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Teaching for the Times 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 


Since its inception, the United States has been a nation of immigrants. 
The winners among the first set of European immigrants claimed, often 
with violence, that the land belonged to them, because the Industrial 
Revolution was in their pocket. And the story of its origin has been re- 
presented as an escape from old feudalism, in a general de Tocquevillian 
way.' It is well known that in the Founders Constitution, African slaves 
and the Original Nations were inscribed as property in order to get around 
the problem of the representation of slaves as wealth: "The key slogan in 
the struggle against the British had been 'no taxation without representa- 
tion.' . . . The acceptance that slaves as wealth should entitle Southern 
voters to extra representation built an acknowledgement of slavery into 
the heart of the Constitution."2 Here we have extreme cases of marginal- 
ization where the term itself gives way: dehumanization, transportation, 
genocide. I will not begin in that scene of violence tonight, but rather with 
the phenomenon that has now kicked us from opposition to the perceived 
dominant: new immigration. 

Let us rewrite "cultural identity" as "national origin validation." Let us 
not use "cultural identity" as a permission to difference and an instrument 
for disavowing that Eurocentric economic migration (and eventually even 
political exile) is in the hope of justice under capitalism. That unacknowl- 
edged and scandalous secret is the basis of our unity. Let us reinvent this 
basis as a springboard for a teaching that counterpoints these times. This is 
all the more important because "we1'-that vague, menaced, and growing 
body of the teachers of culture and literature who question the canon- are 
not oppositional any more. We are being actively opposed because what 
used to be the dominant literary-cultural voice-the male-dominated 
white Eurocentric voice-obviously feels its shaping and moulding 
authority slipping away. We seem to be perceived as the emerging domi- 
nant. What is the role and task of the emerging dominant teacher? Since 
one of the major functions of the MIMLA and the MLA is to facilitate 
employment, let us also consider the problems of educating the educators 
of the emerging dominant field: in other words, let us consider both the 
undergraduate and the graduate curriculum. 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 3 



Access to the UniversalINational Origin Validation in the 

Undergraduate Curriculum 


In a powerful paper on "The Campaign Against Political Correctness: 
What's Really at Stake," recently delivered at the Institute for Advanced 
Study at Princeton, Joan Wallach Scott lays bare the shoddy techniques of 
what is now the opposition: 

Serious intellectuals have only to read the self-assured, hopelessly ill- 
informed and simply wrong descriptions of deconstruction, psychoanalysis, 
feminism or any other serious theory by the likes of D'Souza,Richard Bern-
stein,David Lehman, Roger Kimball, Hilton Kramer, George Will-and even 
Camille Paglia-to understand the scam. . . . [Tlheir anger at the very 
scholars they long to emulate . . . seems to have worked in some quarters. 
That is partly because the publicists have assumed another persona beside 
that of the intellectual: they pretend to represent the common man-whom, 
as elitists, they also loathe. 

This brilliant and shrewd paper focuses on the contemporary American 
scene. And as such its writer shows that the opposition is desperately 
claiming a "universality" that, in my view, has already slipped out of their 
grasp. She quotes S. P. Mohanty, who "calls for an alternative to pluralism 
that would make difference and conflict the center of a history 'we' all 
share." She quotes Christopher Fynsk as offering "the French word partage 
[meaning] . . . both to divide and to share," as an informing metaphor of 
community. I will keep these suggestions in mind as I share some general 
thoughts with you in this first, more U.S. part, of my remarks. 

Emergence into an at best precarious dominant does not for a moment 
mean that our battle for national origin validation in the U.S. is over. It 
simply means that we as a collective of marginals are fighting from a differ- 
ent position now and we face the need to consolidate ourselves in new 
ways, which I have tried to indicate in my opening words. Being reactive 
to the dominant is no longer the only issue. I agree with Scott's and 
Mohanty's and Fynsk's general point: conflict, relationality, divide and 
share. In the American context these are good marching orders. But differ- 
ence and conflict are hard imperatives. Difference becomes competition, 
for we live and participate -even as dissidents -within institutions 
anchored in a transnational capitalist economy. Our "limited physical 
supply of what is at stake makes it easy to overlook the fact that the func- 
tioning of the economic game itself presupposes adherence to the game 
and belief in the value o f  its stakes. ' I 3  

My point is that the stakes in question are not just institutional but gen- 
erally social. Eurocentric economic migration as a critical mass is based on 
hope for justice under capitalism. The task of the teacher is as crucial as it 
is chancy, for there is no guarantee that to know it is to be able to act on it. 
To continue with this quotation from Bourdieu, 
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. . .how is it possible to produce that minimal investment which is the condi-
tion of economic production without resorting to competition and without 
reproducing individuation? As long as the logic of social games is not explicitly 
recognized (and even if it is. . .),even the apparently freest and most creative 
of actions is never more than an encounter between reified and embodied 
history. . .a necessity which the agent constitutes as such and for which [slhe 
provides the scene of action without actually being its subject. 

"Reified history" is in this case our monumentalized national-cultural 
history of origin combined with ideas of a miraculated resistant hybridity; 
"embodied history" our disavowed articulation within the history of the 
present of our chosen new nation-state. This "encounter" does not 
translate to the scene of violence at the origin that I laid aside at the open- 
ing of my speech. 

In the classroom I spend some time on Bourdieu's caution: "and even if it 
is [recognized]. . . ." I draw it out into the difference between knowing and 
learning. Without falling into too strict an adherence to the iron distinc- 
tion between the performative and the constative, I still have to hang on to 
a working difference between knowing about something and learning to 
do something. The relationship between knowing and learning is crucial 
as we move from the space of opposition to the menaced space of the 
emerging dominant. 

A keynote address as a genre will not allow the meditative tempo of the 
classroom. Let me therefore ignore Bourdieu's parenthesis and emphasize 
the point Bourdieu makes, keeping myself, for the moment, confined to 
the institution. I will return to the more general point of new-immigration- 
in capitalism later. 

As long as we are interested, and we must be interested, in hiring and fir- 
ing, in grants, in allocations, in budgets, in funding new job descriptions, 
in publishing radical texts, in fighting for tenure and recommending for 
jobs, we are in capitalism and we cannot avoid competition and individua- 
tion. Under these circumstances, essentializing difference, however 
sophisticated we might be at it, may lead to unproductive conflict among 
ourselves. If we are not merely the opposition any more, we must not lose 
the possibility of our swing into power by crumbling into interest groups 
in the name of difference. We must find some basis for unity. It is a trav- 
esty of philosophy, a turning of philosophy into a direct blueprint for 
policy-making, to suggest that the search for a situational unity goes 
against the lesson of deconstruction. If we perceive our emergence into 
the dominant as a situation, we see the importance of inventing a unity 
that depends upon that situation. I am not a situational relativist. No situa- 
tion is saturated. But imperatives arise out of situations and, however 
unthinkingly, we act by imagining imperatives. We must therefore 
scrupulously imagine a situation in order to act. Pure difference cannot 
appear. Difference cannot provide an adequate theory of practice. "Left to 
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itself, the incalculable and giving idea of justice [here as justice to differ- 
ence] is always very close to the bad, even to the worst, for it can always be 
reappropriated by the most perverse cal~ulation."~ 

In the interest of time I am collapsing a good few philosophical moves 
needed to make this argument a~ceptable.~ I can only ask you to take it on 
trust that those moves can be made. What is important for me, in order, 
later, to pass into the second part of my remarks this evening is simply the 
conviction that we, the so-called oppositional discourses in the U.S., must 
today find a practical basis for unity at this crucial moment. 

Consider this good passage from Jonathan Culler, also quoted by Joan 
Scott: 

A particular virtue of literature, of history, of anthropology is instruction in 
otherness: vivid compelling evidence of differences in cultures, mores, 
assumptions, values. At their best, these subjects make otherness palpable 
and make it comprehensible without reducing it to an inferior version of the 
same, as a universalizing humanism threatens to do. 

I repeat, good words, words with which we should certainly claim 
alliance. Yet, today in particular, we must also ask: Who speaks here? 
Who is the implied reader of this literature, the researcher of this history, 
the investigator of this anthropology? For whose benefit is this knowledge 
being produced, so that he or she can have our otherness made palpable 
and comprehensive, without reducing it into an inferior version of their 
same, through the choice of studying literature, history, and anthropology 
"at their best?" Shall we, today, be satisfied with the promise of liberal 
multiculturalism that these disciplines will remain "at their best," with a 
now contrite universal humanism in the place of the same, and us being 
studied as examples of otherness? Or should we remind ourselves of Her- 
bert Marcuse's wise words in the sixties? I will speak of our difference 
from the sixties in a while, but Marcuse's words are still resonant over 
against the promises of liberal multiculturalism: "Equality of tolerance 
becomes abstract, spurious. . . . The opposition is insulated in small and 
frequently insulated groups who, even when tolerated within the narrow 
limits set by the hierarchical structure of society, are powerless while they 
keep within these limits."6 

It is certainly important that we have opened up Third World literature 
job descriptions in the MLA job list, yet I am insisting this evening that we 
will remain powerless collaborators in repressive tolerance if, in higher 
education in the humanities, we do not re-think our agency. Predictably, 
my agenda in the end will be the persistent and shifting pursuit of the 
global history of the present. 

Other voices are asking questions similar to mine. I would cite here 
Aihwa Ong's piece "Colonialism and Modernity: Feminist Re-Presentation 
of Women in Non-Western Society," which ends with these important 
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words: "We begin a dialogue when we recognize other forms of gender- 
and culture-based subjectivities, and accept that others often choose to 
conduct their lives separate from our particular vision of the future."7 To 
claim agency in the emerging dominant is to recognize agency in others, 
not simply to comprehend otherness. 

A distorted version of this recognition is produced in liberal multicultu- 
ralism. Yet we have to claim some alliance with it, for on the other side are 
the white supremacist critics of political correctness. It is no secret that 
liberal multiculturalism is determined by the demands of contemporary 
transnational capitalisms our place within which we must disavow. Proc- 
ter and Gamble sends business majors abroad to learn language and cul- 
ture. The National Governors' Association Report queried last year, "How 
are we to sell our product in a global economy when we are yet to learn the 
language of the customers?" If we are to question this distorting question 
while utilizing its material support, we have to recognize also that the 
virulent backlash from the current racist dominant in this country is 
behind the conservative geo-politics of the times as well. We are caught in 
a larger struggle where one side soldiers to exploit transnationality 
through a distorting culturalism and the other knows rather little what 
script drives, writes, and operates it. It is within this ignorant clash that we 
have to find and locate our agency, and attempt, again and again, to throw 
the clashing machinery out of joint. 

What actually happens in a typical liberal multicultural classroom "at its 
best"? On a given day we are reading a text from one national origin. The 
group in the classroom from that particular national origin in the general 
polity can identify with the richness of the texture of the "culture" in ques- 
tion. (Iam not even bringing up the question of the definition of culture.) 
People from other national origins in the classroom (other, that is, than 
Anglo) relate sympathetically but superficially, in an aura of same differ- 
ence. The Anglo relates benevolently to everything, "knowing about other 
cultures" in a relativist glow. 

What is the basis of the sympathy and the feeling of same difference 
among the various national origins in such a best-case scenario? Here the 
general social case writes our script. The basis for that feeling is that we 
have all come with the hope of finding justice or welfare within a capitalist 
society. (The place of women within this desire merits a separate discus- 
sion.) We have come to avoid wars, to avoid political oppression, to escape 
from poverty, to find opportunity for ourselves and, more important, for 
our children: with the hope of finding justice within a capitalist society. 
Only to discover that the white supremacist culture wants to claim the en 
tire agency of capitalism -re-coded as the rule of law within a democratic 
heritage-only for itself; to find that the only entry is through a forgetful- 
ness or museumization of national origin in the interest of class-mobility. 
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And in the liberal multicultural classroom we go for the second alterna- 
five, seemingly as resistance to the first, but necessarily in the long-term 
interest of our often disavowed common faith in democratic capitalism: "a 
necessity [as Bourdieu reminded us] which the agent constitutes as such 
and for which [slhe provides the scene of action without actually being its 
subject." This necessity is what unites us and unless we acknowledge it 
("and even if we do. . .")we cannot hope to undertake the responsibility of 
the emerging dominant. Let me digress for a moment on a lesson such an 
acknowledgment can draw from history. If by teaching ourselves and our 
students to acknowledge our part and hope in capitalism we can bring that 
hope to a persistent and principled crisis, we can set ourselves on the way 
to intervening in an unfinished chapter of history which was mired in 
Eurocentric national disputes. 

"The Law is the element of calculation, and it is just that there be Law, 
but justice is incalculable, it requires us to calculate with the 
incalculable."s Now that the Bolshevik experiment has imploded, we can- 
not afford to forget that the incalculable dreams of the vestiges of Second 
International Communism (rather than the overt history of its demise in 
national competition), placed within the calculus of the Welfare State, 
were quietly eroded by the forces of what is politely called "liberalization" 
in the Third World and by privatization in the First. The calculations with 
the incalculable are concealed in many passages of the later Marx, the 
most memorable being the long paragraph at the end of the chapter 
entitled "The Illusion Created by Competition" in Capital, vol. 3 where, in 
a series of five massive "if "-s (the rhetorical bulwark of the element of 
calculation), Marx comes to the conclusion: "thennothing of these [capital- 
ist] forms remains, but simply those foundations of the forms that are 
common to all social modes of production."g If, if, if, if, if. The line 
between democratic capitalism and democratic socialism is here being 
undone, with a certain set of impossible conditions. Persistent critique is 
being replaced by blueprint. The new immigrant ideologue today acts out 
the impossibility of that blueprint. In the face of that impossibility she 
must persistently investigate the possibility of the push from democratic 
capitalism into democratic socialism; the only struggle that fits the scene. 
It is no secret that, in the developing countries, it is the forces of feminist 
activism and the non-Eurocentric ecology movement that are attempting 
to regenerate the critical element into that dream of displacement from 
capitalism to socialism. Ethnicity, striking at the very heart of identity, is 
the incalculable and mystical principle that is open for the "most perverse 
calculation" in that larger field. The role and agency of the U.S.-based 
marginal movement and its claims to ethnicity are therefore up for re- 
invention. That is indeed my theme. But by sounding this motif too soon, I 
am short-circuiting into my second movement, where I will speak of edu- 
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cating the educators. Let us return to the undergraduate classroom. 
In spite of our common-sense estimation of the best-case scenario, 

national origin validation in the general multicultural classroom remains 
crucially important, for the various national origins, in order to undermine 
the symbolic importance, all out of proportion to its content and duration, 
of the test in American History and Civilization taken for the Immigration 
and Naturalization Services, which establishes that, from now on, the his- 
tory of the racial dominant in the United States is the migrant's own. 

I have already suggested that the place of women within the desire for 
justice under capitalism may be different. Amy Tan's controversial Joy 
Luck Club animates this difference in every possible way.1° The competi- 
tive difference among marginal groups, the difference between economic 
migration (to the U.S.) and political exile (in China), the necessity and 
impossibility of the representation of the "culture of origin," culture as 
negotiable systems of representation between mothers and daughters, the 
role of university and corporatism in "moving West to reach the East" 
(T205), the extreme ungroundedness of identity in the obsessive pursuit 
of perspectives, can all be used for political pedagogy in the invention of 
unity. Let me indicate the inaugural staging of the economic argument, 
rehearsed many times in the novel: 

After everybody votes unanimously for the Canada gold stock, I go into the 
kitchen to ask Auntie An-mei why the Joy Luck Club started investing in 
stocks. . . ."We got smart. Now we can all win and lose equally. We can have 
stock market luck. And we can play mahjong for fun, just for a few dollars, 
winner take all. Losers take home left-overs! So everyone can have some joy. 
Smart-hanh?" (T 18) 

Contrast this egalitarian Joy Luck by way of investment to the original Joy 
Luck Club, four women attempting to contain political exile by force of 
spirit. This is the frame narrator remembering the reminiscence of her 
recently dead mother. They are refugees from the Japanese, in Kweilin: 

I knew which women I wanted to ask. They were all young like me, with 
wishful faces. . . . Each week we could forget past wrongs done to us. We 
weren't allowed to think a bad thought. We feasted, we laughed, we played 
games, lost and won, we told the best stories. And each week, we could hope 
to be lucky. That hope was our only joy. . . . I won tens of thousands of yuan. 
But I wasn't rich. No. By then paper money had become worthless. Even 
toilet paper was worth more. And that made us laugh harder, to think a thou- 
sand-yuan note wasn't even good enough to rub on our bottoms. (T 10, 12) 

In this perspectivized field of identity, only the Polaroid produces the 
final ID. Here is the last scene of the novel, where the Chinese-American 
frame narrator meets her long-lost Chinese half-sisters. No attempt is 
made to provide interior representations of their memories: 
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I look at their faces again and I see no trace of my mother in them. Yet they 
still look familiar. . . . The flash of the Polaroid goes off and my father hands 
me the snapshot. . . . The gray-green surface changes to the bright colors of 
our three images, sharpening and deepening all at once. And although we 
don't speak, I know we all see it: Together we look like our mother. Her same 
eyes, her same mouth, open in surprise to see, at last, her long-cherished 
wish (T 331, 332). 

It is at her peril that the reader forgets the authoritative cherished wish 
that is given in the opening epigraphic tale: 

The old woman remembered a swan she had bought many years ago in 
Shanghai for a foolish sum. This bird, boasted the market vendor, was once a 
duck that stretched its neck in hopes of becoming a goose. . . . When she 
arrived in the new country, the immigration officials pulled her swan away 
from her, leaving the woman . . . with only one swan feather for a memory. 
. . . For a long time now the woman had wanted to give her daughter the 
single swan feather and tell her, "This feather may look worthless, but it 
comes from afar and carries with it all my good intentions." And she waited, 
year after year, for the day she could tell her daughter this in perfect Ameri- 
can English. (T 3-4) 

Tan's risk-taking book offers us a timely concept-metaphor: the dead 
mother's voice achieves perfect American English in the regularizing 
graph of the Polaroid. It is left to us to decode the scandal with sympathy 
and responsibility. 

The Earlier Scene 

Since Reconstruction, the first major change in the Constitution after the 
Civil War, the various waves of immigrants have mingled with one of the 
supportive, original agents of the production of American origins: the 
African-American (not the Original Nations). But even here, the emphasis 
on assimilation given in the melting pot theory followed the pattern of 
Anglocentrism first, and a graduated Euro-centrism next, with the lines of 
dominance radiating out of that presumptive centre. Indeed, this is why 
the older immigrant elements in the multicultural classroom may or may 
not strengthen the undermining of the INS test, if the issue is the invention 
of unity rather than difference. This is the pedagogic imperative, to change 
the "may not" to "may," in the interest of a different unity. We are not dis- 
uniting America. If we are not aware of this as participating agents, the tre- 
mendous force of American ethnicity can be used in the service of consoli- 
dating the New World Order out of the ashes of the Soviet Union, simply 
by re-coding capitalism as democracy. 

I have so far put aside the uprooting of the African and the redefining of 
the Original Nations in the interest of the new and old immigrants. Also to 
be placed here is the itinerary of the ChicanoILatino, unevenly straddling 
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the history of two empires, the Spanish and the U.S., one on the cusp of the 
transition to capitalism, the other active today. We must remember this 
especially in 1992. 

For me, an outsider who came to the United States in 1961, the voice that 
still echoes from the Civil RightsIBlack Power movement is from the 
Ocean Hill-Brownsville School District Struggle of 1968.11 I had received 
my Ph.D. the previous year. My experience in India, as it attempted to 
decolonize its school-system, was not far behind. This is why it is not the 
more famous struggles that I monumentalize tonight but rather words 
retained by force of memory. I am not even sure who it was that said them. 
It may have been the Reverend Galamaison: "This is a struggle against 
educational colonization." The other day I caught a voice on television, of a 
little African-American girl who was then a student in that school district, 
now a mature woman who spoke of her experience and remarked: "We 
became third world. We became international." 

In this perspective, in the area of the struggle against internal coloniza-
tion, it is the African-American voice in the United States that has become 
post-colonial. Paradoxically, the rising racist backlash is an acknowledge- 
ment of this. Emergence into post-coloniality from internal colonization is 
not measured in statistics. It is a general and often unperceived change in 
the positioning on the socius. Once again, so that I am not misunderstood, 
I want to emphasize that this is not a signal for an end to struggle. It is that, 
thanks to unceasing effort, the struggle moves to another register. The sec- 
ond wave of backlash rage is on the rise. With an awareness of that register 
Joan Scott asks her astute question and makes her judgments in terms of 
class: 

The special treatment that came with high social status never seems to have 
been seen as a compromise of university standards. (One has to wonder why 
it was that, for example, the test scores of blacks are stolen from the admis- 
sions office at Georgetown Law School and published by disgruntled conser- 
vatives, while those of alumni children of influential politicians were not. 
One can only conclude that the call for a return to a meritocracy that never 
was is a thinly veiled manifestation of racism.) 

In terms of internal colonization, the original groups have not equally 
emerged into post-coloniality. If I read the signs right (and I may not), the 
LatinoIChicano segment has, on one side, been moving for some time 
toward a recognition, in literary-cultural studies, of "our America" in the 
entire (North-Central-South) American continental context, not contained 
within internal U.S. colonization, as the African-American must be. A 
move toward globality. On the other, specifically the Chicano element is 
engaged in the restoration of the major voices within internal coloniza- 
tion, reflected, for example, in Jose Saldivar's work on Amerigo Paredes; 
as well as speaking up for "border culture."l2 
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The thought of sublating internal colonization is articulated differently 
in the context of the Original Nations. At a recent conference on the Litera- 
ture of Ethnicity, John Mohawk anguished that Native American writing 
was not yet stylistically competitive with the kind of sexy postmodernism 
that some of our best-known colleagues celebrate in the name of post- 
coloniality. The embattled phrase "stylistically competitive" was not his. 
But I will use that phrase again before I end. 

Since the Native American voice has been most rigorously marginalized 
even within marginality, I want to spend some time on the work of a 
Native American scholar, Jack D. Forbes, who is claiming a new unity 
with African Americans. As I have indicated, this unity cannot be based 
on a choice for justice under capitalism, but rather in the investigation of 
the institution of the so-called origins of the white-supremacist United 
States: a sublation of internal colonization.13 Before making the claim to 
this divided unity, Forbes lays bare the mechanics of constructing another 
unity, in another political interest. He gets behind dictionaries to capture 
the elusive lexical space in-between meaning shifts, by sheer empirical 
obstinacy. He teases out usage to show the emergence of juridico-legal 
practice and rational classification. This is an invaluable quarry, on the 
level of aggregative apparatuses (power) and of propositions (knowledge), 
for a future Foucauldian who will dare to try to take these further below, 
into the utterables (&nonc&s) that form the archival ground-level (not 
ground) of knowledge and the non-symbolizable force-field that shapes 
the shifting ground-levels of power.14 I cannot readily imagine such a per- 
son, for the pouvoir-savoir (ability-to-make-sense) in question involves 

300 to 400 years of intermixture of a very complex sort, [and] varying 
amounts of African and American ancestry derived at different intervals and 
from extremely diverse sources-as from American nations as different as 
Naragansett or Pequot and the Carib or Arawak, or from African nations as 
diverse as the Mandinka, Yoruba, and Malagasy. (F270-71) 

For the perceptive reader, then, Forbes's book at once opens the hori- 
zons of Foucault's work, shows the immense, indeed perhaps insuperable 
complexity of the task once we let go of "pure" European outlines, and 
encourages a new generation of scholars to acquire the daunting skills for 
robust cultural history. This work is rather different from the primitivist 
patronage of orality. It is in the context of this complexity that a new "unity" 
is claimed: 

In an article published in the Journal ofNegroHistory uames Hugo] Johnston 
remarked: "Where the Negro was brought into contact with the American 
Indian the blood of the two races intermingled, the Indian has not disap- 
peared from the land, but is now part of the Negro population of the United 
States." The latter statement might offend many Indians today, who still sur- 
vive, of course, in great numbers as Native Americans, but nonetheless the 
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significance of Johnston's thesis as regards the extent of Native American- 
African intermixture remains before us. (F191) 

This point of view is to be contrasted with the persuasive and representa- 
tive usual view of the substitution of one collective identity by another: 
that the Indian population dwindled, was exported, and was replaced by 
Africans and imported slaves from the West Indies.15 It is in the pores of 
such identity-based arguments that Forbes discovers the survival of the 
Native American, in the male and female line. By focussing on the vast 
heterogeneity and textuality of the description of mixed groups, Forbes 
shows that the emergence of the "other," as the other of the white, may be, 
at best, an unwitting legitimation by reversal of the very dominant posi- 
tions it is supposed to contest. My argument thus is a corollary of Forbes's. 
Forbes points out what we caricature by defining ourselves as the "other 
(of the white dominant in metropolitan space)": "It would appear that both 
Americans and Africans began to appear in exotic pageants and entertain- 
ments staged in London during the seventeenth century. It is not always 
possible to clearly ascertain the ethnicity of the performers, since Africans 
were sometimes dressed up as Americans, or perhaps vice versa" (F 56). 

In the discontinuous narrative of the development of racism, how are 
we to compute the relationship between that usage and the 1854 Califor- 
nia State Supreme Court statement that "expresses a strong tendency in 
the history of the United States, a tendency to identify two broad classes of 
people: white and non-white, citizen and non-citizen (or semi-citizen)" 
(F 65)? Are we, once again, to become complicitous with this tendency by 
identifying ourselves, single ethnic group by group, or as migrant collec- 
tivity, only as the "other" of the white dominant? Shall we, "like so many 
Europeans, [remain] utterly transfixed by the black-white nexus either as 
'opposites' or as real people" (F 172)? Given that, in the literally post- 
colonial areas like Algeria or India, white racism is no longer the chief 
problem, Forbes's historical reasoning is yet another way of bringing 
together the intuitions of global resistance.16 

Yet even in this work, where isolationist concerns broaden out into 
global decolonization of scholarship, one must note the absence of a femi- 
nist impulse. The Native American woman, being legally free, was often 
the enslaved man's access to "freedom" in the U.S. And slavery itself is 
"matrilineal."These two facts provide the motor for a great deal of Forbes's 
narrative of interaction. Yet Black Africans and Native Americans, so 
resourceful and imaginative in probing the pores of the hide of history, 
never questions the gender secrets hidden in them. It is correctly men- 
tioned that Native American practices included the thought of "individual 
freedom and utopian socialism" (F 266). But it is not noticed that there is 
feminism in those practices as well. What is it to define as "free," after 
enslavement, genocide, colonization, theft of land, tax-imposition, 
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women who had, before these acts (masquerading today as social cohe- 
sion), been culturally inscribed as "freer?" What is it to become, then, a 
passageway to freedom after the fact? What is the "meaning" of matri- 
lineage-in-slavery, mentioned in parentheses-"(generally slavery was 
inherited in the female line)" (F 240)-where lineage itself is devastated? 

The Global FieldlTransnational Literacy in the 
Graduate Curriculum 

With the name of woman I pass from "Access to the Universal" to "The 
Global Field," of uneven decolonization, and make an appeal to decolonize 
feminism as it studies feminism in decolonization. With plenty of help 
from feminist historians and social scientists, I am teaching myself to 
teach a course on "Feminism in Decolonization." From personal experi- 
ence, then, I know how much education an educator (namely myself) 
needs in this venture. "Feminism in Decolonization" is a political re- 
writing of the title "Women in Development." I am encouraged to see that a 
critique of the feminist focus on women in development is one of the main 
premises of the piece by Aihwa Ong that I have already cited. This gives 
me an opportunity to recite once again that, in this effort, we have to learn 
inter-disciplinary teaching by supplementing our work with the social 
sciences and supplementing theirs with ours. 

It is through the literature of ethnicity that we customarily approach the 
question of globality within literary-cultural studies defined along human- 
ist disciplinary lines. The word ethnos in Greek meant "one's own kind of 
people" and therefore we take it to mean, by extension, "nation." Side by 
side with the Greek word ethnos was the word ethnikos-other people, 
often taken to mean "heathen, pagan." It is not hard to see how the New 
Testament would use these already available words. Like many ideas 
belonging to Christianity, these words were pressed into pejorative ser- 
vice in English, to mean "other (lesser) peoples," in the Age of Conquest. In 
the nineteenth century, as conquest consolidated itself into imperialism, 
the word becomes "scientific," especially in the forms "ethnography" and 
"ethnology." We are aware of the debates between the British ethnologist- 
ethnographers on the one hand, and anthropologists on the other, as to 
whether their study should be based on language or on physical character- 
istics. The discipline concerned itself, of course, with ideas of race, cul- 
ture, and religion. The connections between "national origin" and "ethnic- 
ity" are now politically in place without question. 

I think the literature of ethnicity writes itself between ethnos-a writer 
writing for her own people (whatever that means) without deliberated 
self-identification as such-and ethnihos, the pejoratively defined other 
reversing the charge, (de)anthropologizing herself by separating herself 
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into a staged identity. The literature of ethnicity in this second sense thus 
carries, paradoxically, the writer's signature as divided against itself. For 
the staging of the displacirig of the dominant must somehow be indexed 
there. A woman's relationship to a patriarchal or patriarchalized ethnicity 
makes her access to this signature even more complex. 

There is a dominant generalized or world-systems approach to the eth- 
nicity of the ethnikoi which has some affinity with Freud's suggestion, 
nearly eighty years ago, that the search for cultural identity is a species of 
narcissism: 

We have learnt that libidinal instinctual impulses undergo the vicissitude of 
pathogenic repression if they come into conflict with the subject's cultural 
and ethical ideas. . . .What he projects before him as his ideal is the ersatz of 
the lost narcissism of his childhood in which he was his own ideal. . . . The 
ego ideal . . . has a social side; it is also the common ideal of a family, a class, or 
a nation.17 

The standard world-systems estimation of ethnicity, not unrelated to 
the failures of systemic communism, is something like the following: 
"Seen in long historical time and broad world space, [nations and ethnic 
groups] fade into one another, becoming only 'groups.' Seen in short his- 
torical time and narrow world space, they become clearly defined and so 
form distinctive structure^."^^ Although I am in general sympathy with 
the resistance to "the intellectual pressure to reify groups," I cannot work 
with this world-systems view of ethnicities in globality. The long view and 
the broad space are so perspectivized that to learn to acquire them in order 
to produce correct descriptions may be useful only if supplemented 
unceasingly, not just by way of the t-shirt slogan, "think globally act 
locally," although it is not bad for a start. 

Sublimation and the symbolic circuit stand over against what Freud 
represents as cultural-ethical pathogenic repressions that may be repre- 
sented as movements against the individual or social psychic system. On 
the literary-critical side, Fredric Jameson represents such representa- 
tions. And therefore he has been reading Third World literature for some 
time now as allegoriesof transnational capitalism. It is because I agree with 
Jameson that I would like to insist here upon a different definition of 
allegory, not just a symbolic order of semiosis. Otherwise, caught 
between accusations of political correctness and liberal multiculturalism, 
we are denied the right to say "Heresy by itself is no token of truth."lg 

I take as my motto the opening words of Abarodh-bashini or Lady-
Prisoner, a critique of veiled female life published by Rokeya Sakhawat 
Hossain, an Indian Muslim woman, between 1915 and 1917. She shows 
that not only the signature of the writer of ethnicity, but also the signature 
of the patriarchally imprisoned woman, is self-separated: "We have 
become habituated after living for so long in prison; therefore, against the 
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prison we, especially I myself, have nothing to say. If the fishwife is asked, 
'Is the stink of rotten fish good or bad?' What will she respond? Here I will 
make a gift of a few of our personal experiences to our reader-sisters, and I 
hope they will be plea~ed."~O 

Rokeya Hossain allows me to produce a more responsible sense of alle- 
gory: the fishwife-as-feminist who, like Hossain, admits to being unable to 
distance herself from her own imprisonment, "admits," in other words, "to 
the impossibility of reading [her] own text," as she herself says, can only 
produce fragmentary instances "against the inherent logic which 
animate[s] the development of the narrative, [of imprisonment], and dis- 
articulates it in a way that seems p e r ~ e r s e . " ~ ~  On that model, since we are 
imprisoned in and habituated to capitalism, we might try to look at the 
allegory of capitalism not in terms of capitalism as the source of authorita- 
tive reference but as the constant small failures in and interruptions to its 
logic, which help to recode it and produce our unity. "Allegory" here 
"speaks out with the referential efficacy of a praxis." 

Learning this praxis, that may produce interruptions to capitalism from 
within, requires us to make future educators in the humanities trans- 
nationally literate, so that they can distinguish between the varieties of 
decolonization on the agenda, rather than collapse them as "post-colonial- 
ity." I am speaking of transnational literacy. We must remember that to 
achieve literacy in a language is not to become an expert in it. I am there- 
fore not making an impossible demand upon the graduate curriculum. Lit- 
eracy produces the skill to differentiate between letters, so that an articu- 
lated script can be read, re-read, written, re-written. Literacy is poison as 
well as medicine. It allows us to sense that the other is not just a voice, but 
that others produce articulated texts, even as they, like us, are written in 
and by a text not of our own making. It is through transnational literacy 
that we can invent grounds for an interruptive praxis from within our 
hope in justice under capitalism. 

If we were transnationally literate, we might read sections that are sty- 
listically non-competitive with the spectacular experimental fiction of cer- 
tain sections of hybridity or post-coloniality with a disarticulating rather 
than a comparative point of view. Native American fiction would then 
allegorically intervene in reminding us of the economic peripheralization 
of the originary communist pre-capitalist ethnicities of the Fourth World. 
We can link it to the fact that, even as we admire the sophistication of 
Indian writing in English, we have not yet seen a non-Christian tribal Indo- 
Anglian fiction writer in English. And we will also discover that all stylisti- 
cally non-competitive literature cannot be relegated to the same trans- 
national allegory in the crude sense. 

Take, for example, the case of Bangladesh. You will hardly ever find an 
entry from Bangladesh in a course on post-colonial or Third World litera- 
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ture. Stylistically it is non-competitive on the international market. The 
UN has written it off as the lowest on its list of developing countries, its 
women at the lowest rung of development. Our students will not know 
that, as a result of decolonization from the British in 1947, and liberation 
from West Pakistan in 1971, Bangladesh had to go through a double 
decolonization; that as a result of the appropriation of its language by the 
primarily Hindu Bengali nationalists in the nineteenth century, and the 
adherence of upper-class Bangladeshis to Arabic and Urdu, the Bangla- 
deshis have to win back their language inch by inch. Some of this may be 
gleaned from Naila Kabeer's essay on Bangladesh in Deniz Kandiyoti's 
new book Women, Islam, and the State.22 But apart from a rather myster- 
ious paragraph on "progressive non-government organizations" which 
would be incomprehensible to most graduate students of modern lan- 
guages, there is no mention of the fact that, because of the timing and man- 
ner of Bangladesh's liberation, the country fell into the clutches of the 
transnational global economy in a way significantly different from both 
the situation of the Asia-Pacific and the older post-colonial countries. Also, 
that the worst victim of the play of the multinational pharmaceuticals in 
the name of population control is the woman's body; that in the name of 
development, international monetary organizations are substituting the 
impersonal and incomprehensible State for the older more recognizable 
enemies-cum-protectors: the patriarchal family. In this situation, the most 
dynamic minds are engaged in alternative development work, not literary 
production. And class-fixed literary production as such in Bangladesh is 
not concerned with the text of the nation in transnationality, but rather a 
nation-fixed view which does not produce the energy of translation.23 

About ten years ago, in an essay that was allegedly refused entry into the 
Norton Critical Edition of Jane Eyre because it was too oppositional, I 
wrote these words: 

A full literary reinscription cannot easily flourish in the imperialist fracture 
or discontinuity, covered over by an alien legal system masquerading as Law 
as such, an alien ideology established as only Truth, and a set of human 
sciences busy establishing the "native" as self-consolidating Other. . . . To 
reopen the fracture without succumbing to a nostalgia for lost origins, the lit- 
erary critic must turn to the archives of imperial g o v e r n a n ~ e . ~ ~  

Over the last decade, I have painfully learned that literary re-inscription 
cannot easily flourish, not only in the inauguration of imperialism, but 
also in the discontinuity of re-colonization. The literary critic and educator 
must acquire and transmit transnational literacy in a system that must be 
allegorized by its failures. There is a mad scramble on among highly 
placed intellectuals to establish their "colonial origins" these days. Such 
efforts belong with the impatience of world systems literary theory, with 
portmanteau theories of post-coloniality, with the isolationism of both 
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multiculturalism and anti-racism, and cannot keep the fracture or wound 
open. This is the infinite responsibility of the emergent dominant engaged 
in graduate education in the humanities. Otherwise we side with the sanc- 
timonious pronouncement of a Lynn Cheney: of course I support multi- 
cultural education. I want each child to know that he can suc~eed.~5 
Woodrow Wilson had, I believe, suggested at some point that he wanted 
each American to be a captain of industry! Faith in capitalism gone mad in 
the name of individualism and competition. 

Over against this super-individualist faith, let me quote the Declaration 
of Comilla (1989), drawn up in Bangladesh, by the Feminist International 
Network of Resistance to Reproductive and Genetic Engineering, under 
the auspices of UBINIG, a Bangladesh Development Alternative collec- 
tive, proposing once again an interruptive literate practice within devel- 
opment. 

We live in a limited world. In the effort to realise [the] illusion [of unlimited 

progress leading to unlimited growth] within a limited world, it is necessary 

that some people [be] exploited so that others can grow; Woman is exploited 

so that Man can grow; South is exploited so that North can grow; Animals are 

exploited so that people can grow! The Good Life of some is always at the 

expense of others. Health of some is based on the disease of others. Fertility 

of some is based on the infertility of others. . . . What is good for the ruling 

class should be good for everybody?z6 


I can just hear world-systems theorists murmuring, "moralism." But then 
the moralism of liberal multiculturalism allows us to forget these women's 
admonition. Like the fishwife, we cannot tell if the stink of rotten fish is 
good or bad when we disavow our own part or hope in U.S. capitalism. 

I heard a colleague say recently, only half in jest, that the newest criti- 
cism no longer considered the "literary" part of literature to be that impor- 
tant. On the contrary. We expand the definition of literature to include 
social inscription. Farida Akhter intervening angrily against "the agenda 
of developing countries enforcing population policies on others" at the 
Third Plenary of the World Women's Congress for a Healthy Planet on 
November 11, 1991 has something like a relationship with the absence of 
classy post-colonial women's literary texts from Bangladesh on the U.S. 
curriculum. If those of us who write dissertations and teach future 
teachers still peddle something called "culture" on the model of national- 
origin validation (crucial to the general undergraduate curriculum), we 
have failed to grasp the moment of the emerging dominant, to rend time 
with the urgency of justice. Indeed it is the new immigrant intellectual's 
negotiable nationality that might act as a lever to undo the nation-based 
conflict that killed the Second International. 
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Conclusion 

I close with two passages I often quote these days, from Assia Djebar's 
novel F a n t a ~ i a . ~ ~Algeria, like India, is an older post-colonial state. The old 
modes of decolonization at the time of national liberation are crumbling in 
both. Transnational literacy allows us to recognize that we hear a different 
hind of voice from these countries, especially from singular women, from 
Mahasweta, from Assia Djebar. 

In the case of Djebar, that crumbling can be staged as a profound cri- 
tique of Fanon's false hopes for unveiling in A Dying Colonialism.28 Here 
are Fanon's famous words: "There is the much discussed status of the 
Algerian woman . . . today . . . receiving the only valid challenge: the 
experience of revolution. Algerian woman's ardent love of the home is not 
a limit imposed by the universe. . . .Algerian society reveals itself not to be 
the woman-less society that had been so convincingly described." 

And here is Djebar, in Fantasia: staging herself as an Algerian Muslim 
woman denied access to classical Arabic, she gives a fragmented version of 
the graph-ing of her bio in French, of which I quote the following fragments: 

The overlay of my oral culture wearing dangerously thin. . . . Writing of the 
most anodyne of childhood memories leads back to a body bereft of voice. To 
attempt an autobiography in French words alone is to show more than its 
skin under the slow scalpel of a live autopsy. Its flesh peels off and with it, 
seemingly, the speaking of childhood which can no longer be written is torn 
to shreds. Wounds are reopened, veins weep, the blood of the self flows and 
that of others, a blood which has never dried. (D 156; 178) 

Identity is here exposed as a wound, exposed by the historically hege- 
monic imperial languages, for those who have learned the double-binding 
"practice of [their] writing" (D 181).This double bind, felt by feminists in 
decolonizing countries rather than in Eurocentric economic migration, is 
not ours. The wound of our split identity is not this specific wound, for this 
wound is not necessarily, indeed rarely, opened by a hope in Ang1o-U.S.- 
EEC-based capitalism. 

One of the major motifs of Fantasia is a meditation upon the possibility 
that to achieve autobiography in the double bind of the practice of the con- 
queror's writing is to learn to be taken seriously by the gendered subaltern 
who has not mastered that practice. And therefore, hidden in the many- 
sectioned third part of the book, there is the single episode where she 
speaks in the ethical singularity of the tu-toi to Zohra, an eighty-year-old 
rural mujahida (female freedom fighter) who has been devastated both by 
her participation in the Nationalist struggle and by the neglect of woman's 
claims in decolonized Algeria. The achievement of the autobiographer-in- 
fiction is to be fully fledged as a story-teller to this intimate interlocutor. 
Telling one's own story is not the continuist imperative of identity upon 
the privileged feminist in decolonization. 
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Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, an upper-class Indian woman, had not kept 
a journal, but spoken as the fishwife. Djebar's French-educated heroine 
attempts to animate the story of two nineteenth-century Algerian prosti- 
tutes, Fatma and Meriem, allegorically interrupting Eugkne Fromentin's 
Un it6 au Sahara, a masterpiece of Orientalism. She succeeds, for Zohra's 
curiosity flares up: "'And Fatma? And Meriem?' Lla Zhora interrupted, 
catching herself following the story as if it were a legend recounted by a 
bard. 'Where did you hear this story?' she went on, impatiently." The "I" 
(now at last articulated because related and responsible to "you") replies 
simply: "'I read it!' I retorted. 'An eye-witness told it to a friend who wrote 
it down'" (D 166). 

This unemphatic short section ends simply: "I, your cousin, translate 
this account into the mother tongue, and report it to you. So I try my self 
out, as ephemeral teller, close to you little mother; in front of your vege- 
table patch (D 167). She shares her mother-tongue as instrument of trans- 
lation with the other woman. 

In the rift of this divided field of identity, the tale shared in the mother- 
tongue forever interrupts (in every act of reading) and is forever absent, 
for it is in the mother-tongue. The authority of the "now" inaugurates this 
absent autobiography in every "here" of the book: the fleeting framed 
moment undoes the "blank [blanc]in the memory" of the narrator's per-
sonal childhood, which only yields the image of an old crone whose mut- 
tered Quranic curses could not be understood (D 10). 

The final movement of Fantasia is in three short bits, what remains of an 
autobiography when it has been unravelled strand by strand. First a trib- 
ute to Pauline Rolland, the French revolutionary of 1848, exiled in 
Algeria, as the true ancestress of the mujahidat.29 Revolutionary discourse 
for women cannot rely upon indigenous cultural production. If the tale 
told to Zohra is a divided moment of access to autobiography as the telling 
of an absent story, here autobiography is the possibility of writing or giv- 
ing writing to the other identifiable only as a mutilated metonym of vio- 
lence, as part object. The interrupted continuous source is, once again, 
Eugcne Fromentin. There is one unexplained Arabic word in the follow- 
ing passage, a word that means, in fact, pen: 

Eugene Fromentin offers me an unexpected hand- the hand of an unknown 
woman he was never able to draw. He describes in sinister detail: as he is 
leaving the oasis which six months after the massacre is still filled with its 
stench, Fromentin picks up out of the dust the severed hand of an anony- 
mous Algerian woman. He throws it down again in his path. Later, I seize on 
this living hand, hand of mutilation and of memory, and I attempt to bring it 
the qalam. (D226) 

Everything I have said this evening has been a meditation upon the pos- 
sibility that, at this divided moment, we should not only work mightily to 
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take up the pen in our own hands, but that we should also attempt to pick 
up the qalam offered us in uneven decolonization, and, with the help of our 
Polaroid, attempt to figure forth the world's broken and shifting alphabet. 
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