors. At my most cynical
I have often argued the only thing oppression guaram-
tees is further oppression when the former victims gain
power. We camnot,therefore, afford to rest on our experi-
ences, group or personal, of oppression. We have teo con-
sciously work to make links, and be vigilant that we not
use our oppression to justify oppressing or hurting oth-
ers.

Our ethnicity and race do net inoculate us against
racism and anti-Semitism. Racism exists among Jews as
surely as anti-Semitism exists among Blacks.
Unfortunately, the pathologies of these social illnesses
have affected us all; what we need to do is first be con-
scious cf this, resist finger-pointing until we have exam-
ined the motes or logs in our own eyes and work to
understand how systems of power work to pit us against
each other.

M. Nourbese Philip is a poet and o writer living in Toronto, Her
most recent book, Showing Grit: Showboating North of The 44th
Paraliel, is excerpted here.
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I, like so many hlacks, have been trying to pin
myself down in history, place myself in the
stream of {ime as significant, evolved, present
in the past, continuing into the future. To be
without documentation is teo unsustaining, too
spontaneously ahisterical. too dangerously
malleable ir the hands of those who would
rewrite not merely the past but my future as
well.

Patricia Williams

..if we accept the post-structuralist argu-
ment that it is language that endows the social
with meaning, we must also insist that lan-
guage, itself, acquires meaning and authority
only within specific social and historical set-
tings. While linguistic differences structure
society, social differences structure language.

Carroll Smith-Rosenberg

Since the emergence of post-structuralism and the social
movements of the late-1960s and 1970s, scholarship in the
social sciences and the humanities has taken some steps in
bridging the study of what Stuart Hall terms, “the “insides’ of
people, ...subjectivity and sexuality” with the study of “social
relations, production and the ‘hard edge’ of productive systems”
{Hall, 102-3). This has marked a shift from assuming the con-
tent of identity categories to examining the assumptions/truths
which conflictively constitute subjects as hound to specific
socio-histerically grounded identities, from exploring the inter-
secting topics of historical reality and identity formation to map-
ping the genealogy of historicized identities.

This article is primarily aimed at raising some questions
about —as well as partially exploring— the tensions that exist
between post-structuralist and post-colonial perspectives on
“race,” on the one hand, and the historical social sciences and
the humanities, on the other. Ultimately, does “race” necessari-
ly inform the ways in which these academic disciplines are
fmagined and practised? Is the bridge mentioned and encour-
aged by Stuart Hall actually possible and is it necessarily
raced? Is the very notion of such a “bridge” necessarily hetero-
normative (suggesting a “marriage” between the disciplines)?
Would it be more interesting to perceive such effarts in terms of
erasing frontiers or cross-dressing? What is at stake when ail
of these attempts and practices are only partially successful or
even when they fail?
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Subaltern Writing
and the
Claims of History

One of the principal [imits of prevailing post-structuralist
perspectives in general is that they tend to elide the subjects,
recipients, etc. of raciat oppression: namely, the subaltern sub-
jects of Western colonialism. As Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak has
pointed out in "Can The Subaltern Speak.” her critique of Michel
Foucault, et at., the seemingly decentered Western author/sub-
ject of poststructuralist discourse inevitably becomes recen-
tered precisely because "he’ is abstractly theorized within a
Crusoe-like universe that originally only contains the West (and
no “natives” and/or no “women”). On the contrary., most post-
colonial literature and secial inquiry arose —within the context
of anti-racist and anti-imperialist struggles— precisely to
address this Euro- or Euro-American-centrism. This went from
the turn-of-the-century works of W.E.B. DuBois, José Marti, and
Arturo Schomburg to the 20th-century precursors involved in
the Harlem Renaissance, the socio-historical work of José
Carlos Mariategui. the literary production of the Caribbean and
African exponents of negritude, and the post-war anti-colonial
writings of Aimé Césaire, Frantz Fanon, Albert Memmi, Amilcar
Cabral, and Roberto Fernandez Retamar.

However, and as Cherrie Moraga, Barbara Smith, Essex
Hemphill, Maria Lugones, et al. have argued jusily. much of the
writing and broader social practices of the subaltern subjects of
Western colonialism/racism unfortunately continues to define
these normative yet colonized social spaces as perpetually in
need of centering straight men within these communities. In
other words, subaltern national-cultural/racial communities
are incessantly imagined and re-membered within heterosexist
and masculinist horizons. This is how they are historically rep-
resented in lived experience, this is how they are socially repre-
sented in memory. The political effects of such perspectives
have been disastrous: from the misogynist backlash that fol-
towed the Algerian and Viet-Namese wars of independence to
the implesion of the Civil Rights and National Liberation move-
ments within the United States, these last tragedies also par-
tially resulting from the authoritarian substructures of their
patriarchical leaderships.

Nevertheless, one of the tensions within most of these cri-
tiques from feminist women of color and/or leshian and gay
“Third World” writers seems to be the question of historicity.
For example, Audre Lorde, in an essay that has become a
touchstone for so many of us ("Age, Race, Class, and Sex:
Women Redefining Difference™, says:




Because of the continuous battle against racial erasure that Black
women and Black men share, some Black women still refuse to
recognize that we are also oppressed as women, and that sexual
hostility against Black women is practised not only by the white
racist society, but implemented within our Black communities as
well. It is a disease striking at the heart of Biack nationhood, and
silence will not make it disappear.

She then adds:

Differences between ourselves as Black women are also being
misnamed and used to separate us from one another. As a Black
leshian feminist comfortable with the many different ingredients of
my identity, ant as a woman committed to racial and sexual free-
dom from expression, | find | am constantly being encouraged to
pluck out some one aspect of myself and present this as the
meaningful whole, eclipsing or denying the other parts of self.
(Lorde, 119-120)

Here Audre Lorde broadly gestures to racially gendered
wage inequalities in the United States and instances of homo-
phobia within the Black community, as well mentioning the bru-
tality and exploitation that limit women-of-colour’s reproductive
health here and in other countries. Yet there does not appear to
be any broader sense of the unevenly changing and contradicto-
ry institutional materiality that contextualizes these atrocities
making them not only possible. but usually reasonahle —even
to most of their victims. | could have picked any
other example from Audre Lorde’s work or
from any of the other exponents of this genre of
criticism. This is usually the terrain of autobiog-
raphy. where one clearly gets a sense of how
persanal experience (i.e., an individual history)
authorizes a particutar viewpeint, thus empow-
ering specific members of oppressed groups to
tell their story and change their lives.’

Important as the reinscription of memory is
within these testimonial and empirical points of
departure, at times such perspectives give me
the impression of assuming that experience is
a transpareni event through which the ulti-
mately unfettered (i.e.. spiritually) self —liter-
ally— speaks for itself. These viewpoints
appear to offer an extremely individualized
examination of the political, economic, and cul-
tural apparatuses that have structured such
experiences in different ways, making them
meaningful to these individual subjects. In this
sense — and only in this sense — they would
seem to assume that experience is not a social
and historical product.

Do notions of “Black nationhood” or “Black
women” ultimately make any sense, even
within narratives of memory, without the not

always named referent of “origins.” “lineage,” “descent.” etc.?
Aren’t these referents always already evocative of the "natural”
and of its principal signifiers (i.e.. race and sex) ~—which, by the
way, was one of the points made by Patricia Williams in the first
epigraph, ahove? How can subaltern social subjects “pin ...[our-
selves] down in history, place ...[ourselves] in the stream of
time as significant” without examining the processes and struc-
tures of this history?...0r, rather, am | making the mistake of
posing a far too constraining view of history: am | overlooking
the pturalism, the “altern[ativel.” within “subaltern” histories?
Are these testimonial narratives offering another, different, yet
just as pertinent, perspective on what history and the writing of
history means? .

What about the other, presumably more macro-structural.
ways in which these personal experiences have been affected
and even determined by the transformations and conflicts with-
in these institutions and technologies of power —changes to a
large extent due to the resistances of oppressed groups?
_Which brings us back. not only to the second epigraph by
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg that opened this paper, but also to the
questions raised in the work of Michel Foucault —the same
scholar | have just criticized for being Eurocentric (not to men-
tion misogynist).

The journey from the historical social sciences to the
humanities, as well as the iniellectual transvestism between
the two. has raised numerous guestions about what exactly is
history and historical writing. Although many of these questions
are still helly disputed, one of the threads in the drag apparel
draping both the histerical social sciences and the humanities
displays an acknowledgement and a working through of the
textuatlized] structure of history and society.

Nevertheless, has there been a shift in the
opposite direction or an attempt to don the
other's clothing (from the humanities to the
historical social sciences)? What does such a
shift or cross-dressing look like, in this case?
More specifically, if the work of feminist
women of colour, et al. has had some impact
an the new ways of thinking and doing histor-
ical research {(and even on white scholarship).
what impact have the new historicat forms of
inquiry had on the work of “Third World”
women authors? Are or should subaltern
poets and other “Third World” women literati
really be compelled to address such gues-
tions? Perhaps the answer lies in writings
such as Gloria Anzaldda’'s Borderlands. Toni
Marrison's Beloved and Playing in the Dark,
and/or Alice Walker's The Color Purple.

| am nat criticizing Audre Lorde. et al. for
not being historians or —Oh, myl-- sociolo-
gists. This critique is aimed. rather, at subal-
tern perspectives that tend to simplify or to
net even recognize the importance of
addressing something else. | am referring to
what Gayalri Chakravorty Spivak —who is
also not a historian—— has called the need to
re-examine “how historical narratives are
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negotiated” (Spivak. 249). Shouldn't this too be an
important part of “dismantling the master’s
house?” Are these two different ways of doing the
same thing (i.e., history) or, rather, do they sug-
gest that the distance between the camps —both
in terms of academic fields and in terms of intel~
lectual drag— of the historical social sciences
and that of the humanities is insuperahle?

if. in the end, we are all just telling stories
(viz., fashioning disputed narratives of lives and
events) with extremely varied socio-political
effects, is it even fair to raise the following ques-
tions? How does the connection between past
history, current historical practice. and subaltern
memory/identity become masculinized and het-
erosexualized in each of these different subaliern
communities? How do race and sex give mean-
ing 1o the arganization of historical knowledge
and subaltern/colonized memory and how do
these meanings vary across time? Doesn’t over-
looking issues of historicity eventually lead to
reinscribing metahistorical paradigms and time-
lessness? Recalling the Patricia Williams epi-
graph, again, wouldn't this be "too unsustaining,
too spontaneously ahistorical, too dangerously
malleable in the hands of those who would
rewrite not merely the past but ...[our] fulure as
well?” If this is not an ahistorical posture, what does ahistori-
cism mean then? If, on the contrary, this is indeed an zhistorical
posture, doesn't it run the risk of reinforcing the meaningful
conceptual territory. not only of machista and homophobic sub-
altern practices, but also of the still hegemonic Euro-and Euro-
American-centric subject?

The Colonial
Q uestion

Hence, we are back to the problem of colonialism. To my
mind, this is one of the fundamental political, economic, and
cultural apparatuses that has, not only socially structured. but
historically defined and produced subaltern experiences (hoth
individual and collective). Any discussion of colonialism in the
United States today is immediately complicated by the fact that,
particutarly within the academic discipline of History (with a
capital "H"). colonial matters are usually understood te he a
question that was resolved in 1776 —just as any discussion of
white supremacy tends to evoke the bad old days of Jim Crow
and legal segregation. | think these perspectives —which are
commanplace even among posi-structuralists, feminists, and
queer theorists— need to be seriously re-examined. As bell
hooks has argued, speaking of white supremacy and. particu-
larly, of colenialism in the present tense helps to de-individual-
ize and re-historicize racial/national-cultural conflicts and hier-
archies within contemporary North America. What would a
post-colonial perspective mean, then, within this context? What
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follows are some suggestions regarding
conceptual points of departure.

The history and current reality of colo-
nialism is not only about how oppressed
cultural-national/racial groups have been
created. It is simultaneously about how the
very categories and structures of “race,”
“nationality,” and “ethnicity” originated and
cantinue to be socially produced, embodied,
and “naturalized” in various ways (particu-
larly in how they are gendered, sexualized,
and class-determined). This is another way
of saying that subaltern experiences have
been affected and even determined by the
transformations and conflicts within colo-
nialist institutions and technologies of
power, which, in turn, is another way of say-
ing that the history of actually existing colo-
nialism is still about the world as we know
and live it today. under Western hegemony.

At issue are the culiural practices and
representations that necessarily accompa-
nied and helped make possible a particular
collection of colonialist and neo-colonialist
enterprises that. not accidentally, and as
Samir Amin has show in Eurocentrism,
coincided with the creation of a world capi-
talist market: the phenomenon otherwise known as the “Rise of
the West.”

t am alluding to the politico-economic structures and domi-

nant knowledges, constituted specific social-geographic spaces
and their subordinate inhabitants. Referenced is any and all
encounters marked by national-cultural/racial hierarchy and
inequality. This conceptual point of departure allews for a cri-
tigue of the era of colonialism (including neo-colonialism) that
aspires to guestion the nexus of power and knowledge that
made and still makes such colonial situations possible. The
intention is to anticipate and further a non-colonialist age by
identifying and critiquing. not just the socie-economic and polit-
ical roots of colonialism, but also the systems of meaning and
ideological representation that ground colonialism. Broadly
understood, this is what ] mean by a post-colonial perspective,
Given the sadly pervasive reality of neocolonialism, my use of
the term “post-colonial” is very different from a simple allusion
to the period after a former colonized pecple have gained politi-
cal (though not economic) independence. In my mind, the eco-
nomic, political. and particularly cultural effects of neo-colonial-
ism are still colonial. A post-colonial perspective, on the other
hand, designates the political, econemic, and cultural efforts to
uproot and dismantle colonialism altogether ——particularly its
Western underpinnings.
Likewise, | use the term “colonized” to denote all those popula-
tions and spaces that became the object of national-
cultural/racial oppression by the West as part of the historically
concurrent and overlapping emergence of capitalism, colonial-
ism. and chattel slavery on a world scale 500 years ago. The
colonized subjects were thus produced as part and parcel of the
transformation of “Christendom” into “Europe” and of Christian




universalism into Eurocentric universalism. It is
no accident that the rise of the colonialist culture
of capitalism also brought into “common” —that
is, Western— usage the term “ethnic™: This sig-
nals the shift from the Greek “éthnos,” meaning
“nation” and “people,” to the Catholic-Latin “eth-
nicus,” referring to “heathen,” “pagan,” and “sav-
age;” hence, the intertwined genesis of modern
racism, cofonialism, and nationalism. As Trinh
Minh-ha has pointed out,

[tlhe perception of the outsider as the one who needs
help has taken on the successive forms of the har-
harian, the pagan, the infidel, the wild man, the
“native,” and the underdeveloped. Needless to say,
these forms whose meanings helplessly keep on
decomposing can only exist in relation to their oppo-
sites. ...Thus the invention of “needs” and of the mis-
sion to “help” the needy always blossom together. The

This colonial
reality produced the
world that confirms this originally Western taxo-
Jean Paul Sartre
dESCfihEd in the 195‘]3 described in the 1950s as numbering
as numbering
“two thﬂusand million {Sartre, 7). Or, to place this in the mare
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Full Man, the Church, the Humanist, the Civilized-Cotonist, and the
Professional-Anthropologist all have a human face and are close male
agnates descending from the same key ancestor.(Minh-ha, 54}

The opposite of the colonized. i.e.. the “colonizer.” primarily
refers to Europeans, their recognized descendants, and the
social space thus constituted as dominant within national-cul-
tural/racial hierarchies. Such a process has constructed both
these subordinate and hegemonic spaces and their corre-
sponding populations as two poles within a colonial relation-
ship. In other words, both the various "mother countries” (or
metropolises) and their respective colonies —overseas and
internal, direct and indirect (neocolonies)— are colonial social
spaces; both the racially/national-culturally hegemonic social
subjects (the colonizers) and the subaltern subjects (the colo-
nized) are colonial subjects.

In more immediate terms: the United
States today and the university where |
teach are colonial spaces where we are
all colonial subjects; but some of you are
colenizers while some of us are colo-
nized. Japan is the only exception that

nomical rule. This colonial reality pro-
duced the werld that Jean Paul Sartre

“two thousand million inhabitants: five
hundred million men [sicl, and one thou-

sand five hundred million natives”

immediate context of the wars over

inhahitantS: Western hegemony. the lethal results of
five hundred milllion
men {sic], and

the Gulf War of 1991 were officially trans-
lated in the United States in terms of the
“unfortunate deaths” of 100 heroic U.S.
soldiers vs. over 200,000 unforeseeable

ﬁVE hundred mi[li[]n cases of “collateral damage” among Iragi
. w” “natives.”

natives To ry mind, this is part of what is at

{Sarire. D stake in the ways that past history, current

historical practice, and the prevailing
forms of identity/memory are produced,

S particularly within the sciences {social or.

allegedly, natural} and the humanities —

Marxism, feminism. gueer theories, and

post-siructuralism included. Both coloniz-
er and cotonized social subjects continue to resurface intertwined
within these lived texts and textualized lives.

On the other hand, and as in the case of their late-nineteenth
to mid-twentieth century forerunners, mast post-colonial writ-
ing persists in fashioning the subaltern subject of Western colo-
nialism along strict masculinist and heterosexist lines. This o0
overlooks issues of historicity insofar as it reinscribes the
metahistorical timelessness of always already
sexed/oppressed races/nationalities. In this manner, these per-
speclives also end up validating the still hegemonic epistemolo-
gies of ahistoricism. Any timelessness ultimately resonates
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with the metahistory of Euro- and Euro-American-centric sub-
jects: male, propertied, and sexually “correct.”

The guestions thus remain: How does race (as well as sex,
nationality, and class) give meaning to the organization of his-
torical knowledge, existing colonial memory, and the lived colo-
nial present? And what are the implications of all of this?

Kelvin A. Santiago-Valles teaches in the Sociology Department
at Binghamton University-SUNY ., New York.
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BY ALTHEA PRINCE

THE ROAD-MAP OF ELDER VOICE

gearch in this article to make a path — a road-map — to and through what [ ele_ct_ to c_ali Car}blk)ectg

Elder Voice Lineage. | do so by examining the voice of an Elder Caribbeqn mar, T-nnldadm‘n social an
political theorist, C.L.R. James and the voices of three Caribbean women favrlter-s, Antl_guan wr}ter, Iamc.ncct
Kincoid, Trinidadian writer, Merle Hodge, and my children’s series which is set in Antigua during the nine-
teenth century. bell hooks provides a useful comporative theoretical framework for James. _ R——
C.LR. James discussed the search for writers and calypsonians whose work cen be cons_ldered aut entic.
The authentic voice is, in his view, liberating in that it speaks with the wholeness of a Caribbean world view.

A search for Elder Voice Lineage is this same search for wholeness.

e
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Creating the road-map of Elder Voice lineage is a
dynamic process. There are ne 'pat’ prescriptions for
doing =0, for this road-map is in the doing and the har-
vesting of the doing is cumulative.

Flder Veice Lineage, by its very name, rejects the fool-
ishness of starting anew. Tt presents its inheritors with a
task — that being, to receive their inheritance. Having
received it. what will they do with t? To whom do they
owe it? On whose behalf do they receive it and what are
the accompanying responsibilities? )

Put simply, the basis of ‘voice' lineage mecms that the
whole is the basis of the pecople’s ‘Story, their ‘'voice,
their worldview. Their perpetuation as a people is
dependent on the wholeness of ‘The Story’ being passed
on and being received.

It is this very wholeness that James claims to look for
and attempts to rescue from among the work of
Caribbecn artists, In the Jamesicn recding of
Caribbeen saciety, that wholeness lends "The Story’
cuthenticity. James posits that the work of Caribbean
writers will show the difference between wholeness
(cruthenticity) and the fractured self. He is confident that
wholeness will come to be given more ‘voice' in the liter-
ature from the arec. He shows that the inculcation of
British hegemony created the demger of losing the real
self as it became submerged in favour of what he calls
“the code” of British culture.

It is important and ironic to note that even as he
makes o case for wholeness and authenticity, James pre-
gents a fractured view of the very people he seeks to res-
cue; he excludes from his discussion the ‘voice’ of
womer and the ‘voice' of Caribbean people of East
Indian descent. Even though he does discuss the work of
two East Indion novelists, he does so without examining
whether or not the fact that these two writers are East
Indian has anything to do with their capacity to find
their authentic voice. The question of cuthenticity then
requires further clarification for wholeness .

The exclusion of women from James's discussion on
authenticity is as serious as the exclusion of East
Indians, for women are the overwhelming majority in
Caribhean populations. In Trinidad, East Indicns make
up just under fifty percent ot the population cnd in
Guyana, just over fifty percent of the population.

It is interesting to note too. that there were af least
two women calypsenicns who had wide popular support
at the time that James presented his discussion of The
Mighty Sparrow. Jemes can only be described as a prod-

-uct of his time. For his particular socialization mecnt

the exclusion of women's voices. To be fair to him, it
should be remembered that he operated in the
Ceribbean particular, within the political vision of the
united forces of Fast Indicn and Africon workers,
Jemes shows, in an autobiographical work using
cricket as a metaphor for the inculeation of hegemony,
that his upbringing was identical to that of an English
boy’s, with the added dimension of African-Caribbean
culture. Young James makes ua choice to adopt the
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British code, sublimating his African-Caribbeanness
along the way. He writes retrospectively about his
socialization and its juxtaposition with his authentic
voice, stating that the things he did not notice and took
for granted were “...the solid British middle class,
Puritanism incarnate, of the middle of the nineteenth
century." He points out that juxtaposed to this British
Puritanism is the Caribbean creole culture which mani-
fests behaviour that is quite the opposite of the imposed
culture.

Wholeness clearly demands the inclusion of women
writers in this discussion of authenticity. I will examine
whether or not their work manifests the quthenticity that
James searches for so diligently in the work of male writ-
ers and male calypsonians.

The coming West Indies novelists will show the
clash between the native temperament environment,
and this doctrine from a sterner clime.

{Beyond A Boundary)

Applying the Jamesian notion of quthenticity to the work
of the three Caribbean women writers opens up the dis-
cussion of ways to read James as a theorist for
Caribbean epistemology.

ELDER MAN AND ELDER WOMANMN IN TROTMAN'S
FICTION .

In my series of children’s stories, I seck to release the
voice of the Elder woman and Elder man as meajor
sources for survival in a system of plantation slavery in
Antigua. Embodied in Mother Sillah, an Elder woman
and Papa Biggis, an Elder man, Elder Voice Lineage is
shared through the telling of ‘The Story.' Mother Sillah
teaches ways of birthing, healing, praying, planting, -




growing, living, loving and learning. Creation and pro-
creation are her special areas of knowledge and she
takes grect pains to impart them to the pecple on the
estate and to the children in particular.

Mother Sillah's knowledge of ‘The Story’ enables her
to know things others do not. She knows for instance,
when the large-scale slave revolt has been betrayed
cmd seeks io put her knowledge info the hands of the
leaders of the revolt. :

Finally. her pronouncement on life to a young inheri-
for of "The Story’ is:

Is just so it is wid life chile.... what you put in, you
going get back out. It don't matter how bad it seem; if
you pul in goed tings, you get

good tings out of if. Look and see how dis leat
perfeck, perfeck. All you put is one little seed

in dat dutty ground ¢m’ you get big tree with

perfeck lead. Eh chile, you see how it go, you

see how de earth is plentiful?

Mother Sillah makes sure thot people understand the
connection between the spirit world and the physical
world as o ‘living’ connection. She cautions:

You not suppose to wear other people tings.

Is not good for you spirit. Each persen leave

some of dey feelings in dey tings chile. Only

use you own tings, or if somebody you close to
offer you someting, or unless somebody you care
bout dead and leave you someting. Den dey spirit
an’ yours link up between death an’ life an' is all
right, but only if is somebody you close to, who you
love an’ who love you. Otherwise it can have bad
link-up between death an’ life too.

In another story (How The Mosquito Got Its Sting),
Mother Sillah speaks to two girls about the precious
value of freedom. She says, commenting on the mosqui-
to's desire for freedom., that “«ll living creatures like to
be free, mosquito is no different”. Mother Sillah is work-
ing to create authenticity for the African-Antiguan, o
part of whose reality includes enslavement. "Allliving
creatures” includes the children and the entire Africon
population in Antigua at the time.

Whereas the Elder woman taught the children about
woman power, the Elder man, Papa Biggis, speaks of
perseverance, courage, discipline, metamorphosis and
physical survival. This adequately complements the
woman-focus of Mother Sillah.

Papa Biggis tells his portion of ‘The Story,' teaching
some of the physical tools of survival. He tells a fable to
a group of children on « sugar estate about o star who
decided to tumble down to the earth and do nothing but
lie idly all day. Soon, he loses his shine and when the
rainy season comes, is washed away - along with the
debris on the footpath - to the seaq.

Papa Biggis seeks in his fable to give the children

hope, even those who wish to avoid the work of the
estate. For the star undergoes a metamorphosis and is
able to survive in the sea by becoming a star-fish. The
message is clear: fo manage the environment in a way
that enables one's survival is to triumph over any diffi-
culty.

Like Mother Sillah, Papa Biggis cdds to 'The Story’ his
own, individual act of rebellion. He gives the children
more food than they are supposed to receive, allows
them to take long rests and nurtures their spirit with
Elder love and kindness. In him, the cquthor gets an
opportunity to make sense of the redlities of the survival
of the African in the Caribbean. The image of the obse-
quious ‘male slave.' saying ‘yassuh,' ‘no suh,' ‘thank you
suh,' is trausformed by the characterization of Papa
Biggis. The old image of docility is contradicted by the
realities of survival of Spirit ond conscicusness of the
Africom.

The 'male slave’ is further rescued in "The Story’ by
the man who is detailed to whip Mother Sillah. He is
reluctemt to do so, but recognizes the need for survival.
The author relieves him of the violence in the role:

Mother Sillah got lashes for sending the warning,

but the man they put to beat her wouldn't hit her
hard. He could not disobey the overseer or he would
have received lashes himself, but he made sure that
the old woman whom he so respected didn't suffer too
much.

MERLE HODGE, MYSTICISM AND ELDER YOICE
LINEAGE '

In her novel of childhood, Crick Crack Monkey, Merle
Hodge, demonstrates an Elder woman's voice working
its teaching magic in the socialization of the young. She
looks at the teachings that the Elder women impart to
the children during food preparction. Sometimes they
use a proliferation of proverbs to pass on 'The Story’ to
the children:

Who ‘as

don't get

Who don't ask
don't want
Who don't want
don't get

Who don't get
don't care,

The fatalism in that moxitm was not lost on the chil-
dren. They found other proverbs and sayings more
rational and useful as life lessons:

Them that walketh in the paths of
corruption will live to ketch dey
arse,
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Teachings against glutiony were given simply: “Stuff yu
guts today an’ et the stones of the wilderness tomor-
row."

But not all tellings of “The Story’ were done through
formal proverbs and maxims. Tee, the main character,
experiences Ma's awokening each day. It brings her
understanding of Ma's relationship with the physical
world.

Ma awoke every morning with a groan quickly
routed by a brief loud cheups [a sound made by
sucking her teeth]...The cheups with which Ma
greeted the day expressed her essential attitude
before the whole experience - what yu mus’ beat-up
youself for? In the face of the distasteful and
unavoidable, the unexpected and irreversible... Ma
sucked her teeth and turned her back,

‘"The Story” includes the excitement caused by rain. It
cleanses and purifies at the seme time that it brings
grief. For there are lecks in the house and there are
clothes which had been hung out to dry just before the
rain came. If the rain fell heavily enough, there would
be joy ct the sharing of a trip to observe how nature had
swelled the river. Hodge's account of this experience
shows Ma's role in the telling/sharing of 'The Story”

When the rain had stopped we dressed up in
Grampa's old jackets and went out with Ma to
look at the river. This was like aritual
following upon the rain - she had to go and

see the river. We walked behind her squelching
joyously in the new puddles and mud......If the
river came down every week Ma's rapture would
be quite as new.

'Eh!" she exclaimed, and then fell back into her
trance. Then a litile later on ‘Eh!’ shaking her
head from side to side, 'Well yes, well yes!’ We
stood around her in an unlikely silence like
spattered acolytes in our jumble-sale clothes, in
the bright air hanging out crisp and taut to dry,
and the river ploughing off with the dirt and
everything drenched and howing and satisfied and
resting before the world started up again from
the beginning.

Clearly, Ma feels o communion with nature and she has
found a way of sharing that connection with the chil-

- dren. She feels a connection with the spirit world,

Hodge continues throughout the novel to show the
telling of "The Story’ by the Elder woman as a linecge
that is complex and powerful. She moves the reader
through the upbringing of Tee by three Elder women:
Auntie Beatrice, Tantie and Ma. Each Elder woman's
telling of ‘The Story’ is different, yet similar enough that
a synthesis is possible, presenting the African-
Trinidadicm Elder woman's voice of a particular period
of that islemd's social history: the late 1940s to 1960's.
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expe-
riences
a certain
duality as she
moves between the
pretentiousness of the

middle class and the vibrancy end realism of the work-
ing class. “The Story’ straddles both socic-sconomic
spheres, With Ma, "The Story’ is spiritually nurturing,
yet not limited to the private realm. She passes on
important lessons of interrelationship, creation and
transformation, embodiment and survival, 'The Story’,
does not indeed exist in o cultural vacuum; it is dynam-
ic and reflects the environment in which its tellers live.

JAMAICA RINCAID ON HEGEMONY AND HER
QUEST FOR AUTHENTICITY

For Antiguon novelist Jamaica Kincaid, ‘The Story’
was told to her in a way that a particular child
(Kincaid), its receiver, finds oppressive only when her
mother inexplicably withdraws her all-encompassing
love from the child. The complexities and the tensicns
between the child and the teller of ‘The Story’, her moth-
er, are unbearable to the child. Before the break in the
bond of love between them, the child accepted the pre-
scriptions for life which she inherits. For example, in
Annie John the links between the spirit world and the
physical world are clearly defined as they are in my
children’s series and in Hodge's novel:




o

I WAS AFRAID OF THE DEAD, AS WAS EVERYONE | KNEW.
WE WERE AFRAID OF THE DEAD BECAUSE
WE NEVER COULD TELL WHEN THEY MIGHT SHOW UP
AGAIN. SOMETIMES THEY SHOWED UP IN ADREAM,
BECAUSE THEY USUALLY ONLY BROUGHT A WARNING,
AND IN ANY CASE, YOU WAKE UP FROM A DREAM.
BUT SOMETIMES THEY WOULD SHOW UP STANDING
UNDER A TREE JUST AS YOU WERE PASSING BY.
THEN THEY MIGHT FOLLOW YOU HOME, AND EVEN
THOUGH THEY MIGHT NOT BE ABLE TO COME INTO
YOUR HOUSE, THEY MIGHT WAIT FOR YOU AND FOLLOW
YyOU WHEREVER YOU WENT; IN THAT CASE, THEY WOULD
NEVER GIVE UP UNTIL YOU JOINED THEM. MY MOTHER
KINEW OF MANY PEOPLE WHO HAD DIED IN SUCH A WAY.
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In the mother's telling of ‘The Story,' the malevolence of
the spirit world can be combatted by several methods.
Kincaid recounts one method which the child experi-
enced with the mother and which utilizes both herbal
and psycho-spiritual means.

Eventuclly, the girl leaves the island, Antigua, but
takes with her the kernel of “The Story’ told her by her
mother. She seeks to build on it, constructing for herself
a more dynamic version of it, grounded in the physical
realities she experiences. Her construction extends her
mather’s telling of ‘'The Story” As she prepares to leave
Antigua, she starts to make conscious choices about
those things that she will keep and those she will leave
behind. She holds some things in a treasured place in
her heart, but others, she conscicusly determines will be
discarded. So begins for this one girl, the editing, the
reshoping, the continuance of 'The Story”:

I bathed quickly in some warm bark water that
my mother had prepared for me. [ put on my
underclothes - all of them white and «ll of

them smelling funny. Along with my earrings,

my neck chain, and my bracelets, all made of
gold from British Guiona, my underclothes had
been sent to my mother's oheah woman, and
whatever she had done to my jewelry and under-
clothes would help protect me from evil spirits
and every kind of misfortune. The things I never
wanted to see or hear or do again now made up at
least three weeks’ worth of grocery lists. 1

placed a mark against obech women, jewelry and
white underclothes.

In a later work of Kincaid's, Lucy, the main character
seeks to construct a social reality in which she is com-
tortable. Kincaid moves beyond a rite of passage to the
next step which Lorde refers to as "...the language to
express and charter this revolutionary demand, the
implementation of that freedom....”

For Kincaid, the step from receiving 'The Story’ to
charting the new language takes time. This is the
process that is described by her as "the dream and
vision...the skeleton architecture of our lives...the foun-
detions for a tuture of change... a bridge across our fears
of what has never been before...action in the now.”

In Lucy, Kincaid demonstrates the need for recon-
structing reality, the charting of the new road map. She
takes the reader through her character's processing

+ something as mundane and yet as important as a

change in the weather, having moved from Antigua to
New England. 'The Story’ received in Antigua had not
included differences in weather. 'The Story’ had fit ‘The
Islond’ and had included o relationship with the physi-
cal environment as well as the metaphysical one.
Kincaid describes the charting of the new road map
as Lucy comes to terms, not just with her new physical
location, but also with a whole difference in hegemony
end hence, reality. This new reality appears to be more
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than just about weather. This new recality appears o be
about knowing and not knowing, being and not being.
As Kineaid concludes, “I..felt that I wanted to be back
where I came from. [ understood it, I knew where I stood
there."

In Lucy, anger ot the dominant British hegemony
washes over the main character when she recalls a
poem about daffodils, a flower that is foreign to the
Caribbean:

Iremembered an old poem I had been made to
memorize:

when [ was ten years old and

a pupil at Queen Victoria Girls” School. [
had been made to memorize it, verse after
verse, and then had recited the whole poem
to an auditorium full of parents, teachers,
and my fellow pupils. After I was done,
everybody stood up and applauded with an
enthusiasm that surprised me, and later
they told me how nicely [ had pronounced
every word, how | had placed just the right
amount of special emphosis in places where
that was needed, and how proud the poet, now
long dead, would have been to hear his words
ringing out of mry mouth. I was then ai the
height of my two-facedness: that is, outside
I seemed one way, inside [ was another;
outside false, inside true. And so I made
pleasant little noises that showed both
modesty and appreciation, but inside | was
making a'vow to erase from my mind, line
by line, every word of that poem.

She tells her white American employer who has
taken her to see a field of daffodils, “Maridh, do you
realize that at ten years of age I had to learn by heart a
long poem cbhout some flowers I would not see in real
life until T was nineteen?” Her strong resentment, rather
than her continued acceptance of this imposition, is the
character's step towards reclaiming the self.

RESCUING JAMES FROM INAUTHENTIC EXCLU-
SION OF WOMEN'S VOICES

bell hocks, an African-American critic, suggests in
Talking Back like James, that the process of telling "The
Story’ is the method by which an quthenticating experi-
ence can take place.

-.symbolically a gesture of longing to
recover the past in such a way that one
experiences both a sense of reunion and
a sense of release.

bell hoaoks tells of the telling of the individual, per-
sonal story, but makes the connection between the per-
sonal and the collective and the importance of telling




‘The [collective] Story.' She goes on to describe the act of
telling "The Story’ as "liberating."

In the work of the three Caribbean women writers we
have examined here, we see what could be considered
individual, personal stories. They tell "The Story' from
varied perspectives - similar, yet not the same. Each
writer has received "The Story’ and has undertaken the
task of passing it on, adding her interpretation. All three
are alike in that they provide both the storytellers and
the receivers of The Story’ with material for the con-
struction of an authentic worldview.

C.L.R. James's description of what constitutes writing
within cn authentic framework seems adequately to fit
the work of these three Caribbean women. Their use of
language, the content, the undertaking itself, demon-
strate that gquality which James in The Birth Of A Nation
describes as “...people...in charge of thelr own reality....”
Perhaps he would have described them, as he did two
male African-Caribbean writers, Michael Anthony and
Earl Lovelace, as “..native and national in a sense that
the previous generation is not.”

James searched diligently among male Caribbean
writers and calypsonians for what exists quite abun-
dantly in the work of Caribbean women writers. Itis
useful {o note here that the work of several other
Caribbean women demonstrates the qualities which
James suggests make o work "authentic.”" It would seem,
then, that James, while suggesting that there is con-
sciousness raising that needs to be done by Caribbeun
people, actually demonstrates, by his exclusion of
Caribbean women writers, that he too needed to work at
the same task. He did not identify the issue of sexism as
something to which attention would have to be paid if
wholeness is to accomplished by all members of
Caribbean society. His exclusion of Caribbean women
writers demonstrates a problem for his discussion of
authenticity and wholeness. It is difficult to conceive of
wholeness without the voice of such large segments of
Caribbean society.

Altheqa Prince is a writer living in Toronfo.

Nlustrations by Grace Channer.
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Politics & Pleasures in
the Nineties

BY Darrell Moore

Black Popular Culture: A Project By
Michele Waltace.

Gina Dent, ed. (Seattle: Bay Press 1992)
373 pp illustrations

Biack Popular Culture marks a stirring
watershed in the ways in which Black
intellectuals produce, theorize, and inter-
pret Black culture. The book, edited by
Gina Dent, is based on presentations and
panel discussions at the “Black Popular
Culture” conference held at The Studio
Museum in Harlem and the Dia Center for
the Arts in December 1991. The confer-
ence, conceived and executed by Michele
Wallace, brought together 28 distin-
guished American- and England-based
black intellectuals from the academy and
art world into the same space for three
incredible days. The alchemy created by
the mixture of a supportive physical space
and the exchanges generated by the pre-
sentations of Hazel Carby, Julianne
Malveaux, Isaac Julien, Manning Marable,
Marlen Riggs, Tricia Rose, and Judith

Wilson (to name a few) resulted in excit-
ing and stimulating discussions that ulti-
mately move the idea of “black studies”
toward an historical articulation of the
contradictory and complex manifestations
of black presence in the diaspora, particu-
larly in the United States.

Black Popular Culture is the collection of
participants’ presentations, most of which
were written specifically for the confex-
ence. Also included are the discussicns
following each panel. Although the text
canmot be expected to recreate the confer-
ence’s energy, for me it somehow does.
The book is organized into five chapters
that correspond to the panels at the con-
ference (“FPopular Culture: Theory and
Criticism”; “Gender, Sexuality, and Black
Images in Popular Culture”; “The Urban
Context”; “The Production of Black
Popular Culture”; and “De The Right
Thing: Post-nationalism and
Essentialism”) . This enables Dent to
maintain the coherence of the conference
and to include much of the discussion.
The individual essays are engaging and
sharp and, as a collection, it stimulates
critical reflection and a recognition of the
need to re-evaluate the assumptions and
terms of the study and discussion of black
popular culture.

“In her 1990 essay “Modernism,
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Postmodernism and the Problem of the
Visual in Afro-American Culture” Wallace
argued that:

How one is seen {(as black) and,
therefore, what one sees {in a
white world) is always already
crucial to one’s exisience as an
Afro-American. The very mark-
ers that reveal you to the rest of
the world, your dark skin and
your kinky/curly hair, are visual.
However, not being seen by those
who don’t want to see you
because they are racist, what
Ralph Ellison calls “invisibility,”
often leads racists to the interpre-
tation that you are unable to see.

Wallace pointed out something that
had up to that moment eluded me: that
there exists an internal and external voli-
ticn to draw parallels between Afro-
American music and everything else cul-
tural produced by black Americans. To
bring Wallace’s point of contention home
for me, an ad for a retrospective of painter
Archibald Motley’s oeuvre at the Chicago
Historical Society came across the air-
waves of Chicago’s public radio station
the same afternoon I read her essay. The
ad described Moiley’s work explicitly and
exclusively in terms of jazz. | was struck
by the timely incisiveness of her critique:
black cultural production, regardless of
what the object or experience might be, is
perennially defined and coded into black
musical production; or if not music, then
oratorical and athletic prowess. Every-
thing denoting black genius, an oxy-
moronic and congegquently problematic
notion, is filtered through music and /or
sport; or, in another word, the popular.
The “popular” is the reproduction of

the familiar under necessarily commodi-
fied circumstances. According to Stuart
Hall, the popular is simultaneously rooted
in folk experience and available for com-
maodification. Consequently, it seems nec-
essary that a white-ruen museum under
pressure to become more “multicultural”
in its presentation and audience, in a city
that no longer has a white majority,
would appeal to us at the level of the
(commeodified) familiar. On the one hand,

we have the familiar and, on the other, the
commodification of the familiar. Hall, in
his briliant opening presentation “What is

. the ‘black’ in black Popular Culture?”

argues:
However deformed, incorporated,
and inauthentic are the forms in
which black people and black
communities and traditions
appear and are represented in
popular culture, we contintie to
see, in the figures and the reper-
toires on which popular culture
draws, the experiences that stand
behind them. In its expressivity,
its musicality, its orality, in its
rich, deep, and varied attention to
speech, in its inflections toward
the vernacular and the local, in its
rich production of counternarra-
tives, and above all, in its
metaphorical use of the musical
vocabulary, black popular culture
has enabled the surfacing, inside
the mixed and contradictory
modes even of some mainstream
popular culture, of elements of a
discourse that is different — other
forms of life, other traditions of
representation.

Cornel West’s sobering analysis of
“Nihilism in black America” makes a con-
nection between the breakdown of black
comumnunity traditions that support black
individuals in racist America, and the
commodification of those traditions. He
argues:

The proper starting point for the
crucial debate about the prospects
for black America is the nihilism
that increasingly pervades black
communities. Nihilism is to be
understood here not as a philo-
sophic doctrine that there are no
rational grounds for legitimate
 standards or authority; it is, far
more, the lived experience of cop-
ing with a life of horrifying mean-
inglessness, hopelessness, and
(most important) lovelessness.
This usually results in a numbing
detachment from others and a
self-destructive disposition
toward the world. Life without
meaning, hope, and love breeds a

coldhearted, mean-spirited out-
look that destroys both the indi-
vidual and others.

Corporate market institutions have con-
tributed greatly to the above by producing
the illusion that their products provide
pleasure and status to consumers.

Thus, one of the questions is how to
talk meaningfully about these seemingly
contradictory analyses together. One way
Is to recognize that ideclogy, or the
assumed reality, is an unstable interaction
between the social, political, and economic
structures and specific historical condi-
tions that creates meaning for practices.
Thus, underlying the ways in which the
Chicago Historical Society went about
advertising their Motley retrospective rep-
resents the structures of exclusion and
operates in a political and funding climate
that advocates equality based on the shift-
ing meaning of multiculturalism.

The struggle to create meaning and
practices conducive to the emancipation of
black people is serious business to the con-
tributors to this volume. It is a conscious
struggle waged primarily among self-con-
scious intellectuals who, according to bell
hooks, endeavor “to see things that other
folks don't and to call them out.” Calling
out or “thinking critically about a cultural
product” enhances rather than reduces the
pleasure we derive from a text. According
to hooks,

[Elxperiencing black cultural pro-
duction from the standpoint of
progressive critiques does, in fact,
change the nature of our pleasure.
It compels the black consumer to
make a break with modes of pas-
sive consumption. It intervenes in
the kind of essentialist thinking
that would have us assume any-
thing done in the name of black-
ness is righteous and should be
celebrated. As well, it breaks with
that other critical tradition that
merely raises the simple question
of negative and positive represen-
tation. Ironically, it is this power
to intervene and disrupt that ren-
ders crilicism so essential to cul-
tural production and yet leads it
to be regarded with fear and sus-
picion [by blacksl.
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Similarly, progressive critique of “artic- '
ulation” (to use Hall's concept elaborated
earlier in “Rediscovery of Ideology”)
stakes out a position that can be won, but
cannot pessibly capture popular culture
itself for our side against the opposition.

The “enhancement of pleasure” leads to
the possibility of joy which is ultimately
what culture is about. Joy is an experien-
tial concept that, according to West, forces
one to look out and make connections so
that there's the possibility of collective
engagement. To the contrary, pleasure is
commeadified and individuated, the conse-
quences of production, distribution, and
consummiption in capitalist societies. How
do we create and experience joy in our
capitalist society? And what does this have
to do with “the problematic of the visual”
(‘fine” art, film, photography, and video) in
black culture?

For Wallace, the conference represented
a space where her “war against music,” to
the extent that it defines the parameters of
intellectual discourse in black communi-
ties, could be waged, hopefully in solidari-
ty, with other black intellectuals struggling
toward emancipation. Such a struggle
necessarily utilizes the resources histori-
cally developed within black commumities.
Greg Tate, on “Miles Davis and the prob-
lem of black male genjus,” argues that

the seductiveness of artists like
Davis isn’t from awe at their skill,
It's the dangerous visions they
unleash in others that make them
truly arresting and irresistible,
their power as dreamers to decol-
onize their audience’s dream
spaces. Or to unlock their night-
mares,

The struggle will, in what may seem to
be a contradiction, utilize those resources
to break free of the traditions that have
colonized the range of black production,
consumption, and critique.

The deconstruction of the ways in
which we understand our relation to
the visible clearly has a role to play in
the emancipation process. In her
“Afterword” Wallace reiterates that
the purpoese of the conference was to




nuriure critical practice among
African-American intellectuals...to
move the center of African-
American cultural discourse
beyond literary criticism into
other politically significant
precincts such as popular culture,
In the process of planning this
conference, I anticipated that
black visual art, art criticism, and
artists would be neglected (even
though the conference would be
given by two fine art institutions).
And so0, I named my talk “Why
Are There No Great Black
Artists?” {0 address this lack and
to specifically challenge the wis-
dom of excluding regimes of visu-
ality from discussions of black
popular culture.

What will ultimately ‘out’ the visual, as
it were, are two intimately connected
notions that are re-presented in myriad
ways by the contributors to this volume.
First, most of the contributers question the
foundations of mainstream culture rather
than posit a univocal notion of “black-
ness” that can stand in opposition to a
notion of "whiteness." Such questions
emerge from the recognition that efforts to
define black authenticity are ultimately
rooted in an essentialism that homoge-
nizes black people, in the United States
and the African diaspora, into something
artificial. Second, the argument against
univocal or essentialized blackness stems
from an exploration of the material condi-
tions of existence within black communi-
ties. By taking into account the actual per-
formance of black peoples within oppres-
sive structures they arrive at questions
and conclusions that challenge heretofore
assumed knowledge.

The resulting norms of excellence for
black cultural products arise from a
process that includes an accounting for
socio-historical experience. Thus,
Jacqueline Bobe and hooks argue that the
interactive world of the black progressive
critique is tripartite in composition for it
includes dialogue with other progressive
critics, producers, and audiences. The
audience must be afforded space for its
voice and interpretations as well as the
space to meaningfully interact with black

critics. This will necessarily strengthen
any analysis of blackness and black cul-
ture and the idea of the popular.

To take one example, Manthia
Diawara's “Afro-Kitsch” calls into ques-
tion some discourses of blackness and
Afrocentricity. According to Diawara,
some Afrocentrists have turned their
backs on the lived experiences of black
people in New York, Detroit, Lagos, and
Dakar. They have substituted one grand
narrative for another in the recreation of
Egypt without saying anything of note
about homeless individuals and families
in Philadelphia. The result, argues
Diawara, is a kitsch of blackness — an imi-
tation of the discourse of liberation and a
“refuge from the material realities of being
black” in London, Nairobi, and Toronto.
Or to take Julien’s example, the realities of
being black and queer in the mind’s eye of
the black church and of the conservative
ideology of the black family.

In fact, much of the work in this vol-
ume speaks to the narrowness of many

constructions of the “black” in black popu-

lar culture. hooks, Jacquie Jones, Lisa
Kennedy, Valerie Smith, and Wallace sub-
ject many of the Hollywood financed films
(most notably Spike Lee’s Jungle Fever and
John Singleton’s Boyz N the Heod) pro-
duced during 1991 (the year of the black
film) to a black feminist critique which
questions the positing of a bourgeois patri-
archal family as a solution to black prob-
lems. Kennedy comes right out and asks
“where are the women? 27

From House Party to Sleep with
Anger to Mo’ Better Blues to Boyz
N the Hood, the sons are working
overtime to secure the place of the
father, and in doing so, them-
selves. If ever there was a sym-
bolic effort to counteract a socio-
logical assertion — that of pater-
nal abandonment — it has been
these films, which depict a world
of fathers and sons. Need I add,
this does not take care of all of us
who partake and make the collec-
tive body’s life

In a similar vein, Paul Gilroy critiques
the “Americocentrism” of many American
blacks who use the symbolistn of the patri-
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archal family (a sign of the crisis of black
masculinity) to create an illusion of black
solidarity.

Positively stated, these essays collec-
tively shun the idea that cur complicated
and contradictory baggage and under-
standing of the world shouid or must
remain suppressed and repressed in the
closet. Attempts to create a metaphysical
notion of “blackness” to ground black cul-
ture rests on the ability to snuff out, by
any means necessary, differences that
make a difference. Julien argues that the
preacher in Ellison’s Inwisible Man defines
blackness in the call and response dialectic
present in the oratorical exchange between
the preacher and his congregation. The
fluid continuum of blackness is, for
Elison, made and remade. Consequently,
“black” is an empty signifier to be found
in the practices of black identified people.

The indication here, made possible
with the imimense impact of the work of
black British cultural theorists present in
the volume (Kobena Mercer is a notable
absence), is the movement away from
bringing a specific economic, sociological,
or philosophical methodology to bear on
(a) subject(s) or phenomenon(a}. The con-
tributors appear to be more interested and
moved to examine from a variety of posi-
tions the economic, political, sociological,
and philosophical processes that enable
subjects to live as they do or for specific
events to oceur.

Thus, the impact of Black Pepular
Culture lies in the commitment of the con-
tributors to an adequate explanation of the
material bases and the implications of the
world views that we possess. It builds on
the foundation of previous work that has
uncovered and made intelligible the exclu-
sion of black peoples from the inventions,
discourses, and emancipatory effects of
modernity. The impetus is to talk about
black performance rather than simply,
black oppression: how do black peoples
create and continue to create ourselves
within the diasporic experience? Any
answer to this question will include an
examination of black people as performers
in public and as interpreters of our own
experience. A corollary gesture is the
movement away from the black church

and music as the primary arena for black
public discourse. The shift to film, litera-
ture, painting, sculpting, and video as the
sites of public identity formation en a con-
tinuously evolving historical foundation
of the church, orality, and music takes
precedence. More specifically, the founda-
tion and structure of black religiosity and
musicalify are being carried into new,
more visible, spaces.

The conference poster was a juxtaposi-
tion of newspaper images of Anita Hill
and Clarence Thomas. For Wallace, their
confrontation had come to represent mul-
tiple issues having to do with the hybridi-
ty of black popular culture. Interestingly,
officials of The Studio Museum in Harlem
found the poster problematic and, as a
result, it was not on display at the opening
of the conference which took place at the
Museum.

Curiously, or perhaps not, in addition
to being the year of the Hill-Thomas hear-
ings and of the black film, 1991 was also
the year of the Rodney King beating and
video, the trial and conviction of Mike
Tyson for rape, and the video of
Washington, D.C. mayor Marion Batry
and Rasheeda Moore drinking Courvoisier
and smoking crack. What's interesting
about these events beyond their actual
spectacality is that they highlight long-
standing struggles of importance to the
black community and the connection of
black struggle to American culture in gen-
eral. Ada Griffin argues that “many
aspects of mainstream culture — which
virtually everyone assumes originates in
some mythological, perfect Europe — are
actually products of black struggle, such
as universal literacy. Public education, for
example, did not exist as an institution in
this country until it was demanded and
fought for by former slaves.” Similarly,

» the very idea of conceptualizing being .

black and a film maker, and a Supreme
Court judge; and a woman law professor,
and the mayor of a major city as a coherent
possibility is the product of historical
struggle. To that Tadd the idea of being
black and free from sexual exploitation
and harassment,

Granted both Hill and Thomas are

untikely candidates for the black
Progressive Activist Award as both
claimed victim status:

Thomas: [have never asked to be
nominated... Mr. Chairman, ] am a
victim of the process.

Hill: It would have been more
comfortable to remain silent...I
took no initiative to inform any-
one...] could not keep silent.

However, neither Hill nor Thomas
could have been principals in what
sparked a fierce debate about sexual
harassiment, the make up of the Senate,
and the requisites of black solidarity and
coalition building if they were not benefi-
ciaries of a long history of struggle. The
public and visual nature of the televised
hearings brings the problematic to con-
sciousness. To be sure, the black feminist
struggle against sexual harassment and
exploitation predates this particular tele-
vised event. This site of struggle was dif-
ferent because, to quote Griffin, the impor-
tance of film and video lies in its position
as “the primary apparatus for the commu-
nication of information, ideas, and history
in this country,” and no doubt throughout
the diaspora.

The hearings visualized crises — crises
among blacks over the pivotal questions of
identity: “Who are we?” and “How does
one know what the right thing to do is?”—
performance anxdety in the face of the
acknowledged white other and internal
(however defined) differences. These
acknowledgements are essential if blacks
are to claim legitimacy in spaces that at
present appear alien, spaces such as the
United States Senate, the Supreme Court,
University of Oklahoma Law School, and
the Dia Center. Thomas Harris argues in
“About Face” that the difficult, deeply
personal, and funky areas must be publi-
cally addressed to be truly able to claim a
space like the Dia Center as our own. Itis
necessary to privilege contradictions, the
ambivalence, the fluidity, and the com-
plexity of black diasporic cultures in the
{post)modern world.

Kinshasha Conwill, the Museum’s
director, felt compelled to close off a dis-
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cussion between Houston Baker, whose
presentation began “T am not gay, but 1
have many gay friends...,” and co-panelist
Marlon Riggs and audience members
Wellington Love and Robert Reid-Pharr.
The discussion which centered around the
question why Baker chose to begin his
presentation by informing us of who he is
not, was interrupted by Conwill:

I feel compelled to say that it
would be unfortunate for the
many people in here — whom [
am sure do not know who Baker
is, do not know very much about
black popular culiure, or black
culture period, who are kib-
itzers...I think it would be unfor-
tunate for African American peo-
ple to use a forum like this to cne-
up each other...because the real
thing is that some incredibly bril-
liant people from across the spec-
trum have been speaking here
today and yesterday...

Conwill’s suggestion that we not get
“sidetracked from the issues” reflects a
knowledge of and experience with the his-
torical and contemporary burden of race
and racial representation. It also illus-
trates that the problem of the visual stems
not simply from a lack of a rich tradition
but a sense that it leads to a loss of control
of interpretation and autonomy of the self.
Seeing more directly influences one’s
actions than does hearing or reading. To
borrow a phrase from Baldwin, it leads to
a fear of the graver questions of the self.
What distinguishes the aural (music and
orality) and the theological from the visual
1s its connection to the social construction
of knowledge and its role in the creation
and perpetuation of racism.

The harm of racism is significant
because it attacks the black self. It is moti-
vated by the creation of socio-economic
distinctions based on skin color, body fea-
tures, and hair texture — all, almost
always, readily recognized by simply
looking. From the simple look or glance,
racism enables us to look at a person and
to posit a whole host of socially construct-
ed metaphysical conclusions. (See John
Jeffries's contribution to this volume for a
superb description of the historical social




construction of race.) In The Alchemy of
Race and Rights, Patricia Williams names
racism spirit murder — an injury to an
individual's and collectivity’s self, spirit,
and humanity through the abuse of prop-
erty, contract, and law upon the objects of
property, contract and law. And if we
take Hall seriously when he argued in a
1991 essay that,

the critical thing about identity is
that it is partly the relationship
between you and the Other...there
is no identity...without the dialog-
ical relationship to the Other. The
Other is not outside, but also
inside the Self, the identity. 5o
identity is a process, identity is
split. Identity is not a fixed point
but an ambivalent point. Identity
is also the relationship of the
other to oneself.

Black people cannot help but “see” the
socially constructed pathology that much
of the white other “sees,” especially if it
takes the form of a crisis that brings up
other crises and is captured on television.
The visual is problematic because it put us
face-to-face with our disowned selves in
ways that are not available to other media.

Many of the essays in this volume indi-
rectly argued that the answer to the prob-
lematic of the visual is to recognize that
black respect for the Enlightenment values
of truth, justice, and the good, contrary to
dominant cultural assertions, is filtered
through the popular. The spirit-restoring
qualities within black life have been mani-
fested in the dominant institutions of the
black-controlled church and the tradition
of music. The problematic of the visual
can render a broad understanding of
blackness and of culture only by incorpo-
rating those aspects of black life that have
fostered joy over time.

The text offers three distinct and inter-
related answers. First, Griffin, executive
director of Third World Newsreel, argues
for black control of the production of the
moving image. For her, black control
amounts to nothing less than those pro-
ductions directed by black artists on sub-
jects and forms that reference the black
experience and imagination. They are
productions in which the artistic vision is

controlled by a person of African descent.
Thus, according to Griffin, blacks need to
own their production and distribution of
the moving image. This includes develop-
ing ways to nurture and support the work
of producers who are struggling to bring
their visions to an audience, including film
and video artists Camille Billops, Zeinabu
Davis, Cheryl Dunye, Elspeth Kydd,
Daresha Kyi, and Michele I"arkerson, to
name a few.

Arthur Jafa, cinematographer of Julie
Dash’s Daughters of the Dust, argued that
due to material conditions black culture s
the stuff of that which we carry around in
our heads: oratorical prowess, music, and
dance. The question for Jafa is how to
make black films that have the power to
allow the enunciative desires of people of
African descent to manifest themselves.
Black cinema should attempt to capture
distinctively black movements and tonal
qualities. It should be able to capture how
Aretha sings a song. Jafa is developing an
idea called black visual intonation (BVI),
BVI consists of “the use of irregular, non-
tempered (nonmetronomic) camera rates
and frame replication to prompt filmic
movement to function in a manner that
approximates black vocal infonation.”

And third, as [ have previously stated,
is the creation of a public sphere in which
critics can work and provide criticism that
is not necessarily interpreted as a threat or
a denial of pleasure and which takes the
pleasure and concerns of the audience
seriously. As Dent observes in her intro-
duction, the conference and consequently,
the volume endeavors to “understand the
complexities of video imaging, the dynam-

ics of representation, and reception theo-
ries.”

Black Popular Culture is so wide-ranging
and thought provoking that most of my
criticisms can be found in the essays them-
selves. Most striking was the lack of black
producers of popular culture at the confer-
ence. The conference and volume could
have benefitted from the thoughts of the
artists discussed. Lee, Monie Love,
Singleton, and Salt-n-Pepa come to mind.
This is particularly the case given the
kinds of public spaces that many of the
contributors want to create and, more
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Important, that the clear impact of the
work of Hollywood-produced films and
rap have a wide ranging impact cn how
black people see themselves and on, for
example, white suburban youth who want
to grow up to be black teenagers.

Interestingly enough, none of the
papers explicitly addressed black religion.
Given its mythic presence in the history of
black struggle, the political power that can
be mobilized through it in the present, and
its slow response to recognize gays and
lesbians in their midst as well as the AIDS
epidemic, essays on the Church would
have been a welcome contribution.

Lastly, the volume lacks a sustained
theme. The individual essays address a
variety of concerns and I take this to be at
least part of its significance. It's postmod-
ern, not in the ameliorated sense, in its
challenge to “exclusivity of insight." In the
case of Black Popular Culture, postmod-
ernism is a process of inquiry and desire
that rejects claims to exclusivity or purity
in the name of something serious and
meaningful that recognizes multiplicity
and historical specificity.

Darrel Moore teaches political theory and
cultural studies at Swarthmore College.
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Seeing Justice Done

BY Dilip Yogasundram

Race-ing Justice, En-gendering Power:
Essays on Anita Hill, Clarence Thomas,
and the Construction of Social Reality,
edited with an Introduction by

Toni Morrison (Pantheon)

Clarence Thomas was nominated to
the U.S. Supreme Court because he was an
ideclogical conservative, because he was
black, and perhaps because he was barely
qualified for the job — a Republican take
on the value of affirmative action. There
were other potential black candidates who
had better credentials and could be con-
sidered right-wing to boot. But it was
Thotas — a political hack with little to
speak of in the way of judicial experience
ot scholarship — who was catapulted out
of relative obscurity to “inherit” the seat
vacated by Justice Thurgood Marshall, the
only other African-American and last lib-
eral on the high court. This did not stop
his Republican sponsors from presenting
Thomas as someone who had experienced

Jacial injustice but had overcome its lega-

¢y by will and perseverance, understand-
ing, as they did, that being the “best man
for the job” should and could have noth-
ing to do with race — as witness this, his
crowning career achievement.
For 30-odd years U.S. conservatives

have attacked the legitimacy of social pro-
grammes by arguing that the high court’s

interpretation of civil rights constitutional-
ly guaranteed has been too broad, thereby
interfering with subjects properly left to
the legislatures. But the Republicans’
claim to be taking politics out of judicial
review — all the while stacking the court
with conservatives who could be counted
on o limit minority rights and access to
abortion, and to reverse the years of liber-
al activism — has had the predictable
counter-effect of charging approaches to
constitutional interpretation as never
before. This has meant that the elaborated
opinions of the legal establishment have
come to be quickly identified as falling
into one ideological camp or the other.
The fractious Robert Bork nomination loss
produced this lesson: the lesser the candi-
date’s judicial profile, the easier it would
be to present a non-ideological face, the
easier it would be to brand opposition
attacks as “politicizing justice."

In such a situation, with a Democratic
Congress and Republican President in
gridlock, political calculation is apt to get
entropic fast. Perhaps it's always a ques-
tion of margins anyhow: getting a nomi-
nee confirmed requires that the narrative
of justice, represented by and embodied in
the nominee, outstrip the opposition’s
ability to affix political motivations to that
narrative, and exceed politics in general. If
the criteria of fudicial fitness have come to
ring hollow, race could stand in, unac-
knowledged, to elevate one bitterly
opposed to any kind of affirmative action.
Conversely, if race was nevertheless tacit-
ly understood to be the main criterion in
play, it was unassailable, given the vulner-
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ability of this issue within liberal political
ideclogy. How better to discredit and
exploit the issue of race than by making of
it an absent presence complicit in the cal-
culation of political advantage and the
largesse of patronage, signalling race to be
indeed extraneous to considerations of a
universal justice?

Thomas could therefore afford to be an
evasive candidate at his confirmation
hearings, shrugging off responsibility for
past reactionary public comments made,
and offering nothing consistent about his
approach, if he had any, to handling social
issues. It is now de rigewr not to discuss
issues at these hearings that might subse-
quently come before the Supreme Court,
on the grounds that it would prejudice
proper evaluation (i.e. it would politicize
justice), but Thomas didn’t bother to plead
this excuse. In one of his more notorious
moments, he claimed never to have even
thoughit about abortion rights and the con-
stitutional implications of Roe v. Wade.

The many ironies involved in the nomi-
nation of Clarence Thomas are not Iost on
any of the contributors to this collection
brought together by noted fiction writer
Toni Morrison. When Anita Hill, a black
conservative herself, was brought on the
scene — with allegations about Thomas’
workplace behaviour, which, if true,
would amount to sexual harassment and
to conduct unbecoming of a future
Associate Justice — her testimony and the
subsequent reaction threw into stark relief
the problems confronting the articulation
of social injustice, struggle and anticipated
remedy. The essays in the book fall rough-
ly into four areas in dealing with that
articulation: the crisis of black political
culture, the “doubly burdened” position

of black women, the trumping of the sexu-
al harassment charge by the cry of racism,
and the public function of “diversity."
What follows here is an indication of the
more interesting attempts in this volume
to address those areas.

Historian and political scientist .
Manning Marable, in his piece, takes stock
of the current state of black potitical cul-
ture, whose middle-class members mostly
represent a generation which came of age
after the key victories of the civil rights
struggle. Once upon a time, African-
Americans could claim their interests to be




relatively homogeneous, identified in a
narrative of injustice requiring clear social
and political redress. But as Marable
describes it, the successes of the civil rights
movement and of affirmative action have
had contradictory effects. Those successes
have been marked, within the liberal ideol-
ogy of integration, through the symbolic
representational value of individuals: if
individual African-Americans have
achieved social prominence, this has been
understood as an advance for the black
community as a whole. In turn, black
nationalism and self-help doctrines (of
which Thomas was an adherent) have also
come to feed off these symbols in attacking
the “dependency” of welfare liberalism.
That the interests of an emergent black
middle class might diverge from those that
it leaves behind — while still laying claim
to race solidarity, while capitalizing on the
symbolic value of individual achievement
— produces a dilemma about what black
interests really are.

Of course the distinction between real
interests and symbolic representation is
itself problematic, and Marable doesn’t
adequately confront the fact that theve
isn‘t, and likely never was, a homogenecus
narrative of African-American experience
and history to which to return. While sex-
ualized representations of African-
Americans have always circulated in the
general economy of race, black culture has
long maintained strong patriarchal over-
tones of its own.

Both historian Nell Irwin Painter and
English professor Wahneema Lubiano, in
their respective essays, examine circulat-
ing notions of black women as pathologi-
cal, showing how the presentation of Hill
and Thomas as equal individuals obscures
the disproportionately powerful stereo-
types that Thoimas was able to marshall.
Years earlier, in a public speech to conser-
vatives, Thomas had contrasted his own
initiatives for success to his sister’s indo-
lence, falsely representing her as a “wel-
fare queen.” At the hearings, some of the
innuendo used to discredit Hill suggested
she was either a psychopath subject to sex-
ual fantasies or a cold calculating careerist.

This scorned /scheming scenario retains
currency in segments of African-American
culture: black women are held capable of
betraying racial solidarity and their men

for personal ends, while social achieve-
ment is assumed to be a male preserve,
often to be gained at the expense of
women who, like the “welfare queen,” are
thought to be dependent. Law teacher
Kimberle Crenshaw suggests that black
women exist doubly marginalized not
only by race and gender but also in the
“empty spaces between [them,...] a loca-
tion whose very nature resists telling”
{p.403). The position of black women,
then, is also a point of departure for think-
ing the doubled relationship of real inter-
ests to symbolic representation without
resorting too quickly to a given narrative
of experience, and for describing that
unassimilable experience of intersections.
Crenshaw’s essay focuses on how feminist
and anti-racist discourses implicate these
empty spaces through the tropes of rape
and tynching, respectively.

At the hearings, the Senators were scan-
dalized that the lewd behaviour, described
by Hiil of Thomas, could occur — Thomas
would have to be a sex flend etc, But this
treatment of the behaviour as cutrageous
gave way to a discussion, mostly outside
the hearings, of the endemically social,
familiar and mundane character of sexual
harassment. Ther, in the most melodra-
matic moment of the hearings, Thomas
finally played out the race card, depicting
himself as the victim of a hi-tech lynching.
{As Kendall Thomas notes, no black man
has ever been lynched on the word of an
aggrieved black woman).

The most refreshing essay in the book
belongs to Claudia Bredsky Lacour, a liter-
ary theorist who uses speech act theory to
demonstrate just how the use of the word
“racism” in this context effectively
silenced the question of sexual harassment
and put an end to the threat to the nomi-
nation.

Anita Hill’s testimony, remember, was
a painstakingly detailed account of events,
matter of factly delivered; not once did she
resort to general accusations of harassment
or sexism. Thomas’ staternents, on the
other hand, were of a different order and
Lacour fixes on the perlocutionary func-
tion of Thomas’ hi-tech rant: it presented
itself as a description of the situation but
performed something else altogether, capi-
talizing on the tensions which the word
“racism” remarks. The charge of “racism’

i
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could drive a wedge between the literality
of Hill's testimony and iis significance pre-
cisely to the extent that the charge had no
immediate referent and could only refer to
unknown forces operating behind the pre-
sumably non-racist Anita Hill.

Lacour argues that such a usage of
“racism” — invoked, acknowledged and
denounced -— served o justify and
obscure real racism by removing any spe-
cific target to which the word “racism”
could be attached and examined.
Moreover, Thomas' (non-)response to Hill,
served also to mystify and bury the misog-
yny enacted in such a reply while squelch-
ing the concerns raised by the particulars
of her testimony. The speech act of racism,
which does something to displace specifics
by saying something empty, is in its form
also a model for the operation of sexual
harassment. Lacour calls harassment the
act of deploying words as unanswerable
actions that thereby compound power dif-
ferentials, differentials which in turn make
possible the appearance of such a state-
ment as a normal and smooth everyday
occurrence.

Lacour doesn't stop there. Resorting to
a discussion of Rousseau, she demon-
strates how literality and significance are
interdependent and do not function except
in relation to each other. The example of
the institution of property as the first
speech act is apposite: the statement “this
is mine” in its saying secures the condi-
tions which allow the statement tobe a
description with content.

It is at this point that I have some quib-
bles about what is still an audaciows and
illuminating essay. In the circularity and
double function of the speech act — of the
doing/saying of “racism” on the one
hand, and the thing, racism, on the other
— what precisely is racism? Does it consti-
tate itself identifiably outside of the speech
act, or does it reside in the displacement
enacted by speech acts? Unfortunately,
Lacour gives no description or definition
of racism except to equate it with hatred
and unanswerability in general, so that the
effect a differential economy of race and
gender might have on her analysis is
unclear, The claim that crying “racism” is
itself racist in this context is thereby in
danger of losing its own specificity. In
addition, 1 wonder also if part of the effica-

cy of the charge of racism couldn’t be due
to the swift delegitimation of the political
process of the hearings, with nine white
male Senators, some with chequered
images, arbitrating between a black
woman and marn. The cynical political
context of the proceedings was clear to
viewers and participants alike, and
Thomas’ “hi-tech lynching” made use of
the committee’s exhausted credibility.
Wouldn't that accelerate the circulation of
the general charge of racism and under-
mine the literal quality of Hill's words?
Now, part of my shock in watching the
Hill-Thomas hearings was seeing the
arrival of issues of social justice, such as

_ sexual harassment and racism, played out

in a dizzying manner, all spectacle and
obscure political calculation. Talk of
“diversity,” and all that it involves, has
become part of the dominant discourse of
the public sphere and citizenship; it is key
to understanding the functioning of this
discourse and its relationship to surplus
social repressions.

Cultural critic Homi Bhabha is the only
contributor who pursues this direction in a
dense and wild-ranging essay typical of
his style. (I must confess my weakness for
his writing, as his approach overlaps a fair
amount of my own, but it can get to be
ugly sometimes).

Bhabha explores how justice can be
seen. to be done when the legitimation of a
common culture uniting the political
process with society has become visibly
cynical, and has no more need for a fixed
national representation of itself. It is multi-
culturalism, “diversily," he suggests,
which steps in to police the comumon cul-
ture after the end of the American dream
and the reality of social chaos. Here, the
crisis of value expressed in the notion of
cultural difference becomes itself a value.
The common culture protects itself by
addressing, while containing, the issues of
racistn and sexism: it displays the implicit

" perfectibility of an imperfect system,

unrepresentable in itself, where cultural
exclusions are revealed and healed, and
minorities become the icons of the contin-
ued existence of that common culture.
But if pluralism obscures systemic dif-
ferences as it reveals them, then exposing
the real structure of difference is not
enough — since the presentation of that

exposure is precisely in question. And if
the common culture talks of the very real
issues of racism and sexism, causing them
both to “spin” out of control, calling those
issues a sham is most certainly not the
point. My own sense is that talk of “diver-
sity” and all that it represents must remain
the locus for a political ethics which, in
spite of its complicity with a certain form
of liberalism, is able to displace, radicalize
etc. that form. Or rather, it should remain
that locus precisely because it is complici-
tous in producing a terrain of political dis-
course which describes the functioning of
a culture driven by the assertion of civil
rights. As Bhabha puts it, the social
inequalities which structure cultural dif-
ferences are also the affective sites of
empowerment.,

The containment of cultural differences
that prevents them from being articulated
is also what produces excesses and dis-
placements in the field of differences. This
has, in a way, been noted all along in the
other essays discussed here.

Manning Marable shows us how
extolling the ascendancy of Clarence
Thomas involved making of him a repre-
sentative of his race who overcame race by
his individual achievement. Painter,
Lubiano and Crenshaw demonstrate that
this symbolic success of an individual
depends on an appeal to black culture
charged by sexual and familial stereo-
types. Thus, a defender of Thomas could
write that if Thomas did indeed behave as
alleged, it merely represented a down-
home style of courtship, warranting only
minor sanction within the black communi-
ty — Hill, knowing this, must therefore
have had other motivations.

Such a familial characterization serves
to deflect the guilt over sexual difference.
Lacour describes how IHill, in speaking
out, exposed what Bhabha calls a crepus-

cular knowledge: a common knowledge
kept quiet in a conspiracy of knowing and
unknowing. In the transfer from sexual
harassment to racial victimage as the site
of the problem, “Thomas activates a pri-
mal guilt — between men” — Bhabha
argues, “ which can be assuaged by a
pious commitment fo the myth of the
“common culture,” and an invitation to join.
the plural world of “individuals’ — both
ethical acts easily accomplished in the ele-
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vation of Clarence Thomas to the Supreme
Court” (p.247).

In concluding this loose reading of the
book, I hold on to a sense that much more
needs to be argued about the issues raised
by the Hill-Thomas affair, that there is
something incomplete about the pieces in
this volume. The essays discussed here
are, dare I say it, diverse, each coming to
the issues from different angles, each pro-
voking a reflection about the intricate dou-
ble character of narratives of social in/jus-
tice and their public function. As for the
essays not mentioned here, a few are infor-
mative, most of the rest mediocre. As is to
be expected in such a collection, there is
much repetition of details, much groping
around similar stakes, and a failure in
some essays to register the impact of prob-
lems discussed in the others. Many of the
essays can be tedious as a result, and at the
end of it all the reader might suspect that a
critically satisfying account of the subject
suggested by the book’s clumsy title still
needs to be put together.

This could be because the essays in the
book were written a year after the hear-
ings, too soon to register their full impact
or to0 long after to maintain any more cur-
rency. But I suspect it's neither, The prob-
lem might lie in the very nature of cultural
studies, which thrives on the gaps and
duplicities in the narrative presentation of
critical issues, and which is understand-
ably averse to totalisation. But just as the
notion of “diversity” needs to be exam-
ined with respect to its public function, so
too does this analysis need to be turned up
a notch to take stock of the proliferation of
writing which is self-consciously posi-
tioned on the margins. If value is capital-
ized on the margins, if the stratagems of
political calculation are conducted there,
then it may be time to open up the ques-
tion of justice without counterposing its
universal character to ils “empty spaces.”

It justice lives interstitially in a “location
whose very nature resists telling,” does
anyone know what it looks like?

Dilip Yogasundram is curvently studying law
af Osgoode Hall in Toronto.




Don’t Worry (About
Racism), Be Happy (on The
Cosby Show).

BY Michael Hoechsmann

Sut Jhally & Justin Lewis, Enlightened
Racism: The Cosby Show,
Audiences, and the Myth of the
American Dream.

Boulder CO: Westview Press, 1992,

The Cosby Show allows white peo-
ple the Iuxury of being both liberal and
intolerant. They reject bigotry based
upon skin color, yet they are wary of
most (working class) black people.

Color difference is okay, cultural dif-
ference is not.

The reemergence of "Cultural Studies,”
this time on the North American conti-
nent, has offered a conjuncture for both a
reflection on, and a re-vision of, the pro-
ject of cultural studies originally articulat-
ed in the British context. At best, the
newly emergent U.5. cultural studies has
moved towards the flattening out of the
vertical axis of British Cultural Studies’
class-centeredness. Perhaps this levelling
comes with the territory, occurring, as
Andrew Ross points out, in a culture
where “popular culture has been socially
and institutionally central,” and where the
“popular sovereign goes forth in a more
modest, republican garb, and drinks a less
expensive, carbonated version of the
water of life” (1989: 7-14). More signifi-
cantly, however, the movement of cultural
studies in the U.S. towards a more hori-
zontal, if unevenly developed, axis of
analysis signals the (tenuous?) “articula-
tion’ of critical theory in the context of
social movements of the past thirty years.
The result of this shift for cultural studies
is to move “its traditional focus away
from the conflict between dominant and
popular cultures, conceived as unified
blocs, [to] turn its attention to the axis
between central and marginal cultures,
conceived as pluralities” (Ross, 1990: 28).
This shift allows, or requires, that social

change be seen as an uneven, often contra-
dictory, process.

At worst, however, cultural studies in
the U.5. is emerging as a type of "reader-
response’ theory of the media, overlayed
by a sometimes impenetrable dose of high
theory. At the “Cultural Studies: Now
and in the Future” conference (University
of llinois at Urbana-Champaign, April 4-
9, 1990), Stuart Hall stated that though he
did not want to ¢lose or to police the field,
he was nonetheless concerned about “the
overwhelming textualization” of theories
of power, politics, race/class/ gender, etc.
Says Hall: “Culture will always work
through its textualities, [butl textuality is
never enough” (284}, What is vital for
Hall is that theoretical and political ques-
tions are kept in permanent tension, that
one will always “irritate, bother, and dis-
turb the other.” And this ulimately
requires not confusing “the politics of
intellectual work [by] substituting intellec-
tual work for politics” {286).

One of the original strengths of British
Cultural Studies was the recognition of
the limits of abstract study, and the conse-
quent valorization of “other’ voices than
those of the traditional intelligentsia. The
method of choice for this extension of the
university to the streets of everyday life
was ethnography, which offered both a
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gauge of popular “common sense’
knowledge and an index of the intelli-
gentsia’s efficacy in disseminating its
new political agendas. The ethno-
graphic work of scholars such as Paul
Willis and Angela McRobbie offered a
“way in’ to conceptualizing popular
consciousness, often with very sur-
prising results. Of course, ethnogra-
phy does not provide some privileged
route to the truth, nor does it permit
the ethnographer to pop the bubble of
“false consciousness.” However, while
“textual’ readings of everyday life
offer an economic analytical efficacy,
created in the scholastic solitude of
the “genius’ intellectual, ethnography
provides a vital, though not guaran-
teed, “way in’ to how Gramsci’s “mass
of people” are “led to think coherent-
ly. . . about the real present world”
{325). And if ethnography does not neces-
sarily provide all of the answers, it does
seem to raise the right questions.

Had Sut Jhally and Justin Lewis con-
fined themselves to a textual study of The
Cosby Show, they would have written a
very different book. Enlightened Racisin is
the product of an ambitious research pro-
ject which looks at how white and black
audiences react differently to The Cosby
Show, and how, within these two groups,
socio-economic status affects audience
reaction. At the ontset of their research,
the authors were generally well-disposed
to The Cosby Show, admitiing that “for all
of its flaws, Bill Cosby’s series, we were
inclined to think, had pushed popular cul-
ture ever so gently in a positive direction.”
However, the conclusions which they later
drew from their ethnographic research
“regarding the show’s effects on racism”
were “profoundly pessimistic.” State
Thally and Lewis: “What we discovered,
in essence, was that the social and cultural
context that gives the show its meaning
turns its good intentions upside down.”

At the base of much of Jhally and - -
Lewis’s analysis is the statement by
Benjamin DeMott that people in the U.5.
“can’t think straight about class.”
Television fiction has played a direct role
in creating “a world that shifts the class

boundaries upward so that the definition
of what 1s normal no longer includes the
working class.” Thus, for The Cosby Show
to be normal on television, the show’s
% characters had to be middle or upper mid-
7 dle class: “What, after all, could be more
' routine than a lawyer and a doctor, two of
2 television’s favorite types of profession-
als?” For the majority of The Cosby Show
audience, schooled on the typical class sta-
tus of television families, the only thing
upper middle class about the Huxtables is
their material wealth; otherwise they are
just a “normal” family. On the other hand,
upper middle class viewers, who are
“unthreatened by [class] barriers,” tend to
identify with the Huxtables” upper middle
class cultural ethos.
Jhalty and Lewis argue that, “having
confused people about class, [television]
becomes incomprehensible about race.”
Drawing on the resources of George
Gerbner and associates at the Annenberg
School of Communications and on their
own one week study of prime time televi-
sion in November 1990, jhally and Lewis
demonstrate that “African Americans have
been the beneficiaries of significant
upward mobility on television” since the
1970s and that now “working class blacks
(particularly those in major roles) are rare
- ontelevision.” (The exception to this is the
. network news where, for example, black
“: people are still overrepresented in associa-
1 tion with drug stories). Tt is in this context
that Bill Cosby intervened to make “a
black family acceptable — and respected
—— among the majority of TV viewers (who
are white).” Thus, The Cosby Show “has
been pivotal in redefining the way African
Americans are depicted on television in
the 1990s.”
According to Jhally and Lewis, to
include black people in TV land, the home
of “the American dream come true” where
“everybody with an ounce of merit is mak-
ingit,” is “to foster damaging delusions.”
For white audiences, “The Cosby Show
strikes a deal. It asks for an attitude that
welcomes a black family onto TV screens
in white homes, and in return it provides
~ White viewers pleasure without culpabili-
" ty, with a picture of a comfortable, ordered
. world in which white people (and the

nation as a whole) are absolved of any
responsibility for the position of black peo-
ple.” This retroactive justification for the
dispropertionate material success of white
people validates the myth of meritocracy
and implies that the condition of black
people in the U.S. is just and deserved.

For black audiences, on the other hand,

The Cosby Show diverts “attention from the
class-based causes of racial inequality. . .
fand] it throws a veil of confusion over
black people who are trying to compre-
hend the inequities of racism.” While
black audiences were happy finally to
have “successful” role models, the equa-
tion of social success with material wealth
“derails dissatisfaction with the system
and converts it, almost miraculously, into
acceptance of its values.” Thus, argue
Thally and Lewis: “In a culture where
white people now refuse to acknowledge
the existence of unequal opportunities, the
political consequences of this acceptance
are, for black people, disastrous.”

Life in the 1980s, outside of the gentle
confines of the television set, has not been
quite so rosy for African Americans. In
fact, the reality of life for young black peo-
ple iving in T.S. inner cities has become
increasingly bleak. Out of sight and ouf of
mind, the central core of many American
cities is “characterized by extreme poverty,
serions and violent crime, high rates of
drug addiction, permanent joblessness and
welfare dependency, and dramatic
increases in out-of-wedlock births and
fernate-headed families.” Drawing heavily
on the work of William Julius Wilson,
Jhally and Lewis describe the decline of
the U.5. inner city since the 1940s, docu-
menting not only the withdrawal of indus-
try to the city perimeter, but also the even-
tual flight of the black middle class. It is
the irony of “a racially inflected class
structure” that allows affirmative action,
an accommodation to the black middle
class, to substitute for the social infrastruc-
ture which is needed to sustain hope in the
U.5. inner cities.

Enlightened Racism pulls no punches. In
contrast to the populist tendency in U.S,
cultural studies, Enlightened Racism does
not as much chart ‘resistances’ to dom;j-
nant media forms, as, in the spirit of Stuart
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Hall’s studies of 'Thatcherism,' it tries to
locate popular ‘common sense’ concep-
tions, regardless of the (possibly pes-
simistic) outcome. This is both a strength
and weakness of the book, as Jhally and
Lewis slight the potential for resistances
on the part of black audiences who identi-
ty with the Huxtables. The possibility that
the imaginary identification with the
Huxtables could be a socially usefir subii-
mation of black people’s real conditions of
existence is pooh-poohed by Jhally and
Lewis, who suggest that the blurring of
fantasy and reality by black viewers is “a
wish that everyday life were like televi-
sion.”

Nonetheless, Enlightened Racism
deserves to be widely read. Much to the
authors’ credit — and unlike this very
review — the book eschews theoretical jar-
gon wherever possible, in order to be
accessible to as broad an audience as pos-
sible. Given this factor alone, Enlightened
Racism is an exemplary work for an intel-
lectual community which spends more
time textualizing the 'popular,’ than com-
municating to anyone more ‘unwashed’
than a graduate student.

Michael Hoechsmann is a member of the
Border/Lines collective.
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On The Contradictions of
Civil Rights Legislation and
Other Such Racial Matters.

BY David Sealy

Derrick Bell, Faces At The Bottom Of The
Well: The Permanence of Racism In
America

(Basic Books, New York, 1992).

...the law works for the Man most of the
time, and only works for us in the short
run as a way of working for him in the
long run. (25)

From Cornell West's Race Matters and
Patricia Williams’ The Alchemy of Race and
Rights, to Michael Eric Dyson’s Reflecting
Black:African American Cultural Criticism,
there have recently emerged a slew of
provocative commentaries on the para-
doxical nature of American race relations.
Derrick Bell's Faces At The Bottom of The
Well is an excellent addition to this debate.
Written in a style reminiscent of his first
book Are We Not Saved, Bell combines
auto-biographical anecdotes, with fictional
narratives, and traditional prose, attempt-
ing to re-think and “reassess the worth of
the racial assumptions on which without
careful thought, we have presumed tco
much and relied on too long”(14) Geneva
Crenshaw, the black lawyer heroine of
Bell's Are We Not Saved , as well as a host
of other imagined characters, figure
prominently in a series of fictional narra-
tives; all designed to expose the extent to
which racism is, and always will remain, a
permanent undergirding of American
society. To his credit, Bell does not simply
address questions of race from a purely
jurisprudential posture, but uses alle-
gories to provide poignant and gripping
examples of the egregious effects of
racism on the personal lives of its victims.
For example in a chapter entitled: "The
Race Preference Licensing Act" Bell, in a
dialogue with Geneva Crenshaw, explores
the bankruptcy of present civil rights
strategies, and suggests that what is need-
ed is a more realistic approach to alleviat-

ing some of the more insidous effects of
racist practices.

Let us suppose that the American gov-
ernment enacted a Racial Preference
Licensing Act, based on a principle of
racial realism which “seeks to balance the

rights of our black citizens to fair treat-

ment and the no less important rights of
some whites to an unfettered choice of
customers, employees, and contractees.”
47 :
Under the new act, all employers, pro-
prietors of public facilities, and owners
and managers of dwelling places,
could, on application to the federal
government obtain a license authoriz-
ing the helders, their managers, agents
and employees to exclude or separate
persens on the basis of color. The
license itself was expensive. (48)

Establishments which adopt these race
preferential practices must display their
licenses in a public place and operate their
establishments in accordance with the
racial preferences stated in their license.
License fees and commissions paid by
license holders would be placed in an
“equality fund” used to underwrite black
businesses, to offer no--interest--loans for
black home owners and to provide schol-
arships for black students seeking college
and vocational education.

The point here is, at present, despite
dejure illegalization of racial preference
(i.e., segregationist policies} in housing
and public facilities, in landmark deci-
sions such as Brown vs. The Board of
Education, (de facto) racial preference is an
enduring feature of American society.
This law would therefore acknowledge
this defacto racial preference, with the
additional proviso that one must pay to
practice this racial preference. As
Crenshaw states:

...the law enforcement model for
civil rights breaks down when a great
number of whites are willing because
of convenience, habit or distaste, fear
or simple preference -- to violate the
law —.... (56) -

“Racial nepotism” rather than “racial ani-
mus” is a major motivation for much of
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the discrimination blacks experience.” It is
therefore time that both blacks and whites,
acknowledge the ineffectiveness of the
present law and order civil rights policies,
and address themselves to contradictions
of present race policy. Bell's point here is
incisive. In the wake of the failure of tradi-
tional civil rights legislation we must
begin to rethink the ways we construct
our legislation: we must become more
realistic. The battie against racism must
continue, despite the inevitable reconfigu-
ration of traditional civil liberties legisla-
tion into more complex ways of maintain-
ing the status quo.

The purported gains of the civil rights
era are mere chimera, civil xights legisla-
tion “is an updated version of the glass
trinkets and combs they used in Africa a
few centuries ago to trick some tribes into
selling off their brothers and sisters cap-
tured from neighboring tribes.” (19} In
fact, civil rights legislation has done little
to prevent—and may have contributed to--
the contemporary statistics regarding
black crime, broken families, devastated
neighborhoods, alcohol and drug abuse,
out-of-wedlock births, illiteracy, unem-
ployment, and welfare dependency”

{58).

Americans, Bell contends, echoing the
position of the late great black Harvard
historian Nathan Huggins,"view history
as linear and evolutionary and tend to see

slavery and racism as an aberration or

pathological condition”. Yet despite the
ending of slavery and the adoption of
anti-racist legislation, racism remains a
dominant force in American life. The
American dogma of automatic progress
has always failed those who were margin-
alized and poor, of which blacks are con-
spicuously at the centre. Even noble and
well intended attempts on the part of
black people, to find a black homeland are
not an answer. These attempts often fall
short as they deny and dis-acknowledge
the way all notions of blackness and black
people are deeply imbricated in any
notion of America; and the key role Black
Americans have played in building

America. Black Americans have always .

actively shown America what content to
give to its talk of freedom and democracy.
“We [Black Americans] are Americans.

We are not aliens. We are a compo-
nent part of the nation. We have no
disposition to renounce our national-
ity”, said Frederick Douglass.

But this is not a reason to despair.
According to Bell, we must no longer
look for inspiration in the
“sacroscant, but utterly defunct,
glory of ideals that for centuries have
proven unattainable and poisonous.
We must look to the lives of our fore-
mothers and forefathers who despite
inexorable odds, produced music,
poetry and art, insisting on their
humanity despite a social consensus
that they were “a brutish sort of peo-
ple”. We must learn from the
“unremitting struggles” of our for-
bearers; we must in a willful attitude
of engagement and commitment,
face squarely the unbearable land-
scape and the climate of that sur-
vival, “beating the odds while firmly
believing in and knowing the odds
are stacked against you”. We must
recognize that despite the fact that
our actions may not be transcendent,
and may in fact help the system more
than hinder it— we must persevere.
It is not a question of choosing
between strategies of civil liberties
and recognition that racism is a per-
manent fixture of American society,
but of pursuing both at the same
time, in the unalterable awareness
that we must never give up.

Dawid Sealy is a doctoral candidate at
Queen's University.
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Reclaiming
Our History
and Sovereignty

BY A. Rodney Bobiwash

Haunani-Kay Trask, From A Native
Daughter: Colonialism and Sovereignty
in Hawaii

Cotnmon Courage Press, Maine, 1993

In Froin A Native Daughter: Colonialisn
‘and Sovereignty in Hawaii Haunani-Kay
Trask has done a remarkable job of
expressing not only the frustrations and
experiences of Native Hawaiians under
colonialism but also those of indigenous
people around the world. This collection
of essays, speeches and assorted submis-
sions is based on the one geopolitical reali-
ty shared by all indigenous people — that
the denial of ownership of our lands
makes possible, and indeed inevitable, the
denial of our history, culture and right to
be. The reality, that in the modern world
our existence as indigenous pecple is not
just an inconvenience to developers but is
in itself an act of subversion, is the central
thesis of all true resistance literature pro-
duced by indigenous peoples. Trask’s
work is in every sense a true and a power-
ful piece of indigenous resistance litera-
ture.

At first this work can at times seem
repetitive, a weakness inherent in the
sources the material is drawn from. For

instance, the history of Hawaii is repeated
throughout the various pieces. However, a
more thorough reading of the work
uncovers not repetition, but rather a grow-
ing conviction that a reader must take this
history as meaningfully as the writer
intended it to be. The repetition would be
irritable coming from a casual observer,
but coming from Hawnani-Kay Trask it
underscores a fierce and uncompromising
conviction that history is important,
understanding is essential, support is nec-
essary, and all of these must be on
Hawaiian terms. The unwavering stance
that historians must first know the lan-
guage of the people they study is given
without apology, and somewhat ironically
embodies the very problem of the
inevitability of racism within colonial
institutions, including universities. The
essential problem of relationships within
the colonial context is that the colonized
can never escape hegemony, while the col-
onizer can never confront it.

There are several important arguments
presented in this work, although analysis
is limited to problems generated by the
colonial experience rather than sugges-
tions for solutions. Given the context of
the work, however, this is understandable.
The work confronts non-Native people
with the need to do something themselves
about their attitudes and privilege, taking
responsibility for their history. Certainly
this is an important book for non-Native
people interested in supporting Native
struggles to read. The experiences the
author outlines in the section on building
coalitions have warnings for Native peo-
ple involved in struggle and for their non-
Native allies. The particular emphasis on
the experience of working with white lib-
erals is important — that they will sup-
port you with words only but will not go
"to the barricades” with you because even
their support is a result of hegemony.
Trask’s experience in academe is one
which is all too familiar to Native people
who work in Canadian universities.
Racism is an institutional fact and the
institution has no stake in eradicating it.
Even those universities supposedly pro-
gressive, remain incorrigible in the face of
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criticism from dispossessed peoples.
Disciplines (like History) remain the
reserve of white males, and indigenous
knowledge continues to be at worst deni-
grated and at best appropriated and
exploited. Indigenous knowledge is forced
of necessity into an academic ghetto, ie.,
Native Studies departments, which per-
petuates its marginality. At the same time
non-Native academics continue to govern
the grants industry, in which the exploita-
tion of Native peoples constitutes yet
another colonial abuse.

Those who have read Noam Chomsky
will find familiar ground in the author's
discussion of the new World Order and
the role of the Pacific Islands in the U.S.
military complex. There is litile new in
this, but like all good activist writing it is
immediate and painfully local.

Finally, for those interested in cultural
appropriation the article "Lovely Hula
Hands" (also featured in Border/Lines no.
23) is important on a number of levels. Tt
draws upon the metaphor of the land as a
woman’s body and the reality in indige-
nous societies of woman as bearer of cul-
tare. In the metaphor of prostitution,
Trask makes a compelling case against
corporate tourism, seeing in it the horrific
spectre of the rape of the land, the rape of
the culture and the literal rape of
Hawaiian women.

The appendices included in the book
are useful and of particular interest to abo-
riginal peoples. The United Nations Draft
Declaration on The Rights of Indigenous
Peoples and the UN. Conventions on
Genocide will be useful to human rights
practitioners and educational to those
who have yet to read them. Further to
this, the inclusion of these documents
again underscores the scope of this work
— local, but with definite international
implications and usefulness. This is
activist writing at its best.

A. Rodney Bobiwash works in the areas of
Native issues, human vights, and anti-racism.
He currently lives in Ottawa.
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