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“In this brilliant exploration of the often surprising historical solidarities linking
black and South Asian experiences, Prashad demolishes the conservative conceits
of ethnic essentialism and so-called multiculturalism. Using clever examples from
Rastafarianism to Bruce Lee, he shows how struggles against shared oppression in
the crucibles of the Caribbean plantation and U.S. metropolis have shaped a dy-
namic Afro-Asian interface in popular culture. In the usual dead zone of debate
about identity politics, this little book is a refreshing oasis of original insight and
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unexpected affinity.”

“Finally! A book that just might bring an end to all the silly talk of ‘identity poli-
tics.” Vijay Prashad’s powerful, original essays reveal that neither brown skins nor
cultural commonalities explain the long and dynamic history of Afro-Asian soli-
darity. Rather, the answer lay in dreams of emancipation, dreams borne of Empire
but nourished in the imaginations of so-called colored people who had to learn to
trust each other in the trenches. This is one complicated and uncompleted journey
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we all need to know about.”

I n 1992 the U.S. media was treated to
“conflict” between blacks and Asians
during the Los Angeles uprising. The
event crystallized white-supremacist
stereotypes of blacks as the “problem”
minority and Asians as the “model.”

In this landmark work, historian Vijay
Prashad refuses to engage the typical
racial discussion that matches people of
color against each other while institution-
alizing the primacy of the white majority.
Instead he examines more than five cen-
turies of remarkable historical evidence of
cultural and political interaction between
blacks and Asians around the world, in
which they have exchanged cultural and
religious symbols, appropriated personas
and lifestyles, and worked together to
achieve political change. From the Shiv-
ites of Jamaica, who introduced Ganja
and dreadlocks to the Afro-Jamaicans; to
Ho Chi Minh the Garveyite; to Japanese-
American Richard Aoki, a charter member

of the Black Panthers, African- and Asian-
derived movements and cultures like all
others, have been porous rather than dis-
crete.

Building on the work of Robin D. G.
Kelley, Prashad argues that these mo-
ments of exchange and cooperation be-
tween peoples of Asian and African de-
scent demonstrate a need to reexamine
the way we approach history. Multicultur-
alism is not enough because it assumes a
certain cultural purity that doesn't exist.
Prashad offers instead the theory of poly-
culturalism, in which our recognition of
this history of cultural interchange allows
for solidarity forged by antiracism, rather
than a simple lip service to diversity.

Vijay Prashad is director and associate
professor of international studies at Trinity
College and the author of The Karma of
Brown Folk. He lives in Northampton,
Massachusetts.
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The Forethought: Raw Skin

If the snake sheds his skin before a new skin is ready, naked he will be
in the world, prey to the forces of chaos. Without his skin, he will be
dismantled, lose coherence and die. Have you, my little serpents, a
new skin?!

My sense of being an Indian in the world is mediated through the struggles
of South Africans for liberation. So much are they a part of me that when
Chris Hani, head of the South African Communist Party and a major figure
in the ANC, was assassinated in 1994, I was brought to tears. As a teenager,
I remember joining my classmates in emotional discussions about the battles
against apartheid. We talked about Gandhi’s time in that far-off land and
of the relationship between India and Africa. We sang, “Amar raho, Nelson
Mandela” (“Be eternal, Nelson Mandela”).

When I came to the United States, I fell into this tradition, first in the
antiapartheid movement of the early 1980s and then with El Salvador soli-
darity work. I and many of my immigrant friends put our shoulders to the
wheel of these struggles, to join the diverse world of the U.S. Left. Names
like Sanjay Anand, Anna Lopez, Noel Rodriquez, Karen May, Sid Lemelle,
and so many others complicated our identification with the main fights of
the day. Those of us who came from other nations found our America in the
heart of the global fights for justice. This tendency to work across the lines
that divide us continues in the fabric of the social justice movements in the
United States, whether through the concept of “allies” in the queer liberation
movement or else in cross-ethnic formations such as Asians for Mumia and
the Center for Third World Organizing.?

But all people of color do not feel that their struggle is a shared one.
Some of my South Asian brethren, for example, feel that we should take care
of our own and not worry about the woes of others, that we should earn as
much money as possible, slide under the radar of racism, and care only about
the prospects of our own children. To many of us from India, this is an un-
comfortable bargain, but nonetheless it is one that is not unfamiliar in our
times among all people.’

White supremacy reigns, as it did then, and blackness is reviled. Who
can begrudge the desire among people to seek fellowship in their new society,
to throw themselves into the cultural worlds of the place in which they live?
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Since blackness is reviled in the United States, why would an immigrant, of
whatever skin color, want to associate with those who are racially oppressed,
particularly when the transit into the United States promises the dream of
gold and glory? The immigrant seeks a form of vertical assimilation, to climb
from the lowest, darkest echelon on the stepladder of tyranny into the bright
whiteness. In U.S. history the Irish, Italians, Jews, and—in small steps with
some hesitations on the part of white America—Asians and Latinos have all
tried to barter their varied cultural worlds for the privileges of whiteness.

Yet all people who enter the United States do not strive to be accepted
by the terms set by white supremacy. Some actively disregard them, finding
them impossible to meet. Instead, they seek recognition, solidarity, and
safety by embracing others also oppressed by white supremacy in something
of a horizontal assimilation.* Consider the rebel Africans, who fled the slave
plantations in the Americas and took refuge among the Amerindians to cre-
ate communities such as the Seminoles’; the South Asian workers who
jumped ship in eighteenth-century Salem, Massachusetts, to enter the black
community; Frederick Douglass’s defense of Chinese “coolie” laborers in the
nineteenth century; the interactions of the Black Panther Party with the Red
Guard and the Brown Berets in the mid-twentieth century; and finally the
multiethnic working-class gathering in the new century.

When people actively or tacitly refuse the terms of vertical integration
they are derisively dismissed as either unassimilable or exclusionary. We hear
“Why do the black kids sit together in the cafeteria,” instead of “Why do
our institutions routinely uphold the privileges of whiteness?” There is little
space in popular discourse for an examination of what goes on outside the
realm of white America among people of color.

I have chosen to discuss the peoples who claim the heritage of the conti-
nents of Asia and Africa, not only because they are important to me, but
because they have long been pitted against each other as the model versus
the undesirable. I hope by looking at how these two cultural worlds are im-
bricated in complex and varied ways through five centuries and around the
globe that I can help us rethink race, culture, and the organization of our
society. This book is, if you will, a search for a new skin.

We begin our journey in the Indian Ocean region, with the destruction
of the economic and cultural traffic that defined the premodern world. The
birth of Atlantic racism superseded and (through fascism) transformed ear-
lier xenophobicideas into the cruelty of biological hierarchy. White suprem-
acy emerged in the throes of capitalism’s planetary birth to justify the ex-
propriation of people off their lands and the exploitation of people for their
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labor. Of course, the discussion of the birth of racism begs the question of its
demise: What is a useful antiracist ideological framework? The conservative
theory of the color blind and the racialist theory of the indigenous, in their
own way, smuggle in biological ideas of race to denigrate the creativity of
diverse humans. The best liberal response to the color blind and to racialism
comes from those who refuse to believe in the biological weight given to skin.
This position, the liberalism of the skin, suggests that there are different
skins, and we must learn to respect and tolerate one another.

Liberalism of the skin, which we generically know as multiculturalism,
refuses to accept that biology is destiny, but it smuggles in culture to do much
the same thing. Culture becomes the means for social and historical differ-
ence, how we differentiate ourselves, and adopt the habits of the past to create
and delimit social groups. The familiar dichotomy between nature-nurture
becomes the basis for distinction between the white supremacists and the
liberals. Culture, unlike biology, should allow us to seek liberation from
cruel and uncomfortable practices. But instead, culture wraps us in its
suffocating embrace. If we follow liberalism of the skin, then we find our-
selves heir to all the dilemmas of multiculturalism: Are cultures discrete and
bounded? Do cultures have a history or are they static? Who defines the
boundaries of culture or allows for change? Do cultures leak into each other?
Can a person from one culture critique another culture? These are the ques-
tions that plague both social science and our everyday interactions. Those
who subscribe to the liberalism of the skin want to be thought well of, to be
good, and therefore, many are circumspect when it comes to the culture of
another. The best intentions (of respect and tolerance) can often be annoy-
ing to those whose cultures are not in dominance: we feel that we are often
zoological specimens.

To respect the fetish of culture assumes that one wants to enshrine it
in the museum of humankind rather than find within it the potential for
liberation or for change. We’d have to accept homophobia and sexism, class
cruelty and racism, all in the service of being respectful to someone’s per-
verse definition of a culture. For comfortable liberals a critique of multicul-
turalism is close to heresy, but for those of us who have to tussle both with
the cruelty of white supremacy and with the melancholic torments of mi-
noritarianism, the critique comes with ease. The orthodoxy of below bears
less power than that from above, but it is unbearable nonetheless. We have
already begun to grow our own patchwork, defiant skins.

These defiant skins come under the sign of the polycultural, a provi-
sional concept grounded in antiracism rather than in diversity. Polycultural-

[ xi
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ism, unlike multiculturalism, assumes that people live coherent lives that
are made up of a host of lineages—the task of the historian is not to carve
out the lineages but to make sense of how people live culturally dynamic
lives. Polyculturalism is a ferocious engagement with the political world of
culture, a painful embrace of the skin and all its contradictions.

To show us what this polyculturalism means in practice, I offer three
passages into the world of Afro-Asia: first into the Caribbean with descen-
dants of formerly enslaved Africans and Asian coolies, then into the urban
zones that house a working class rife with ethnic squabbles, and finally into
the world of kung fu wherein nonwhite people dream of a revolution of bare
fists against the heavily armed fortress of white supremacy.

As the title suggests, the mongrel Afro-Asian history recounted in
Everybody Was Kung Fu Fighting does not require detached observation. It
demands that we actively search for the grounds toward intervention by each
of us into the cultural worlds that unite and divide us. I hope the history
that follows offers the possibility of an enhanced solidarity, not only between
Africans and Asians (who are the subjects here), but among all people
(whose existence in the history should be written by you as you read
through). This is a movement book, so move along . . .



Chapter 1

The Strange Career of Xenophobia

When Vasco da Gama guided his ships into the Indian Ocean in 1498 he saw
himself as a great pioneer. Of course he was not the first to traverse the waters
between the eastern coast of Africa, the coasts of India, and those of Malay-
sia, but the entry of a European into that cosmopolitan ocean did have world
historical effects. More than three centuries later, one Indian historian called
the intervening period the “Age of Vasco da Gama,” a wry tribute to the ma-
rinheiro.! And tribute here has two meanings, both of which apply to da
Gama—to do something as a mark of respect for someone, and to extract
periodic payment for a sovereign. Da Gama’s feat was one worthy of respect,
not for him personally, but for all those brave European mariners and their
African, Indian, and Arab navigators who helped them solve the riddle of the
Doldrums. Until the late fifteenth century, logic dictated that the European
sailor who attempted to make Asia by sea should try to hug the coast of west-
ern Africa, but the currents only pushed the ships back toward a Europe still
thirsty for a sea route to India. Finally a few canny navigators just before da
Gama decided to go with the flow of the waters. Like a sling-shot the Dol-
drums tossed their ships toward South America. The ships made their way
south, circling toward the Cape of Good Hope, a maritime technique the
Portuguese called the volta do mar.> From southeastern Africa, da Gama’s
troops plucked the wit of many years from Indian, African, and Arab naviga-
tors who steered the Portuguese galleons to their destination.’

To pay tribute to Vasco da Gama is also to recognize that his entry into
the Indian Ocean radically altered the social relations that made life in and
around those waters possible. The values of da Gama and the Portuguese he
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represented disagreed with those of the peoples of the Indian Ocean, and,
distinguished as those values were by violence and avarice, the Europeans
won. The victory of the Portuguese over the ocean radically transformed
how the peoples of those waters saw each other. Before the arrival of the
European ships, the Indian Ocean teemed with cultural complexity. Traders
from across the region conducted commerce over goods of all manner
(spices, fabrics, jewels) and spoke a host of languages to one another (Arabic,
Swabhili, Gujarati). The range of traded items was immense and it facilitated
the generation of quite remarkable cultural forms from China in East Af-
rica.* Certainly there are indications of trade in the Indian Ocean from the
first millennium B.c.E. among the three riverine civilizations of the Nile,
Mesopotamia, and the Indus (and out to the Romans, somewhat later).” By
all accounts this traffic did not have the same kind of marked impact on the
region as did the trade that developed from the eighth century onward. One
might suggest that the Indian Ocean world was given shape by the creation
of Baghdad as the capital of the Abbasid empire in 750 c.E., in the west, and
by the joint Arab and Persian naval raid on Canton seven years later, in the
east.® Careful scholars warn us against being overly romantic about the im-
plications of the Indian Ocean world. Certainly cosmopolitanism seemed to
be the norm of the waters, but this cordial, if tentative, acceptance did not
itself exist without a keen sense of difference. When da Gama met the Samu-
dri Raja (Sea King) in Calicut (in what is today the southwestern Indian state
of Kerala), he was asked whether he wished to stay the night “with the Moors
or with the Christians.” Da Gama chose to garrison himself with his troops.
It is clear that the Samudri Raja and his subjects already had an awareness
of distinctions based on religion. But this differentiation was not equivalent
to the Inquisition-driven Portuguese hostility to anything not obviously
Catholic.

Two years after da Gama left the people of Calicut the valiant Pedro Al-
varez Cabral stood before the Samudri Raja to demand that the sovereign
expel all Muslims from his kingdom. This order was met, in cultural anthro-
pologist and novelist Amitav Ghosh’s words, “with a blank refusal; then as
afterwards the Samudri steadfastly maintained that Calicut had always been
open to everyone who wished to trade there—the Portuguese were welcome
to as much pepper as they liked, so long as they bought it at cost price.”” For
millennia, traders from Europe could access the merchandise of the Indian
Ocean rim from the coastline of Palestine, where Arabs brought goods over-
land from the Arabian Gulf and Red Sea. Silks, spices, precious stones and
jewelry, porcelain and glassware, cotton textiles, and various kinds of grain
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filled the small ships and caravans sailing between Asia and Africa, as well
as what would come to be known as Europe. And the people who accompa-
nied these goods developed complex relations en route. Of the merchants
we know a fair amount, mainly because they kept records or else wrote letters
to each other.® But the realities of cosmopolitanism were not restricted to
the merchant classes. Fisherfolk like the Paravas of the Madurai coast, the
Orang Laut (“sea people”) of the Strait of Malacca (and the Riau Archipel-
ago), the Bugis of Makasar, the pearl fishers of Bahrain and Ceylon, and the
trepang and trochus shell gatherers of the Lesser Sunda Islands shared and
exchanged cultural forms across the landmasses and waters that bound them
into relatively discrete communities.’ Yet, by all accounts the Portuguese dis-
regarded this culturally diverse world of the Indian Ocean. Assuredly they
neglected the fluid (or fuzzy) idea of belonging that the Indian Ocean peo-
ples adopted, one that recognized difference along multiple axes, but main-
tained ties among these groups.'® The peoples of the Indian Ocean saw dif-
ferences among communities, but there seems to have been little sense that a
community generated its own cultural norms sui generis, and not in a com-
plex interchange with other cultures.

Da Gama was not, however, the serpent who slithered with evil intent
into the Indian Ocean Eden. The Indian Ocean world before and during the
time of da Gama was knit by the contradiction between its cosmopolitanism
and by its xenophobia, by its openness and closedness to the world. The
closedness, the xenophobia, was not so different in kind from that imported
by the Portuguese into the Indian Ocean. For example, the peoples of the
ocean, like the Europeans, saw themselves as superior to those people who
did not speak their languages and they called these unintelligible people bar-
barian. Barbarian derives from an ancient Greek word to indicate those who
make “bar, bar” sounds, far too indistinct to be considered a language. For
the Greeks, to be without a language was to be outside the ken of humanity.
Aquinas, much later, wrote that “all those who do not know their own
speech, the speech that they use between one another, may be called barbari-
ans in relation to themselves.”!! That is, those who do not have a science of
language, but who simply live within the common tongue (the idioma vul-
gare) are also rendered as absolute barbarians in premodern Europe.

In Asia, there seems to have been a well-developed discourse against
barbarians in the earliest recorded texts. In southern Asia, one can read of
the mlechha (“impure”) one who does not conform to the Vedic sanctions
of the migratory peoples who are known as the Aryans (or those who are
Aryan-speaking).'? Anyone who does not bow down before the cosmology

[3
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of the Vedic texts is deemed by Aryan speakers to be lesser on a number of
levels. They included the Greeks, the Huns, and the Shakas in this evalua-
tion."? Historian Suvira Jaiswal, in a remarkable synthesis, has recently
shown that the Dasas who fell before the armed might of the Aryan speakers
had kin ties with their conquerors and they should not be seen as people
entirely apart (at least during the period of the Rgveda, 1500-1000 B.C.E.).
Furthermore, the word used to designate the Dasas may have come from the
ancient Iranian daha (“man”) and dahyu (“land” or “country”), which be-
came Dasyu in the Rgveda to refer to “hostile Iranians, who were regarded
as barbarians and outsiders.” In the Rgveda, the earlier available text for the
Aryan speakers, we read that the Dasyu are anas, meaning “without a
mouth,” which implies that “these people spoke an alien language (not nec-
essarily non-Aryan) and were described contemptuously.”'* Sufficient evi-
dence suggests that the Dasyus forged social relations with people who pre-
dated them to the subcontinent, a fact that the Aryan speakers used against
them.

If southern Asia was prey to xenophobic ideas in ancient times, the rest
of Asia was not immune. Michael Weiner’s work on “race” in Japan shows
us that until after the Meiji Restoration of 1868 (and in line with the discov-
ery of race from the European lexicon) notions of difference drew upon
homespun xenophobia. The Japanese of the Tokugawa period (1603-1867)
called those whom they deemed to be culturally or politically inferior ya-
banin (“wild person” or person who lives outside the city), a category that
included Christian missionaries and, for the elite, the peasants and work-
ers.'” The non-yabanin saw themselves as superior to others (ethnocen-
trism), but there is ambivalent evidence that they also hated foreigners (xe-
nophobia). From China, we find that there was no absolute distinction made
between people. Classical texts tell us that those who are not the same as the
Chinese can be transformed into their ways (yongxia-bianyi) in two different
fashions, either to become Chinese (hanhua, whether to speak as the Han
or to adopt the culture of the Han) or to become transformed in general
(lathua, to come and be transformed, with all the indications of being ab-
sorbed into Han territory).'® From the ancient to the early modern world in
Asia, we tend to find records of anxiety about cultural difference and, from
that, of xenophobia. It would be inaccurate to reduce this ethnocentrism or
xenophobia to racism, mainly because there was little sense that the differ-
ence was predicated on the body (biological determinism) and that those
who are biologically inferior can be put to work in the service of their biolog-
ical betters.
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In Africa there was certainly fear and feelings of superiority in the face of
difference. Perhaps the most well-known encounter took place in the mid-
nineteenth century when the explorer David Livingston trod into a central
African township. A child who saw him took “to his heels in agony of terror”
and, his alarmed mother was so afraid that she, “at the first glimpse of the
same fearful apparition,” took to her tent. Perhaps she was afraid of his color-
ation, for this was the meaning drawn by Livingston himself, but she could
have equally been afraid of the entry of a stranger into the heart of her vil-
lage. Four hundred years before this, the Venetian explorer Alvise da Cad-
mosto reported that in what is today Senegal, people “touched my hands and
limbs and rubbed me with their spittle to discover whether my whiteness
was dye or flesh. Finding that it was flesh they were astounded.”” In western
Africa fair skin color was new, so it is hardly a surprise that the Senegalese
expressed their curiosity and unfamiliarity with da Cadmosto. Difference
and strangeness generate interest, whether it is eventually adjudged to be
good or bad. The Ganda of the kingdoms of Uganda called those whom they
did not know munamawanga or munagwanga, where gwanga referred to
people of another place. The terms designated those who refused to become
like the Ganda in diet, dress, language, and attitude. The Ganda called the
food of the munamawanga “tasteless and liable to cause constipation” and
they found their languages “difficult,” “loud,” and “ungraceful” (and could
not fathom why the munamawanga would not learn their own Luganda).
Despite an extensive calculus of difference, the Ganda did entertain the pos-
sibility of integration, so that the Soga/Nyoro and the Toro did enter the
Ganda clan system.'® The Asante of western Africa called strangers ohoho,
an Akan term that derives from eho (“one from over there”).!®

For the Swahili (whose name derives from sawahil, the Arabic word for
“coast”) of eastern Africa, frequent encounters on the littoral with those
from afar did not discount the creation of notions of superiority. In premod-
ern times the Swahili bore a fascination with things Persian, so some coastal
rulers called themselves Shirazi, their calendar followed the Persian, many
of the technical maritime terms came from Farsi, and until this day, the Per-
sian new year, Nau Roz, is celebrated by the Swahili.? The coast was a place
of great interest: in the 1500s, the Swahili took in Bengali, Moorish, Portu-
guese, and Malayali sailors from shipwrecked boats; in the late 1700s, expedi-
tions into the coastal region found “a village of bastaard Christians” in which
“the people were descended from whites, some too from slaves of mixed col-
our, and the natives of the East Indies.”?! But, at the same time, the Swahili
speakers saw themselves as civilized (uungwana, a word that now means

[5
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“kindness”) in comparison with those “uncultured” (ushenzi or gumegume)
people who lived in the interior and with whom they traded.?? The Swahili
sense of discomfort with difference is not an insular reaction, because many
Swabhili also borrowed generously from other traditions that came from afar.

African and Asian peoples constituted notions of distinction based not
on skin color but on cultural exchange. The evidence we have from the rim
of the Indian Ocean shows us that the peoples developed forms of ignorant
ethnocentrism and xenophobia. To feel superior to someone is not necessar-
ily to hate that person, and it certainly does not ordain that one can then
capture, treat as fundamentally inhuman, and utilize that person principally
for labor. Modern notions of “race” and modern, capitalist racist institutions
render most of the fluidity of cultural difference moot. From da Gama’s ar-
rival onward, traditions of xenophobia in the Indian Ocean world were
transformed into the hidebound theories of race that emerge from Europe’s
experiments with the enslavement of human beings for profit, most notably
in the Atlantic slave trade. With the invention of race and the advent of rac-
ism, the Afro-Asian world would alter dramatically.

The Cosmos of the Indian Ocean

In July 1405, Zheng He (Cheng Ho), the famous eunuch admiral of the Ming
dynasty (1368—1644), set sail from southern China on the first of his many
voyages.”? Over twenty-eight thousand sailors in three hundred junks, and
a host of bao chuan (“treasure ships”) left Nanjing with the intention, per-
haps, of reintroducing the Indian Ocean ports to the wealth of China (ne-
glected as they had been for a time by the early Ming aversion to commerce).
Until 1433, the ships of Zheng He touched most of the ports of southeast and
south Asia (including Palembang, Malacca, Java, Atjeh, and Calicut), as well,
perhaps, of many ports at the northern and eastern rim of the Indian Ocean
zone.** Zheng He was not the solitary pioneer, but one of many people who
facilitated the eventual Chinese expeditions that lasted for almost three de-
cades. As early as 863 c.E., Duan Chengshi offered a Chinese audience the
first speculative knowledge of Africa, or what he called Boboli (thought to
be Berbera in Somalia), based on voyages of which we now know little.
About half a century later, the Arab trader al-Mas’udi underscored the im-
portance of the commerce in elephant tusks from Zanzibar (Zanj) to India
and China, a trade that included rhinoceros horns, pearls, aromatics, and
incense, in exchange for Chinese gold, silver, copper, silk, and porcelain.?

The curiosity of the Chinese elite for Africa’s goods is perhaps best ren-
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dered in the story of the giraffe. In 1414 Ming records show that the voyages
returned with a giraffe from Bengal as a gift for the throne. (Because the
animal is not native to Bengal, it must have come from elsewhere.) The fol-
lowing year ambassadors from the African country of Melinda came to
China also bearing a giraffe, leading the sinologist J. J. L. Duyvendak to sup-
pose that the ruler of Bengal, Saifuddin, simply passed on a gift from Africa
and intimated to his friends from there that the Chinese appreciated these
animals. Shortly thereafter, on the fifth voyage of Zheng He (1417-18), the
Chinese went to Melinda in search of this giraffe, and thereby made land on
the eastern coast of Africa. What led them to travel there? Duyvendak offers
avery intriguing hypothesis: in a Somali tongue the word for giraffe is girin,
which is close to the Chinese word gilin, that “fabulous animal” known as
the unicorn.” The emperor received the animal from this last voyage with
honors, and the members of the Imperial Academy (the Han-lin) painted
its portrait and documented its physique.® The curiosity was not just for
the animal or exclusive to the Chinese. When Zheng He made land in the
northern rim of the Indian Ocean zone, news of the arrival of the Chinese
junks traveled from the amir of Mecca and the controller of Jedda to the
Mamluk sultan of Egypt. Zheng He requested the right to dock in Jedda be-
cause of social disturbances in the Yemen. The sultan assented immediately,
curious about the reports of these distant travelers, and “asked his officials
to treat the visitors with honour.”*

The mutual fascination between the Chinese and many of the peoples
of Africa led to more than trade. Down the coast from Jedda, off the shore
of today’s Kenya, the historian Louise Levathes reports that “there are fish-
ermen with fairer skin than other Swahilis. They are known as ‘Bajuni’”*°
The word Bajuni is not kin to Swabhili, but it is linked to the word baju, which
is used by the Chinese in Southeast Asia to refer to the long-robe, or pao.
With evidence such as this, Levathes shows us that the Bajuni perhaps de-
scend from the union of the Chinese and the Swahili. Indeed, al-Mas udi
describes the friendship between the Chinese and the Swahili with the word
’ishra, one that denotes both camaraderie and intimacy. If the Bajuni’s place
in Africa can be dated to the early modern period, the people of Madagascar
(speakers of Malagasy) can be traced to intermarriages between local inhabi-
tants and emigrants from Indonesia who came to eastern Africa early in the
first millennium c.e. Evidence suggests that these immigrants brought Asian
yams, bananas, taro, sugarcane, the chicken, and, perhaps, the xylophone to
this part of Africa.’’

If the Bajuni and the Malagasy speakers reflect the intimacy of the rela-
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tionship between the continents, the Swahili language of the coast of eastern
Africa is a far more sweeping reminder, for it was born principally of the
Bantu language family but with extensive vocabulary and rhythm from Ara-
bic and Gujarati.** The clever languages of this world, also the results of many
interchanges, can also be gleaned on the other side of the Indian Ocean, in
the morphology and vocabulary of such coastal tongues as Sri Lankan Moor-
ish Arabic as well as in the many languages of the western coast of India,
from the Kolis’ several dialects to Sanskrit-based Konkani.*® These languages
included words from the Arabs, but also from the African sailors and traders
who settled in various enclaves of India, such as Janjira Island (south of to-
day’s Mumbai) and in Hyderabad. For example, since the captains of the Af-
rican and Arab vessels bore the title Sidi (from Sayyid, or in the lineage of
the prophet Muhammad), the African settlers on the Indian mainland came
to be called Siddis (or habshis, from Al-Habsh the Arabic name for Abys-
sinia). Today in Janjira and in Habshiguda in Hyderabad the descendants of
the immigrants consider themselves to be Siddis, but have little direct mem-
ory of being African.** Over the years diligent scholars have recorded the
presence of peoples of Africa in the annals of Indian history, people such
as Jalal-ud-din Yaqut (consort to Raziya Sultana), the remarkable Malik
Ambar, and Sheikh Sayyid al-Habshi Sultani of Ahmadnagar (the famous
mosque in the city is named for Sheikh Sayyid). The sixteenth century in
southern Asia, indeed, is filled with tales of the Habshi sultans, many of
whom played crucial roles during Emperor Akbar’s conquest of Gujarat or
else themselves ruled over Bengal (in eastern India).?

Migration of African peoples, unfortunately, has come to be associated
firmly with the enslavement of human beings. The Atlantic brutalities from
the fifteenth to the nineteenth century marked all Africans as chattel slaves,
despite the rich history of Africa outside modern slavery and notwithstand-
ing the complex relationship of Indian Ocean peoples with “slavery.” Schol-
arly work on the Zheng He expedition reveals that for some time the Chinese
nobility acquired the services of a few Africans, this alongside the services
of enslaved peoples from across the Asian periphery (from Korea to Malay-
sia). In the 700s, one reads in Chinese texts of the “devil slaves” (gui-nu),
“black servants” (hei-xiao-si), and “barbarian servants” (fan-xiao-si or fan-
nu). While there is evidence of Africans among the enslaved population,
most of the slaves seem to have been Malay and Chinese. The word black,
for instance, should not be taken to mean those from Africa (or to be read
entirely based on racist notions that follow from Atlantic racism).*® Ma
Huan, from Zheng He’s expedition, described people from the perimeter of
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the Indian Ocean who did not match up to his standards of civilization in
a vocabulary that agrees with that of the terms used above. Of the people of
Bengal, he wrote that “all the people are black [or brown pear color, as one
translation puts it], with but an occasional white person.” Of Meccans, we
hear that the people “are stalwart and fine looking and their limbs and faces
are of a very dark purple color.” Finally, he says of the inhabitants of the is-
land that is now Sri Lanka, “they have naked bodies, all without a stitch of
clothing, like the bodies of brute beasts.” He calls Sri Lanka the “country of
the naked people” (or “naked body country”) and the people are said to live
in caves.”” I tend to believe that this is a descriptive text written by an elite
man who saw people whom he did not regard as social equals. There is little
hint that he uses terms like black in anything more than a descriptive sense,
and his comparison of the people of Ceylon to “brute beasts” should not be
read as a denigration of their humanity, but as a comment on their cultural
mores as compared to the Imperial Court.*®

Black need not refer to skin color alone, for it was often used to indicate
other signs: the Tang differentiated between the Bai Man (“white man”) and
the Wu Man (“black man”) based on the different color sheepskins they
wore, while the Sulawesi Bugi’s ancient La Galigo myth used the idea of
“darkness” to indicate the distant unknown, the land of Zanj (Zanzibar)
which they called Jengki.*® The reduction of black to skin does great damage
to the widespread use of colors as signs for a multitude of things. Nor should
we be misled by reports of slavery in the Indian Ocean.

In China, as in most of the world, prisoners of war became the property
of their captors and could be kept as the captors so desired. The Chinese, like
the Arabs, Indians, Africans, and Europeans, enslaved their own, to enjoy the
free labor slavery provided. Despite the evidence of enslavement, it is clear,
however, that the premodern mode of production was not based on slave
labor (as was the Atlantic economy in a later age) nor was the sort of slavery
practiced based upon the dehumanization of one particular people. The
slaveholder, by all indications, endowed the slave with humanity at the same
time as the slave was rendered unfree. At its most benign, premodern slavery
was a form of apprenticeship in which merchants and traders bought a slave,
who was loyal to them, learnt their trade, entered their lineage group, and
then was able to obtain manumission. Indeed, as Amitav Ghosh establishes
in In an Antique Land, “Slavery was often used as a means of creating fictive
ties of kinship between people who were otherwise unrelated.”** Finally,
slavery was also a way by which military leaders constituted their armies and
drew in loyal battalions whose “slave” status seems to have been fairly nomi-
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nal (the slave dynasty in Egypt, 12601517, and that in the Delhi Sultanate,
1206-90, are evidence of this).*! One has to pay heed to the distinctions be-
tween domestic servitude and plantation slavery, of the relationships forged
between masters and slaves in the Indian Ocean as opposed to the chattel
relationship in the Caribbean, in the U.S. South, and in Zanzibar from a
later period.

So although there was a trade in humans in the premodern Indian
Ocean perimeter, it was not a trade that necessarily dehumanized a biologi-
cally or even regionally delimited set of people, however brutal the treatment
meted out to them. A text from 1178 tells us that “the people of Chan-Ch’eng
[the central Vietnamese kingdom of Champa] buy male and female slaves;
and the ships carry human beings as cargo.”*? Some of these people may have
been Korean, others Malay, and a few Africans. The bulk of enslaved people
in China came from the landmass itself, just as those in India enslaved others
on the subcontinent (sometimes offering caste justifications for it). Among
the Arabs, whom Bernard Lewis takes to task for the extent of slavery, there is
evidence that they enslaved anybody, but mainly those who spoke a language
other than Arabic and who did not submit to Islam. In the Ottoman Empire
we hear that the prized slaves came from among the Georgians and the Cir-
cassians of the Caucasus region, but they also came from among the Persians.
When the Russians annexed the Crimea in 1783 this region was closed to the
Ottomans, who then turned to Africa for the supply of unfree labor.*?

From the late seventh century, Arab Muslims called their co-believers
mawali, which means “freedmen,” a term that refers to their entry into Islam
via capture, enslavement, and then, after conversion, manumission. Faced
with the divisions between Arab Muslims and the mawali, the founder of
the Maliki school of jurisprudence, Malik ibn Anas (1323) wrote that “all the
people of Islam are equal [akfa] to one another, in accordance with God’s
revelations.”** This is not to say that there was no discomfort among the Ar-
abs for those whom they considered non-Arab, since from as early as the
intellectual corpus of Jahiz of Basra (776—869) we have evidence of a debate
over the intelligence of the people of Zanj (those of the east coast of Africa).
Jahiz asks why there is a prejudice against the Zanj, and surmises that this
might be because the only Zanj known to the Arabs are the poor who are
the only ones enslaved. What, he asks, would the Arabs think of the Indians
if they met only those who had no notion of Indian science, philosophy and
art?® In India, meanwhile, it is hard to pin down the geographical back-
ground of the enslaved people, since, as historian Graham Irwin notes, “one
of the sad things one has to note about Asian history is that, where there was
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prejudice, the racial origin of a person will be mentioned. But where there
was no prejudice, the ethnic origin of individuals may not be mentioned at
all”*¢ Indian records do not note the ancestry of the slaves, which suggests
that there was none of the kind of virulent racism like that of the Atlantic
trade, although there was probably some form of prejudice, certainly xeno-
phobia. Slavery existed in the ancient world, but “the identification of black-
ness with slavery did not develop,” Frank Snowden conclusively notes in Be-
fore Color Prejudice. “No single ethnic group was associated with slave status
or with the descendents of slaves.*

Nevertheless, one should pay heed to the caveat from Joseph Harris who
affirms in Africans and Their History that while the Indian Ocean trade in
human bodies “did not even begin to approach the volume of the Atlantic
slave trade [more than 10 million were transported], it was nonetheless a
brutal enterprise, with skeletons of Africans strewn across the Sahara.”*® The
example of Zanzibar, in the fine work of Abdul Sheriff, shows us how things
changed dramatically with the advent of capitalist relations of production.
Until the nineteenth century, the use of slaves for mass production was min-
imal on the periphery of the Indian Ocean. When the British began to pro-
hibit the transatlantic trade in slaves in the mid-1800s, just as demand for
certain items like cloves rose, merchants in Zanzibar harnessed slave labor
power to produce such commodities for the world market.* Slavery in the
Indian Ocean world, therefore, grew under the flag of the colonial powers.

Before we go forward on the question of race, it is pressing that we pur-
sue further the problem of skin color as a template for difference. In ancient
India, Sanskrit texts inform us that differentiation was on the basis of varna,
the familiar fourfold classification of Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Su-
dra. Suvira Jaiswal argues that “the process of hierarchical gradation within
each varna cannot be explained simply in terms of ethnic accretions, even
though such expansion has been continuous in Indian history. It was largely
due to the unequal accessibility of political and economic power that hierar-
chical status distinctions crystallized.”> From textual and archaeological ev-
idence, Jaiswal demonstrates that the differentiation of caste in southern
Asia finds its origins in the ecology of Vedic cattle keepers and that state for-
mation and patriarchy are the crucial pieces of the story, not any anachronis-
tic notion of race. British colonial officials took the term varna and sought
to find in it links to their own ideas of race based on phenotype (and skin
color).”! Therefore, they argued that varna, in Sanskrit, means color so that
the caste system, for them, was a race-based hierarchy of skin colors. Consid-
erable research, however, shows us that varna may refer to something akin
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to feudal colors or standards, and not to the coloration or pigmentation of
the skin. Words such as suklatva (“whiteness”) refer not to pigment but to
classes of things.*?

In China we see a similar development. In the third century B.c.E., Chi-
nese classics ascribed colors to the different tribes that they deemed to be
barbarians, the red or black Dai, the white or black Man, and the black Lang.
The Chinese classics understood that those who did not enjoy the fruits of
civilization lived in recoupable banishment. There was, however, no sense
that these people are in a race-based, and therefore permanent, hierarchy.
The Chinese notion of cultural difference is captured in the idea of yongxia-
bianyi, “to use the Chinese [Xia] ways to transform those who are different
[the Yi people, in this phrase]”: assimilation, or the end to the hierarchy, is
possible. Historian Frank Dikétter rightly argues that the coloration of peo-
ple in the Chinese texts was “symbolic. They indicated either the dominant
tint of the minorities’ clothes or the five directions of the compass: white for
the West, black for the North, red for the East, blue-green for the South. Yel-
low represented the centre.”>?

In ancient Europe, too, the association with skin color did not make for
a decisive difference. “The ancients did not fall into the error of biological
racism; black skin color was not a sign of inferiority [or it was only a contin-
gent sign of inferiority]; Greeks and Romans did not establish color as an
obstacle to integration in society; and ancient society was one that ‘for all
its faults and failures never made color the basis for judging a man. ”>* Fur-
thermore, as in Asia, the Europeans associated the color black with certain
phenomena (such as the underworld in Greek and Roman cosmology), but
this association had “nothing to do with skin color,” and it was perhaps only
much later that this association was harnessed to antiblack racism.”

In Europe, as in certain circles within Asia, skin color developed aes-
thetic qualities, so that some people wrote well of fair, as opposed to dark,
skin. Ancient texts recorded variable notions of beauty and asked that each
standard be accorded its own validity. It was not odd, therefore, that Philo-
demus, Theocritus, Virgil, Ovid, and Martial had paeans to those with dark
skin.’® Ancient Chinese texts often use white jade as a metaphor for beauty,
both for men and women. At the court of the Western Jin dynasty (265—316
C.E.), Dikotter tells us that “male nobles even used powder to whiten their
faces.””” In India too there is a tendency among certain groups to admire fair
skin more than dark skin (although duskiness is often eroticized), but, as I
argued earlier, to reduce an unhealthy obsession with skin color to the idea
of “race” does not enable us to grasp the historical dynamics of skin color on
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the subcontinent.>® Even when the Chinese were made to suffer a European
pretense, they did not ascribe any ontological meaning to color difference.
Most Chinese intellectuals during the Opium War (1839—42) deployed no-
tions of skin color equally to denigrate their vanquishers. English troops
were called “white devils/ghosts” or baigui—those whose skin was thought
to be white due to daily baths of cold water and the consumption of milk.
Indian troops in the British army were known as “black devils/ghosts” or
heigui. While each group was distinguished by its skin color, both were con-
demned as devils or ghosts. People across space and time used color as a sym-
bol for community or for the cardinal points, or else ascribed beauty to vari-
ous colors, but this use of color itself cannot be taken to mean that they held
fixed cultural meanings for each color. White was not always good, and black
not always bad, and certainly when these colors are used, they are not always
metaphors for the pigment of the skin.

Atlantic Racism

Vasco da Gama and his compatriots should not be considered the pioneers
of a racial mythology, for they too came from a cultural world that was as
yet untrammeled by the burdens of “race.” In the early 1500s, Europeans
differentiated one another and themselves from others on the basis of axes
such as religion and language, and mainly the former. As the Portuguese
galleons ruthlessly wiped other ships off the Indian Ocean, Martin Luther
hammered his theses for the reformation of Christianity to the Wittenberg
church (1517). Religious wars wracked Europe from this date (when the
French Francis I began his onslaught on the Hapsburg Charles V) until at
least the Treaty of Westphalia at the close of the Thirty Years” War (1648).
Despite the growth of the Ottoman Empire under Siileyman I, the Euro-
pean powers remained engrossed in their doctrinal battles, exemplified by
the quixotic struggles of Phillip II (who recovered parts of the Netherlands,
but who lost the Spanish Armada in his attempt to take England in 1588).
The Ottomans, in turn, did take Belgrade and make inroads into continental
Europe, but they failed to clear the Portuguese navies from both the Arabian
Gulf and the Indian Ocean.”

The Indian Ocean world fell victim to the voracious appetites of Euro-
pean mercantilism and to the values and techniques of warfare the merchant
warriors devised. The Arab chroniclers of Hadramaut (Yemen) closely fol-
lowed the activities of the Iberian ships in the Indian Ocean during the early
years of the 1500s. “The vessels of the Franks appeared at sea en route for
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India, Hurmuz and those parts. They took about seven vessels, killing those
on board and making some prisoner. This was their first action. May God
curse them.”® Along the coastline, the wrath of the Portuguese entered the
folklore of the people. Such was Swahili sentiment:
Enda Manoel, ututukiziye, Go away Manoel, you have made us hate you,
Enda, na sulubu uyititiziye. Go, and carry your cross with you.®!
The Swahili damned Manoel, the epitome of the conquistador with his cross
and sword.

Vasco da Gama’s armed entry into the Indian Ocean did indeed import
values quite opposed to those of the ocean’s cosmos. Until 1498 the goods of
the Indian Ocean came into Europe via the Levant, a region whose domi-
nance over the trade was tangled by the Christian-Muslim wars over Jerusa-
lem and the “Holy Lands.” Even if the Crusades (1099—1291) failed for the
Europeans, the links they fashioned had enduring cultural (the Quran was
translated into a European language in 1143) and economic (because of in-
creased demand for Asian goods) effects.®? The transit from the Arabs to Eu-
rope was conducted mainly by Genovese and Venetian merchants whose ac-
cess to the Indian Ocean was blocked by a strong Mamluk state, among
others.®> One might be tempted to say that the relatively peaceful trade of
the Indian Ocean world was kept so by the armed might of the Arab states
at the Palestinian littoral as well as by the brutality on the landmass of Asia,
whether on the scale of the Mongols or of the local rulers. (The Mongols, of
course, also facilitated relatively peaceful trade, and this was created by their
ruthless suppression of revolt.) Certainly there is evidence of sea battles (the
1490s skirmish between the Gujarat sultan’s navy and that of the Iranian no-
table Bahadur Khan Gilani), of cannons on Zheng He’s fleet, and of piracy
on the trade Routes (for example, the Bugis of Sulawesi, from whose legend
we get the fearsome “Bugi Man” of our childhood).®* Nevertheless, as Sanjay
Subrahmanyam, the modern biographer of Vasco da Gama, concludes,

what was fundamentally new about the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean
was thus not the fact that they used force on water: it was the degree of
expertise with which they did so, the fact that they did so over such large
maritime spaces, separated moreover by such a distance from anything
that could be thought of as their home territory, and the relatively sys-
tematic effort they brought to bear in this sphere.®
Ruthlessness was not unknown to premodern empires, but they mainly con-
structed their hegemonic power across the landmass. The uniqueness of the
Portuguese, and right at their heels the English and the Dutch, brought their
fierceness to the waters; the new mode of transport allowed them much
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greater geographical reach than the empires of the land. The naval cannons
and the papal canons put paid to the careful codes of the Indian Ocean
world.

While the European powers spilled the blood of their hated heretics in
Europe, other forces gathered to create the conditions for the invention of
the idea of race. Two sixteenth-century developments indicate the begin-
nings of raciology: the Iberian Inquisition and the slave trade. The Inquisi-
tion in the Iberian Peninsula tore tens of thousands of people of the Jewish
and Muslim faiths from their homes and lands. Those who converted to Ca-
tholicism (the conversos) had to undertake a test for their purity of blood
(limpieza de sangre) to prove their distance from Judaism and Islam. Until
the Inquisition, to be a heretic was a matter of intellect, emotion, or even
possession, but the Grand Inquisitor changed all this with the burden of
blood condemning certain people to the gibbet. As Audrey Smedley explains
in Race in North America, the test of blood was related to the “genealogical
context of families.” It was not, Smedley notes, “a belief that Jewishness actu-
ally resides in the blood. It reflected the jural dimensions of structured kin-
ship rather than the fact of biological connection, the significance of ‘pater’
rather than ‘genitor. %

The ferocity of raciology was born not only from the Inquisition, but
also from events in Ireland, England’s first colony. There Elizabeth I’s armies
razed the lands of those whom they regarded as heathens, wicked, barbarous,
and uncivil. These folk were many of the indentured servants sent to the
colonies, and it was these people who would not, until much later, be able
to lay claim to “whiteness.”®” From the late 1620s to the 1650s, the slavers
bought Irish people on their ships as part of their transatlantic trade in hu-
man bodies. By the late 1600s, the enslavement of those with fair skin was
stopped and the Europeans traded solely in those with dark skin.5®

The Inquisition and the Irish slave trade offered intimations of what was
to follow, of the growth of an age when something called white supremacy
began to have an inordinate role in the creation of the world.®® Most research
shows that European plantation owners and farmers in the Americas
suffered from a labor supply and control problem: apart from insufficient
and rebellious Amerindians, the European rulers tried to extract as much
surplus from poor, bonded Europeans (notably the Irish) and Africans. The-
odore Allen and Jacqueline Jones have compiled evidence of class solidarity
between African and European laborers, and the absence of a class alliance
between Europeans against Africans, and on this basis Allen argues that
“‘the white race, and thus a system of racial oppression, did not exist and
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could not have existed in the seventeenth century tobacco colonies.””® Only
in the late seventeenth century or thereabouts, when the problem of social
control was disrupted by such multiethnic uprisings as Bacon’s Rebellion of
1676 for the widest democracy, was a theory of racial supremacy constructed,
and on that basis did supremacists fight to erect a system of racial oppres-
sion.”! Between 1660 and 1720, colonies such as Virginia went on the rampage
to disenfranchise enslaved Africans: statutes and regulations stipulated ser-
vitude of Africans for life, revoked their right to bear arms and own property,
made illegal what is called interracial marriage (miscegenation) or fornica-
tion, and finally, in 1723, ended the right to the ballot enjoyed by Africans.”
“By the end of the seventeenth century,” historian Winthrop Jordon con-
cludes, “dark complexion had become an independent rationale for slav-
ery.’?

American slavers are not alone, for others joined them to provide the
decisive context for the fabrication of the idea of race: the English East India
Company (founded in 1600), the Dutch East India Company or the VOC
(founded in 1602), and the French East India Company (founded in 1664)
were the first joint-stock companies and crucial instruments for the develop-
ment of northwest European imperialism. The subjugation of southern Asia,
Indonesia, and most of Africa would be instigated and sustained by these
three financial institutions whose reliance on slave labor contributed sig-
nificantly to the development of “racial science.” Shortly after the conquest
of Goa by the Dutch, Jan Pieterszoon Coen, governor-general of the Dutch
East Indies (1617—29) declared that

may not a man in Europe do what he likes with his cattle? Even so does the
master do with his men, for everywhere, these with all that belong to them
are as much the property of the master, as are brute beasts in the Nether-
lands. The law of the land is the will of the King and he is King who is
strongest.”

There are echoes here of Hobbes and Locke, and certainly of the notion
that conquered humans can be the property of those who are deemed
“human.”

Frank Snowden, therefore, is quite correct in his assessment that anti-
black notions perhaps would not have gained credence “in the modern world
in the absence of such phenomenon as Negro slavery and colonialism.”” In-
deed, most scholars agree that the idea of race can be traced to the late 1600s
and the conventional marker is Francois Bernier’s Nouvelle division de la
terre par les différents espéces ou races qui’l habitent (1684).”° Bernier, a French
traveler, spent more than a decade (1656—68) in India and western Asia,
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about which he wrote a famous travel book. His travelogue was one of many
such, a panoply of books about places that Europe did not know before in
any detail and about which, thanks to Magellan’s circumnavigation of the
globe in 1519—22 and the printing press, the European public was to know
more than it could process. Bernier’s account of his travels provided consid-
erable knowledge to his contemporaries, but it also allowed them to live with
the certain knowledge that their own society was the very best thing possible.
Comparing Mughal India and Ottoman Turkey with the France of Louis
X1V, Bernier wrote that “take away the right to private property in land, and
you introduce, as an infallible consequence, tyranny, slavery, injustice, beg-
gary and barbarism.””” Upon his return to Europe and after the success of
his travel book, Bernier wrote Nouvelle division which was one of the first of
many such compendiums on race. Bernier divided humanity into four or
five “especes ou races,” with lines of demarcation based on physical traits
(hair, stature, nose, and lips), geography, and, significantly, skin color.” Ber-
nier’s work was followed, in the eighteenth century, by that of the Swedish
scientist Carolus Linneaus (who transformed the method of raciology with
his scientific classification schemes) and of the German naturalist Johann
Friedrich Blumenbach (who devised the field of physical anthropology and
who provided the early linkage of African man with ape). This scholarship
was the first to classify humanity into groups or races based on biological
principles. Xenophobia was classified and institutionalized and the idea of
race was born.

With the birth of race came a new genesis tale for Europe. In 1786, the
English Sanskritist Sir William Jones announced that Sanskrit, Greek, Latin,
Gothic, Celtic, and Old Persian shared a common ancestral language. Jones
had been at work on a project to recover what European linguists of his day
felt was the lost language of Noah and Adam when he stumbled upon com-
mon elements in these ancient, and diverse, languages.” In 1813 English lin-
guists called the language Indo-European, and a decade later German lin-
guists named it Indo-Germanic. By 1861 the language was known as Aryan,
largely under the influence of the German Sanskritist F. Max Miiller, who
taught comparative philology at Oxford. The benign discovery of unities
among languages gradually transmuted, against Max Miiller’s wishes,** into
the claim that if certain languages had the same ancestor, then the peoples
that spoke them must also be somehow related. Among European romantics
India was appealing as a place of mystery, so the discovery of a link between
the two cultural worlds was not met with disdain. Goethe, in 1791, pro-
claimed that “when I mention Shakuntala, everything was said,” or that an-
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cient Indian books bore within them the mysteries of the universe. Napoléon
took a copy of some of the Vedas to Egypt (1798) and Friedrich von Schlegel,
so central to “race theory,” chanted that “everything, yes, everything without
exception has its origin in India.”®!

Everything, that is, except the Jews. In the principalities of Germany,
the context for the reception of the Aryan Myth was anti-Semitism. Jewish
emancipation occurred between 1789 and 1815 across the European conti-
nent, a freedom that provoked a debate among German intellectuals on the
“Jewish Question.” “As Jews aspired to become citizens like everyone else,”
Leon Poliakov noted in his book The Aryan Myth, “Christian society, espe-
cially in Germany, trusted them even less, as usually happens when slaves
are freed.”®> Many European scholars sought a way to detach the common
Palestinian heritage of Jews and Christians. The idea of the Aryan was valu-
able for this, since it meant that the proto-Christians came from an ancestor
other than the progenitor of the Jews.

The “Indo-European race,” the myth went, emerged in the region of the
Caucasus Mountains (hence Caucasian).®® The Indians moved to hot lands,
turned dark and slothful, and formed despotic societies (this around 3000
B.C.E.). In 1894, a Frenchman Terrien de Lacouperie even argued that the
Chinese “race” came from the Caucasians, via the Bak Sings (a people from
Elam/Babylon, with connections with the Sumero-Akkadians)—an argu-
ment well publicized in China via translation.** The Europeans, in turn,
went to cooler climates, remained fair and energetic, and formed democratic
societies. The theory, in this way, was able to distinguish between the con-
temporary colonized and the colonizer, as well as to sift the greatness of an-
cient Asia (whose worth came from the pristine Caucasian migrants) from
the fallen contemporary Asians.®

The Brahmin response to the Aryan myth is an ample indication of the
impact of European raciology among certain sections in southern Asia: in
the early 1800s, the idea that the Europeans and Indians, then a colonized
group, were of a common “race” was greeted with glee by some such as the
Bengali notable Keshub Chander Sen, who exclaimed that English colonial-
ism was “a reunion of parted cousins, the descendants of two different fami-
lies of the ancient Aryan race.”®® Just as Sen tried to find a way to deal with
English domination over his beloved Bengal, the Japanese writer Kanzuki
Sato in 1889 was torn between the need to assert the Japanese people against
the U.S. intruders and to come to terms with the fact of U.S. military domi-
nance. If Sen took pride in a connection with the mythical Aryan migrations,
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so too did Sato, who intoned that “our ancestors passed through Mesopota-
mia, Arabia, Egypt, and India. Descendants of the Caucasoids, they traveled
across the ocean and immigrated to our land.”*’

Elite subjects under the heel of imperial arrogance seek out ways to as-
sert their own independence, without an assault at imperial racism. The In-
dian nationalist leader B. C. Pal, otherwise fairly liberal for his time, in-
formed his readers in 1901 that the Aryan mind has a “pre-eminently
metaphysical cast”—with the Greek descendants able to realize the parts in
the whole (to give them democracy, ethics, and an aesthetics of harmony),
while the Hindu descendants could see only the whole in the parts, “as an
ever present reality” (hence, pantheism, lack of democracy and justice). Pal
was ready to put Indians (or merely Hindus) down before the Europeans,
just so the Indians might be part of the club above the other “races”™ —“thus
we find among the Aryan races a type of social organisation which is essen-
tially civic, while among the Semitic races we find what is practically mili-
tary.”® Two years later, while in jail for his revolutionary nationalist activi-
ties, the nationalist leader Bal Gangadhar Tilak repeated the Aryan tale, with
the fabulous story of the Arctic home of the Aryans. As if to reply to the
charge of Indian degeneration in his colonized present, Tilak wrote that the
“vitality and superiority of the Aryan races, as disclosed by their conquest
[of India], by extermination or assimilation, of the non-Aryan races with
whom they came in contact . . . is intelligible only on the assumption of a
high degree of civilisation in their original Arctic home.”® Despite their na-
tionalist sentiments, the bulk of Brahmin intellectuals retained hold of the
racist Aryan theory, a fact that the Dalit leader Dr. B. R. Ambedkar rightly
ascribed to the Brahmin’s fantasy of their historical subjugation of the non-
Aryans, those who are currently among the Dalit communities.”® In the
1950s the Senegalese Afrocentric scholar Cheikh Anta Diop developed an in-
verse reaction to the Aryan Myth. Diop divided the world into the two races
of Aryan and Dravidian, wherein the former was associated with northern
Africa and the latter with both southern Africa and among the Dalits of In-
dia.”* The Diop reversal takes for granted the fantasy myth of Aryanism, a
posture that gives legitimacy to race ideas (I shall go over this at length in the
next chapter). The Brahmin accommodation to, and the Diopian reversal of,
the Aryan Myth shows us how those outside the camp of whiteness nour-
ished the categories of raciology, and, more specifically, of white supremacy.
Atlantic racism, then, is not the special inheritance and legacy of those who
deem themselves to be “white.”
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Fascism in Many Colors

Fascism (in the European and U.S. core) and colonialism (in the Asian and
African periphery) exemplify the highest stage of racist statecraft. The
nineteenth-century European states took charge of vast areas of Asia and
Africa at the same time as these states turned against liberal currents within
their own societies. In the 1840s the English Parliament ruthlessly suppressed
the Chartists just as their imperial representatives crushed the 1857 rebellion
across the Indian subcontinent.”® The “race-state” arose in the mid-1800s as
European states constructed themselves in opposition to their colonies, the
nether region that provided labor and raw materials. The fascist state of the
1920s and 1930s was the high point of the race state: the imperial core took
its place atop a racist system of political domination and economic exploita-
tion, not just against those in the distant colonies, but also against domestic
difference (and its own workers, many of whom made a compact with the
state in a racist and class collaborationist bargain). Just as some mainly
highly skilled workers within the core acceded to the racist logic, so too did
some peripheral elements find merit in the racist science of imperialism.
Racism was born in the crucible of imperialism, but it is not the sole property
of those who see themselves as white; others, people of color, adopted the
idea of race, erroneously wed it to earlier ethnocentric or xenophobic tradi-
tions, and wielded it against politically weaker social forces or else those who
they deemed to be foreigners.

Phrases such as “black fascism,” “Israeli fascism” or “Hindu fascism” do
not fall from my mouth with ease. People who have suffered and survived a
historical genocide at the hands of white supremacy, Nazism, or imperialism
hardly seem to be likely candidates for a fascistic movement. One tends to
expect that those who have been at the wrong end of a jackboot would offer
empathy for the wretched, and be first among the forces of liberation. But,
recent scholarship has argued that one can indeed speak of a fascism in many
colors, of a “black fascism,” of an “Israeli fascism,” and of a “Hindu fascism.”
Although sociologist Paul Gilroy goes too far in equating the fascism of the
core with that of the periphery, he does offer a useful way to evaluate the
fascistic tendencies among certain people of color.”> While all fascisms are
not identical, there is something Gilroy calls the unanimist principle that
unites most fascisms, whereby the “people” are one, division is not integral
to social relations, and the members of a nation are interchangeable and dis-
posable. Furthermore, the unanimist principle perverts the idea of democ-
racy into a racial hierarchy of the population in which those who sit atop
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the totem are seen as chosen by God or destiny.** Israeli Prime Minister
Golda Meir’s 1969 statement that there are no Palestinians in Israel, Idi
Amin’s 1972 expulsion of Asians from Uganda (“Uganda is not an Indian col-
ony”), and the Indian Hindu Right’s anti-Muslim campaign of the 1990s (ex-
emplified by the slogan Go to Pakistan or the Graveyard) are some examples
of unanimism.” If we set aside the problem of the “fascist minimum” (Is
there a minimum definition for a generic fascism?), we can perhaps agree
with the postulate that this “unanimism” is fascistic in that it does not seem
to allow for the mess of democracy and the strains of equality.”® Specifically
for our purposes, fascism or a movement with fascistic tendencies has at its
core hierarchy, racism, and militarism.

The labor of diligent scholarship has produced work that shows us the
personal and institutional links between the fascisms of the core (Italian Fas-
cism, German Nazism, and all the other European and U.S. radical intoler-
ances) and at the periphery (in Japan, China, and India). In the early 1930s,
leading Japanese intellectuals such as Masamichi Royama, Shintaro Ryu, and
Kiyoshi Miki drew upon the ideas of Italian Fascists such as Minister of Jus-
tice Alfredo Rocco, the writings of Nietzsche and Heidegger, and the Nazi
assault to extend its territory (Lebensraum).®” Just as these Japanese schol-
ars transformed the works of European fascists to suit their social reality,
in western India a set of Indian activists and scholars drew upon such
nineteenth-century German thinkers as Johann Kaspar Bluntschli, from
contemporary Nazis such as Hitler, and from the experience of Italian fas-
cism. While B.S. Moonje visited Italy to see the Ballila and Il Duce, M. S.
Golwalkar and V. D. Savarkar praised Hitler and drew from him for their
Theory of the Nation (and its Race Spirit, its Volksgeist).”® These are examples
of personal connection between revolutionary nationalists (some fascists)
of various stripes, but it is insufficient to assume that personal contact is
proof of fascism itself. What is of considerable interest is that the various
fascistic movements across the globe came up with similar solutions to an
international crisis of capitalism in the 1930s, whether in regions of the sec-
ond rank (Italy, Germany, Japan), in semi-colonies (China, much of the
Southern Cone, and South Africa) or from intellectuals in colonized regions
(India being the best example).* In the 1930s, the Indian maverick Commu-
nist M. N. Roy argued that Sun Yat-sen’s ideas and his practices in Republi-
can China cast “the ominous shadow of Fascism,” and a study of his ideas
shows that it is a “related ideological species” to Italian Fascism.'® Beyond
what I have stressed are fascistic tendencies, it seems unlikely that one could
sustain that these Asian movements are fascist. The Asian economies did not
experience the type of crisis suffered by central and southern Europe, princi-
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pally because they did not enjoy the moment of imperialist growth of a pre-
vious era (from the Berlin Conference of 1884 till World War I): the Euro-
pean fascist scapegoat was military collapse, foreign powers, or the internal
economic enemy (the figure of the Jewish trader). Furthermore, although
Asian peoples lumbered under the yoke of a foreign power, the response to
this overlordship was not generically posed in a racial form. That is, the
argument that Asia could be liberated only by the renaissance of the Asian
race (Volkgeist) was not a popular ideology, even in Japan which would oth-
erwise pose the best example of a type of fascist regime. Given this lack of
popularity for a racial or volkish nationalism during this era, the fascist
movements that developed did not build up a mass character, an essential
determinant.'*!

To say that there was no mass popularity for volkish or racial national-
ism is not to say that Asia was immune from raciology. The development of
raciology in Asia came principally in the context of a nationalist sentiment
that grew under the shadow of European imperialism. Asian popular move-
ments and intellectuals attempted to construct their own national stories in
response to their colonizer’s condescension and in an effort to unite peoples
whose destiny was seen as a reason for Asia’s failure to withstand the on-
slaught of Europe. By the late nineteenth century, three hundred years into
the development of the concept of race, this would be countered by an at-
tempt to forge national identities and communities, rather than local ones.
A central figure for the construction of Asian notions of cultural nationhood
was the English philosopher and father of sociobiology, Herbert Spencer.
Greatly influenced by Darwin’s 1859 On the Origin of Species, Spencer devised
the theory that in human evolution the fittest survived and transmitted
evolved traits across generations, which was clearly enunciated in his late
1860s two-volume Principles of Biology and his 1876 first-volume Principles
of Sociology. If the idea of the “survival of the fittest” was taken from Darwin,
the beliefin hereditary transmission of modified organisms was drawn from
the by then largely discredited work of the eighteenth-century French natu-
ralist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck. What attracted cultural nationalists among the
colonized Asians was Spencer’s idea of the “survival of the fittest” and of the
hereditary coherence of a people (we should keep in mind, though, that this
idea grew on the ground of earlier xenophobic ideas). Colonized people
could recover their glory if they earned their freedom and asserted them-
selves against weaker foes. The 1884 Japanese translation of Spencer’s evolu-
tionary theory acted as a touchstone for the entry of Atlantic racism into
Asia. In China, as well, it was Spencerian rhetoric that drew to the fore such
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newly racialized slogans as yousheng-liebai, “the superior win, the inferior
lose.”!%? “Against a background of widespread social change brought about
by policies of industrialisation,” Richard Siddle notes in Race, Resistance and
the Ainu of Japan, “national and social conflict were increasingly presented
in terms of the ‘survival of the fittest’ (yusho reppai) in the ‘struggle for sur-
vival’ (seizon kyoso) in the journals and newspapers that proliferated be-
tween 1890 and 1920.”1%

In southern Asia, Spencer did not have the popularity he enjoyed among
Japanese and Chinese intellectuals, but the germ of his evolutionary and vol-
kish nationalist ideas made a decisive impact upon the Hindu Right. V. D.
Savarkar, the spokesperson of a Brahmanical Hindu supremacy, at once ar-
gued that a nation is the political expression of a race, “This tendency of
people having these [religious, racial, cultural, linguistic or historical] affin-
ities to form themselves into a group or into a Nation and not by the mere
fact of being mapped together, has its rooted deep down in human or even
animal nature,” (1938)'% and that the nation is forged by history and by cul-
ture, “Above all the Hindus are bound together by the dearest, most sacred
and most enduring bonds of a common Fatherland and a common Holy-
land, and these two being identified with one and the same country our
Bharatbhumi, our India, the National Oneness and homogeneity of the Hin-
dus have been doubly sure,” (1937).'% These unanimist and Spencerian views
exemplify the most well-developed racist ideas within the broad field of
Asian nationalism, especially as these currents transformed the meaning
of “nation.” As the Left within the nationalist movements adopted the idea
of “nation” to unite the peoples around social customs (languages, bound-
aries, histories), the Right sought to create bloodlines for national unity. In
China, scholars on the Right drew upon the idea of zu, which would have
meant family, clan, tribe, or lineage, to create a trans-clan solidarity of a Chi-
nese people or “race” who claim a common ancestor (the Yellow Emperor).
Writers such as Yatsuka Hozumi in Japan worked to transform the idea of
minzoku from shared culture (or folk) to shared ancestry (with the Ainu, the
Koreans, and the Chinese, as well as the Europeans, being seen increasingly
as foreign and lower).'%

The Spencerian-inspired nationalist idea of “survival of the fittest” re-
quired “lower races” that could be brutally colonized. Multicolored fascistic
movements in Asia did not turn their ire against white supremacy, some-
thing that is perhaps of no great surprise today (when fascistic movements,
such as the Hindu Right, are able to make concessions to U.S. imperialism
with no great trouble).'”” The thrust of its racism fell against distant Afri-
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cans, Jews (in mimicry of European fascism), and domestic “others”
(whether the Muslims and Dalits in India, the Ainu and Koreans in Japan,
or the Tajiks, Mongols, Tibetans, Koreans, Yi, Yao, and Daur of China).'*®
Eugenics provides us with the sharpest example of racist intolerance, one
that finds its roots in imperialist Great Britain, expansionist United States,
and Nazi Germany.'® In China, the idiosyncratic texts of Zhang Junjun (no-
tably his 1935 “Reform of the Chinese Race”) and the institutional work of
Dartmouth and Columbia graduate Pan Guangdan worried about the dilu-
tion of Han blood by barbarian blood.!!° In India, M. S. Golwalkar wrote in
support of the Nazi genocide (the “purging of the country of the semitic
Races—the Jews”), since, “Race pride atits highest has been manifested here.
Germany has shown how wellnigh impossible it is for Races and cultures,
having differences going to the root, to be assimilated into one united whole,
a good lesson for us in Hindustan to learn and profit by.” Golwalkar’s “for-
eign race” is not the English, but the Muslims—what he called, “the minori-
ties problem.”!!! Historian Zenji Suzuki argues that within the context of the
“race problem” in the United States, eugenics scientists worried more about
transference of human traits and miscegenation, while in Japan the interest
of scientists was more on plant and animal hybrids.!'? While this may be
true, Suzuki neglects figures such as Ishimoto Shizue, who is considered to
be the Margaret Sanger of Japan and who, according to historian Elise Tip-
ton, had social eugenics interests as Sanger had.'"® In India, both Sanger and
Edith How-Martyn attempted to introduce birth control as a means to re-
duce population, an attempt fought off by Gandhi, who preferred absti-
nence, and by the All India Women’s Conference, which was aware of the
racism of birth control (lower “races” must be controlled) and preferred
family planning as the option.''* Multicolored fascism attempted to draw in
eugenics ideas, but the fact that imperialist forces often used these very ideas
against them was a decisive block to their adoption.

As the idea of shared ancestry entered Asian thought in an enumerated
and highly elaborated form, notions of anti-blackness and anti-Semitism
made their cognate entry too. One can glean the sorts of ongoing re-
arrangements of social categories in the 1860 Japanese mission to the United
States, only seven years after Japan’s humiliation at the hands of U.S. Com-
modore M. C. Perry and his gunboats. During their stay in the United States,
delegate Kenzaburo Yanagawa wrote that “blacks are inferior as human be-
ings and extremely stupid.” Historian W. G. Beasley, who studied the mission
in detail, notes that such comments on social issues “have the air of received
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wisdom, derived from statements by their hosts.”!!* En route to Japan, the
mission stopped in Angola. The Africans, one official felt, resembled Bud-
dhist images, and he came to the conclusion that “the natives of India and
Africa both belong to one and the same tribe, of whom the Buddha must
have been a chieftain.” The official made it clear that it was quite absurd for
the Japanese to have worshipped such primitives. Historian Marius Jansen,
after quoting that official, comments that “the new structure of relative na-
tional prestige is not yet built, but the old hierarchy of respect is clearly in
process of dissolution.”!¢
While racism had been part and parcel of burgeoning nationalist move-

ments in the mid and late nineteenth century, by the 1930s racist thought
did not flourish within the powerful currents of anticolonial nationalism
that developed in Asia. Just as the Japanese invaded Manchuria in 1931, the
director for Social Welfare Projects wrote in the Ainu newsletter,

No discrimination between races (jinshu) is a worldwide [ideal] trend and

few would deny this. But what is the situation in reality? Do not Orientals

suffer discriminatory treatment by Europeans and Americans as a yellow

race? We Japanese are always indignant about this. But Japanese citizens,

who have these bitter experiences, within our own country treat people of

the buraku who follow certain occupations as outcastes, despite no racial

difference whatsoever.'!”
Masaaki Kita, another Japanese official involved with Ainu welfare, sug-
gested that by intermarriage and by “fusing” (yugo), the Ainu and the “gen-
eral public” (ippanjin) would become one in reality.''®

The powerful tow of secularism and of the Marxist nationality theory

drew many Indian nationalists toward a composite theory of the multina-
tion called India. Indian nationalist Jawaharlal Nehru’s popular classic The
Discovery of India (1946) adopted the strong version of a collage culture with
his refusal to embrace the idea that Aryan has a racial significance and with
his rendition of Indian culture as vibrant due to its complexity: “It is not
some secret doctrine or esoteric knowledge that has kept India vital and go-
ing through these long ages, but a tender humanity, a varied and tolerant
culture, and a deep understanding of life and its mysterious ways.”'"* In
China, Lin Yutang in 1935 wrote along the racialist grain that “one observes a
new bloom of culture after each introduction of new blood,” and that “blood
infusion” was a positive development for any people.'*® In 1944, Chiang Kai-
shek (Jiang Jieshi) noted that the five “peoples” of Zhangshan (Mongolians,
Manchus, Tibetans, Muslim Turks, and the Han) are differentiated “due to
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regional and religious factors, and not to race or blood.”*?! Chapter 5 will
develop the genealogy of secular anti-imperialism at some length so I won’t
go into it in any detail here. Suffice it to say that the Spencerian brand of
nationalism was not alone, and that it did not wholly represent the Asian
view of race and of imperialism.

White supremacists did not take kindly to the idea that certain people
of color might share the heritage of those whom they deemed to be white.
At the end of the 1800s, U.S. writers agreed that the Aryans were the old-
est relatives of the “cultured Greek, law-making and organizing Roman,
the blonde Norwegian, dark-eyed Spaniard, the mercurial Frenchman,
the plodding and persevering German, the hardy-purposed and energetic
Anglo-Saxon, the enterprising and practical Anglo-American.”'?* By the
modern age, the distant relatives of the Aryans (people such as the Indians)
had degenerated by indolence into decadence and “effeminacy.” Theodore
Roosevelt wrote of the “pathetic humor” evinced by English writers who
linked the biological destinies of the “Anglo-Saxon” to the “Asiatic.” The
“Anglo-Saxon,” for Roosevelt, combined strains of German, Irish, and
Norse, a stock of “mainly Teutonic, largely Celtic, with Scandinavian admix-
ture” Of the Aryan Myth, Roosevelt noted, quite correctly as it happens, but
for the wrong reasons, that “Aryan is a linguistic and not a biological term,”
and that it is “very doubtful that an Aryan race existed.”'?* With the 1857 Dred
Scott ruling behind him, and with the 1896 Plessy ruling to come, it goes
without saying that polygenesis, or separate creations for the so-called races,
made absolute sense to the likes of Roosevelt. In light of this, the desire to
prove kinship among “Aryans” was a liberal, though antiblack, gesture.

In the 1920s, Adolf Hitler tacitly supported the Japanese imperial de-
signs against the Russians—what he called “Austrian Slavdom”—and he
wrote in favor of what he considered to be Japan’s quest against the “millen-
nial Jewish empire” (Japan actually opposed European, not Jewish, capital
interests).'?* But Hitler simultaneously called for an end to economic devel-
opment in Japan because he felt it was foreign to Japanese “culture”; eco-
nomic growth was something to be reserved for the Aryans.'* Certain In-
dian nationalists sought out the Germans for assistance against the British
Empire. When they appealed to Hitler, he called them “inflated Orientals”
and “Asiatic jugglers,” and decided that “I, as a man of Germanic blood,
would, in spite of everything, rather see India under English rule than under
any other.”'?® While Hitler felt some affinity for ancient Aryan culture, from
whom he borrowed the architecture of his Aryan race, especially the Swas-
tika, present-day Asians were only fit subjects for colonization:
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Germanization can only be applied to soil and never to people. For what
was generally understood under this word was only the forced outward
acceptance of the German language. But it is a scarcely conceivable fallacy
of thought to believe that a Negro or a Chinese, let us say, will turn into a
German because he learns German . . . Nationality or race does not happen
to lie in language, but in the blood.'”

Despite Hitler’s unequivocal revulsion for people of color, multicolored
fascists continued to speak in his name. The most colorful figure in this is
Lawrence Dennis (1893—1977), born of an African American mother and a
white father in Georgia, and little known now as one of the leading fascist
intellectuals in the United States during the 1930s and 1940s.'?® Passing as a
white man, Dennis studied at Phillips Exeter and Harvard, worked for the
U.S. Foreign Service and various finance concerns. During the Depression
of the 1930s, Dennis adopted the fascist argument about the instability of
liberal capitalism notably in his 1932 book Is Capitalism Doomed? and then in
his 1936 The Coming American Fascism."*® In Is Capitalism Doomed? Dennis
argues that “for the creation of its necessary markets, capitalism, in the past,
has had to rely on spiritual impulses derived from non-commercial sources,
mainly from militant nationalism and the love of adventure.” Therefore,
while Dennis’s goal was to create a system on behalf of the plutocrats, he
recognized pragmatically that “the people must have a prophet and prophets
have never come out of the world of profits.”'*° Dennis was greatly enamored
of Hitler’s macho militarism, for it provided modern men with the ethics of
adventure and not what he found to be the sterility of liberalism. “If a man
suffers in war, he is a hero; if he suffers for his faith, he is a saint; if he suffers
for capitalism, he is a sucker.”**! Hitler, Dennis argued, awoke the emotional
and spiritual need to suffer for a cause and not just for a stagnant capitalism.
Given his commitment to the fascist cause, Dennis downplayed the racism
of the Nazi movement. For example, he claimed that “the Jews in Germany
were the victims of too much democracy,” because the need to garner mass
support from the German people provoked Hitler to target the Jews."?* Like
other African Americans angry with the hypocrisy of European “liberalism,”
Dennis asked the U.S. establishment to show why German expansionism
and racism was any different from U.S. expansionism and racism.'’*> And like
other African Americans, from the communists to fascists like himself, Den-
nis betrayed a soft spot for the Japanese and the Ethiopians.'** Dennis’s sen-
timents toward the Japanese and Ethiopians were not representative of U.S.
fascism and conservatism, since the fascists were more inclined to follow the
wisdom of Lothrop Stoddard that the revolutionary instincts of the colored
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peoples of the world must be stopped in their tracks.!*® Dennis, a black fas-
cist, was not immune to the sentiments of Afro-Asian traffic that engulfed
African America.

Time to Spit Fire!

In the early years of the twentieth century, raciology could not subsume the
currents of anti-imperialist thought that swept Africa and Asia. After the
Berlin Conference of 1884—85, at which Europe’s leaders partitioned and
scrambled for Africa, the British colluded with the Italians to gain access to
the strategic Ethiopian highlands and ports—as did the sultan of Obbia,
who took shelter with the Italians as he fought off a challenge from the sultan
of Zanzibar.'** At Adowa on February 29, 1896, however, the astute Ethiopian
leader Ras Makonnen outsmarted General Baratieri’s troops. This was the
first major defeat of a modern European power at the hands of the dusky
people of the world, and its memory travels across the generations. From
Adowa we get the Rastafarian idea of “Ethiopia” as the font of freedom and
autonomy. (Rastafarianism was named for Ras Tafari, Haile Selassie, em-
peror of Ethiopia.) Only after this battle did the intellectuals of the Black
Atlantic revisit the biblical mention of Ethiopia, and see in it a presage of
the rise of the kingdom of liberation. But Adowa’s glory transcended those
who claimed African descent, for Tao Menghe in distant China called the
battle “the first thunderclap of the colored races.”**” In 1904, the Japanese
army removed the shine off racist imperialism with their defeat of the Rus-
sians at Port Arthur. As the first Asian power to defeat a European army in
amodern war, Japan raised its stature in the eyes of Asians (from Zhangshan,
who said that “we regarded the Japanese victory as our victory,” to Nehru,
who wrote that “Japanese victories stirred up my enthusiasm”) as well as

Africans.'®®

In 1935, when the Italians tried to take Ethiopia once again,
George Padmore, a major intellectual figure of the Black Atlantic proudly
wrote in the African American journal The Crisis “that the Ethiopians and
the Japanese are the only two colonial nations which have ever defeated
white powers at arms.”"*® Ethiopia of the 1930s was as important to Afro-
Asian solidarity as Spain was to the communism of Europe. The two symbols
of Afro-Asian military antiracism, Japan and Ethiopia, came together to
oust the Europeans, even if this new Maginot Line was to be forged in the
vise of multicolored fascism.

In 1930, Ras Tafari was crowned as Haile Selassie, Lion of Judah, and
across the Black Atlantic rang the biblical psalm 68: 31, “Princes shall come
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out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God.” Before
the kingdom could settle into a rhythm of development, the Italians began
to undermine it from their forward base in Somalia. Selassie sent his foreign
minister to Japan right after his coronation, putatively to felicitate Emperor
Hirohito on his 1926 coronation. Envoy Blattengueta Herouy Wolde Selas-
sie’s real mission was to see Japanese modernity firsthand and to open chan-
nels for commercial exchanges. Ethiopia and Japan forged an Afro-Asian al-
liance against a racist imperialism, even as both had their own imperial
ambitions. Upon his return to Ethiopia, the foreign minister wrote a book
that praised Japan and offered it as a model for the nonwhite world. Indeed,
the Ethiopian constitution of 1931 was modeled after the Japanese constitu-
tion from 1889.'*° In 1931 an Ethiopian trade commission traveled to Japan
and by 1932 Japanese goods entered the horn of Africa “causing a great deal
of adverse comments by the European traders.”'*! “This is what the white
man does not like,” George Padmore noted. “A colored nation trading with
another at their expense. This is intolerable!”'** Writing for The Crisis, J. A.
Rogers put the case eloquently:
Japan is now the chief business competitor of the white nations in the
Indian Ocean. Already she dominates the East African trade. Her cotton
goods have crowded out European and American ones in the Abyssinian
market. The white man’s commercial day in the Indian Ocean is ended,
unless he is willing to increase the purchasing power of the natives by giv-
ing them higher wages and a better price for their products, which he is
not likely to do. Today the natives, who are very poor, even according to
European standards, must buy, if at all, low-priced products such as those
furnished by Japan, China and India. Already Japan has a concession of
land in Abyssinia the size of New Jersey. Nippon aims at nothing less than
control of the Indian Ocean. Further, the Ethiopians are more friendly to
the Japanese than to the white man. Most Africans, black, yellow or
brown, and even white, detest European whites and with cause. Is there an
understanding between Japan and Ethiopia in case of an attack by Italy?
We do not know. The European powers recently used their influence to pre-
vent the marriage of an Abyssinian prince and a Japanese noblewoman.'*
How do we understand this African American jubilation to events in Ethio-
pia and Japan? Historian Winston James has done an excellent job showing
us how the class politics of Harlem in the early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury were so thoroughly informed by both an antiracist and a racialist di-
mension.'** Both the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA)
and the African Blood Brotherhood dealt with the pulls between a socialist
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vision and a racialist one, a vision of blood solidarity and one of working-
class assertion, and in most cases, these movements simultaneously held to-
gether both tendencies. The relationship between Japanese radicals and the
African American community also worked in the maw of this contradiction,
on the one hand, torn toward a unity of the oppressed against imperialism,
and on the other hand, driven to a “race war” along the terrain sketched out
by white supremacists.'* If we tend to think of W. E. B. Du Bois as the repre-
sentative of the first strand and Marcus Garvey of the second, what do we
make when both of them vigorously support the struggles of the Irish (and
equate India, Egypt, and Ireland as the mainstays in the anti-imperialist
battle)?'*¢ Certainly the tendency of Du Bois was to favor socialist anti-
imperialism which was aware of the color line, while Garvey went more in
the direction of the “race war,” but both felt pressure from a similar contra-
diction. This dynamic was most clearly apparent in relation to Japan in the
interwar years.

In 1918, Du Bois declined to support U.S. entry into the war against Ja-
pan and China, because he felt that such a battle would be “based on color
prejudice” How could one support the United States against China, he
wrote, which was at the time “the most ruthless exploiter of Chinese labor
and a nation that passed and maintains the Chinese Exclusion Act.”'*” The
idea of Japan as the Ethiopia of Asia was alive and well in the African Ameri-
can community and there was widespread dissatisfaction with U.S. policy,
so that Garvey too declared in 1918 that “we hope that Japan will succeed in
impressing upon her white brothers at the Peace Conference [at Versailles]
the essentiality of abolishing racial discrimination.” Tugged by racialism (or
pluralism), Garvey indicated that the war allowed Japan to become “the ac-
knowledged leader of the yellow races,” and since the “white races are already
leading themselves, the Negro must now concentrate on his leadership.”**®
From antiracist struggle, we divert to a racialist nationalism.

The immense feeling of solidarity among Asians and blacks in the
streets of the United States was developed from both the fascists and the
communists, from the Right and the Left. After 1941, Japan returned to the
radar of the United States, and only then did some of the less grounded Afri-
can American writers find a proliferation of Japanese radicals with some
prestige within working-class black neighborhoods. In early 1942, the FBI
arrested a Filipino man by the name of Policarpio Manasala who was also
known in the literature as Doctor O. Takis and Mimo De Guzman, and is
now known as Ashima Takis.'* The government dug into its files, including
the meticulous notes of Special Agent P-138 who gave them so much on Gar-
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vey, to create a picture of sustained connection between Japanese and Afri-
can Americans. In 1932, Takis “showed up at the home of a Negro named
Burt T. Cornish, an elevator operator in St. Louis who was active in fraternal
affairs.”’'*® Takis, Cornish, and others formed the Pacific Movement of the
Eastern World (PMEW) and came into contact with Robert O. Jordon
(known by those who disliked him as the “Harlem Hitler”), a Garveyite from
Jamaica, who came to Harlem in 1920. PMEW), according to Takis, used Japa-
nese government funds to assist African American socioeconomic develop-
ment. In Garvey’s UNIA, Takis argued that “the Japanese are colored people,
like you,” and “the white governments do not give the negro any considera-
tion.” In 1935 when the Ethiopia war was in the offing, Jordan and Takis with
Yasuichi Hikida formed the Ethiopia Pacific League (called by some “Tojo’s
Movement”), which would soon have a membership of five thousand. With
hatred for Jim Crow in his eyes, Jordan could not see Japan’s conquest of
China as imperialism, and nor was he able to fully grasp the heinousness of
Nazism. Far more important, for him and for others, was the hope of an
alliance against white supremacy, and one grounded in an alliance of those
who felt its brunt. This was not an unusual sentiment, for as the war against
Japan became imminent, many African Americans, notably leaders of the
NAACP, evinced an ambivalence toward the conflict, since they felt that this
was a case of “today them, tomorrow us.”'*! There was more buoyancy about
the defense of the Spanish Republic, or the desire to fight the Italians in Ethi-
opia, than to battle the East Asians.'** The sentiment for solidarity went both
ways. While white officers encouraged the Japanese American troops in the
442d Regimental Combat Team to use “white facilities,” the Nisei troops felt
“uncomfortable with the double standard and sympathetic to the blacks.”
In some cases, German POWs enjoyed “white” status, while black and Nisei
troops remained on the other side of the color line. “Among us,” Mike Ma-
saoka remembers, “discrimination became the subject of many intense dis-
cussions, out of which developed a deep new sense of social justice involving
others as well as ourselves.”'** Deep solidarity was felt by the delegates (and a
young Harry Haywood) at the 1936 National Negro Congress when secretary
John P. Davis read Mao Ze-dong’s message to the Congress and in support
of Ethiopia against the Italian invasion. “This struggle must spur you on to
strengthen your ranks in a united fighting front, guided by the program of
the militant Negro leaders which today raises its voice for a determined
struggle for freedom.”'>*

Meanwhile, on the streets of Detroit, a Japanese radical Satohata Taka-
hashi came into contact with Abdul Mohammed in the 1933 to form the Soci-
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ety for the Development of Our Own (SDOQ).">> Takahashi, like Takis, was
linked to the Kokuryukai or the Black Dragon Society, which assisted the
Japanese government in the 1910 invasion of Korea and the 1931 invasion of
Manchuria. The SDOO also attracted about five thousand people (mainly
African American, with some Filipinos and Indians), but its real influence
came over the Allah Temple of Islam (ATI) (Elijah Muhammad’s first foray
into organized religion). Takahashi spoke at the ATI and he greatly influ-
enced Elijah Muhammad, whose speeches began to take on a pro-Japan ra-
cialist cast—"“the Japanese will slaughter the white man.” Elijah Muhammad
told his followers, as well, that the Mother Ship of the “Asiatic Black Man”
was being made by the Japanese.'*® If Elijah Muhammad drew from Takaha-
shi, the Japanese radical took from Garvey, whose self-determination ideol-
ogy was derived wholesale by Takahashi: “Let us organize ourselves for one
aim and one destiny under this organization. We must do this, because we
are living in a critical time, a time for dark peoples to organize for one com-
mon cause.”'”” Takahashi’s group in Detroit was affected when the Muslims
felt the wrath of the FBI, at which point Takahashi sent one of his young
men to Harlem. That young man was Takis.

Takis walked the radical terrain created by the Communist Sen Katay-
ama (1859-1933) within the African American Community. Katayama came
to the United States in 1884 and rubbed shoulders with African Americans
as a farm laborer, houseboy, cook, and later as a student in Tennessee.'*® A
founding member of the U.S. Communist Party, Katayama was also given
much respect within Garveyite circles. Special Agent P-138 met with Hudson
Price, the associate editor of Negro World, in 1920, who told him that “there
were two Japanese whom were very much in sympathy with Garvey’s move-
ment and he said that means a great deal to them as the Japs were smart
people.” One of those men was Katayama.'® In the early 1920s, Katayama
earned the respect of Claude McKay and Harry Haywood, U.S. representa-
tives at the Fourth Communist International meetings in Moscow, when Ka-
tayama ensured that McKay speak at the open meeting.'® Here is how Harry
Haywood remembers the “Old Man™:

Sen Katayama, the veteran Japanese communist, was a special friend of the
Black students in Moscow. He was born to a Japanese peasant family, was
educated in the U.S. and became one of the founders of the Japanese Social
Democratic Party in 1901. A member of the ECCI, he had spent several
years in exile in the U.S. and was considered somewhat of an expert on the
Afro-American question. Katayama was most interested in our studies and

our views on the situation in the U.S., particularly as it concerned Blacks.
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“Old Man” Katayama knew all about white folks, and we Black students
regarded him as one of us. We often came to him with our problems and
he always had a receptive ear. It was Katayama who told us of Lenin’s ear-
lier writings about U.S. Blacks and Lenin’s views on the Black Belt. He
died in Moscow in 1933 at the age of 74.''

Katayama’s culturally complex biography points the way for a better
analysis of the world of the PMEW and SDOO, for Old Man Katayama
tapped into a well of solidarity that could either come out as a socialism well
aware of racist domination or else as a racialism, but both at work on the
same terrain of oppression. This perhaps explains why the U.S. Communist
Party, founded by Katayama, would ask Takis to speak at a 1933 St. Louis
rally.'®? These experiments in cultural complexity worked on a terrain suf-
fused with racialist and nationalist ideas that twisted around each other like
snakes around a vine: to ignore them or to start from elsewhere would not
have been entirely possible. 'm not interested in a nostalgic look at this kind
of culturally mingled practice. Rather, the historical moment provides a
window on to the complex terrain of action created by the very diverse social
world of what are falsely seen as zones inhabited by one or another “people.”

Despite widespread recognition of Japanese expansionism in Asia,'®?
then, Africans and African Americans differentiated between Japanese colo-
nial ambition and that of Europeans. Du Bois put the case plainly: “Japan
is regarded by all colored peoples as their logical leader, as the one non-white
nation which has escaped forever the dominance and exploitation of the
white world. No matter what Japan does or how she does it, excuse leaps to
the lips of colored thinkers.”'** Expansionism in Asia was a fact, but Japan
uses the “same methods that white Europe has used, military power and
commercial exploitation.” The real difference, according to Du Bois, is this,
that Japan’s “program cannot be one based on race hate for the conquered,
since racially these latter are one with the Japanese and are recognized as
blood relatives. Their eventual assimilation, the accord of social equality to
them, will present no real problem.”'®> The admission of Japan as an ally,
however fraught, came side by side with a militant and informed reaction
from the African American masses. Not only did African Americans want
to go to help defend Ethiopia, but also on May 18,1936, several African Amer-
ican organizations led their members onto Harlem’s streets in response to
Italian atrocities in Addis Ababa, a testament to the depth of solidarity with
the Ethiopians.'®®

In May 1934, the YMCA on West 135" Street in New York City held a
meeting on the problem of Japanese expansionism. Dunje Omuru, a Japa-
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nese graduate student, claimed that Japan was “laying the foundation for the
rest of the darker races to get similar respect.” W. A. Domingo, the Jamaican
president of the Inter-racial Forum, and H. Wong, a Chinese member of the
Anti-Imperialist League, argued against Omuru, taking the view that “Japan
was not interested in human welfare but only in markets to sell cheap goods
and sources of raw materials.” Wong raised a pertinent question at the end
of his talk, “if Japan cannot deal squarely with the people in Korea and Man-
churia, which are near to her, who are their blood brothers, how can we ex-
pect them to be any better friends to colored people?”'¢” The contradictions
of racism penetrated communities of color, many people of which made an
attempt to slide under the radar of raciology whether through their associa-
tion with Aryanism or through their attempt to put themselves forward as
regional powers. Even as the Japanese government championed the “colored
races,” it was loath to being compared with Africans. In 1933, the Japanese
government lodged a formal protest against Nazi racism (“the government
and the people of Japan are highly indignant at Germany’s holding us infe-
rior”). “Even in the United States,” the Japanese Foreign Office noted, “Japa-
nese are not subjected to the same treatment as Negroes.”'*® Wong and Do-
mingo rightly critiqued the Japanese state for its complicity with racism, but
simultaneously Omuru was right that Japan was a symbol for the “colored
races,” a symbol despite xenophobia, and without, as Du Bois noted, “race
hate.”%

The “race state” of Europe predates fascism, but it is in the fascist state
that Europe brought the logic of racism to bear against its own population.
Outside Europe the forces of national liberation began to make themselves
felt, but on the terrain both of a nostalgic cosmopolitanism and a pragmatic
racialism. Cultural complexity had a value, but most of the national libera-
tionists saw it either as a benevolent relic of the past or else a pragmatic in-
strument well developed in the socialist tradition as internationalism. The
idea of complex fellowship was largely absent. Beside the nostalgic cosmo-
politanism (or socialist internationalism) sat a rather well-known racism,
which made itself manifest in the Ethiopian and Japanese nationalist idea of
culture. Resistance to racist imperialism came, then, both on the terrain of
racism and in opposition to it.

In Vasco’'s Wake

Despite the defeat of Nazism, racist thought is by now sedimented in our
social practice, five hundred years after Vasco da Gama took his turn around
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the Cape of Good Hope, a misnamed cape if there ever was one. Indeed,
when 1998 rolled around there was some talk about a celebration of the event
on the scale of the five hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s feat, but nei-
ther the revelry nor the protests matched the fervor of 1992. The festivity
around Columbus entered battles over the curriculum of the U.S. schools
and over the way in which the United States chooses to remember its founda-
tion in genocide. The irony was that Columbus never set foot in the United
States, but his Caribbean sojourn continues, in most quarters, to provide the
genesis for the history of this New World (far better to start one’s history
with discovery than with genocide, that is, if we set aside the millennia of
history made by native peoples before Columbus’s jaunt). All attention in
the 1990s, then, was on Columbus, this not so much to do with the declined
power of the Iberian Peninsula whose corroded imperial glory was less about
capitalism than the highest stage of feudalism. The emphasis on Columbus
had to do with the U.S. media and the hegemony of the U.S. state after the
decline of the USSR.

Da Gama’s commemoration was far less dramatic: an academic confer-
ence here and there, a few books on the man, and Expo-98 organized by the
Portuguese government. The Indian government refused to participate in
the events, and sporadic protests occurred across the coastline, from Goa to
Kerala. Da Gama’s biographer Sanjay Subrahmanyam quite correctly noted
that the comparison between da Gama and Columbus “is historically more
than a little problematic”; one cannot draw a straight line from da Gama
and the eighteenth century to call him the forerunner of colonialism, and
further, that da Gama “was probably opposed to the imperial ideology es-
poused by the Portuguese state in his own period.”'”® All this is perhaps true,
but nonetheless the entry of da Gama ushered in a dynamic whose fuel in
time would be the virulent racism that forms the warp and weft of our social
relations. Race is here to stay, it seems, with all its psychosocial and economic
violence. Columbus and da Gama operate as metaphors for how our world
entered modernity: by the genocide in the New World (Columbus) and by
the end to the cosmopolitanism of the Old World (da Gama).

Salman Rushdie wrote the best elegy for the old cosmopolitan world in
The Moor’s Last Sigh (1995). Moraes Zogoiby, known as the Moor, is born of
the da Gama-Zogoiby dynasty among the Jewish community of Cochin in
the state of Kerala. The cultural world of the Indian Ocean lives on in the
Moor’s consciousness, and it is this historical memory, and its practices, that
is under challenge from the fascistic politics of Raman Fielding (based on
the reactionary Shiv Sena leader in western India, Bal Thackerey). At the
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novel’s end, the Moor travels to Andalusia to visit his reprobate and reclusive
father, Vasco Miranda."”" As they climb the stairs of the father’s home, Vasco
tells his son the familiar joke about when the Lone Ranger and Tonto are
surrounded by hostile Native Americans. “We’re surrounded,” says the Lone
Ranger, and Tonto, ever the wit, replies, “What do you mean we, white man?”
The Moor digests this joke and then offers us what is perhaps his analysis of
the last sigh of cosmopolitanism in our world:
In a way I had been in Indian country all my life, learning to read its signs,
to follow its trails, rejoicing in its immensity, in its inexhaustible beauty,
struggling for territory, sending up smoke signals, beating its drums, push-
ing out its frontiers, making my way through its dangers, hoping to find
friends, fearing its cruelty, longing for its love. Not even an Indian was safe
in Indian country; not if he was the wrong sort of Indian, anyway—wear-
ing the wrong sort of head-dress, speaking the wrong language, dancing
the wrong dances, worshipping the wrong gods, travelling in the wrong
company. I wondered how considerate those warriors encircling the
masked man with the silver bullets would have been toward his fellow-
headed pal. In Indian country, there was no room for a man who didn’t
want to belong to a tribe, who dreamed of moving beyond; of peeling off
his skin and revealing his secret identity—the secret, that is, of the identity
of all men—of standing before the war-painted braves to unveil the flayed
and naked unity of the flesh.'”
The desire to go beyond skin does not necessarily mean to plunge oneself
into the socially impossible world of individuality. We are social beings who
make communities with an urgency, and it is a stern charge to make us take
refuge in the lonely world of oneself. What Rushdie seems to imply and what
this book takes as its central point is that human identity is constructed atop
the “flayed and naked unity of the flesh” and that the cultures we produce
are multifaceted and multivalent, that they borrow from as much as they
tend to disagree with each other. Racism attempts to occlude our cosmopoli-
tanism (of the songs in and out of our bones), and it often appropriates our
mild forms of xenophobia into its own virulent project. Difference among
peoples is something that we negotiate in our everyday interactions, asking
questions and being better informed of our mutual realities. To transform
difference into the body is an act of bad faith, a denial of our shared naked-
ness.



Chapter 2

The American Ideology

W.E.B. Du Bois proclaimed that the problem of the twentieth century
would be the problem of the color line.! Indeed, looking back at a century
of racist oppression, Du Bois could only have judged that the hundred years
ahead would mirror its past, and that the main fights for progressive forces
would be along the color line. In 1900 Pan-Africanist intellectuals gathered
in London to “encourage a feeling of unity and to facilitate friendly inter-
course among Africans in general; to promote and protect the interests of
all subjects claiming African descent.” It was at this gathering that Du Bois
first enunciated his dictum, in trepidation and with hope for the world to
come.

Anticolonialism in the entire oppressed world threw down a severe
challenge to colonial puissance, whether through countless acts of disorga-
nized resistance or through the sporadic organizations of anticolonialism.
The fights of the anticolonial and antiracist forces produced the social demo-
cratic agenda of the elite, whose concessions, whether of the Great Society
or the Scandinavian variety, came in response to the challenges from below.
Withdrawal of colonial rule in the 1940s and 1950s—India/Pakistan in 1947,
Indonesia in 1948, and Ghana in 1957—was met with a shift in strategy from
the captains of capitalism, who produced a phenomenon that the first presi-
dent of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah, was to quickly label “neocolonialism.”
“The essence of neocolonialism,” wrote Nkrumabh, “is that the State which
is subject to it is, in theory, independent and has all the outward trappings
of international sovereignty. In reality its economic system and thus its polit-
ical policy is directed from outside,” by which he meant by mainly U.S. and
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European finance capital.’ During the era of neocolonialism, the presence
of the USSR allowed the nascent “Third World” to lobby between the pow-
ers for the means of development. As the USSR collapsed in the 1990s, neo-
colonialism was replaced by the theory of neoliberalism in which freedom
came to mean liberty of the moneyed to act unburdened by notions of justice
and democracy.* Neoliberalism threatens us with the reproach of equality,
and forbids us to create organizational platforms based on our historical and
current oppression. To fight against racism is twisted into a racist act, for to
invoke race even in a progressive antiracist agenda is seen as divisive. The
same may be said of other oppressions: Did feminism produce a high divorce
rate, or didn’t sexism set the terms for the failure of companionate mar-
riages? Are people poor because of trade unions or because of the ravages
of profit?

The problem of the twenty-first century, then, is the problem of the
color blind. This problem is simple: it believes that to redress racism, we need
to not consider race in social practice, notably in the sphere of governmental
action. The state, we are told, must be above race. It must not actively dis-
criminate against people on the basis of race in its actions. At the dawn of
a new millennium, there is widespread satisfaction of the progress on the
“race problem”; this is so to some extent, but the compass of attacks against
blacks and Latinos remains routine. If we do not live by 1896’s Plessy v. Fergu-
son, we continue to live by its principle axiom—that “race” is a formal and
individual designation and not a historical and social one.® That is, we are
led to believe that racism is a prejudicial behavior of one party against an-
other rather than the coagulation of socioeconomic injustice against groups.
If the state acts without prejudice (that is, if it acts equally), then that is proof
of the end of racism. Unequal socioeconomic conditions of today, based as
they are on racisms of the past and of the present, are thereby rendered un-
touchable by the state. Color-blind justice privatizes inequality and racism,
and it removes itself from the project of redistributive and anti-racist justice.
This is the genteel racism of our new millennium.

In this chapter I propose to settle accounts with the two major theoreti-
cal and political approaches to racism. The first is that of the color blind, for
this is the dominant framework that stretches from neoconservatives to all
manner of liberals, and frequently includes people of all colors, many of
whom have “made it” (often at great odds, and with the immense effort of
families and friends—an effort that is generally ignored when their success
is touted). Cultural critic Michael Eric Dyson correctly notes Martin Luther
King Jr’s use of an argument “beyond race” in which he conceived of color
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blindness as “a crushing blow to the pigmented morality of white chauvin-
ists.”® While today King’s words (“content of their character” not “color of
their skin”) are used against antiracists, in his own day King deployed a kind
of color-blind argument to pledge a black humanity, forged in slavery, sur-
vival, and struggle, to the reconstruction of society, not the maintenance of
extant social relations. Against King, color blindness is generally used in our
day as a way to argue that things must remain the same, for the structural
features of racism cannot be touched by the manner in which contemporary
color blindness operates.

If color blindness occludes the stuctures and practices of actually ex-
isting racism, a kind of primordialism puts too much stake in race. Despite
all indications that race is not a phenomenon that can be gleaned in the
bloodstream,” but that it is a social institution, those who advocate a primor-
dialism see race both as people organized by the color of their skin and by
genetic predispositions. The most virulent practitioners of this line of argu-
ment are the militant and illiberal white supremacists, such as those who
congregate in the militia movement, the fascist brigades, the Ku Klux Klan,
and other such monstrous organizations. I limit my discussion of their posi-
tion here mainly because the arguments are well made elsewhere.?

Beyond the color blind and the primordial is the problem of multicul-
turalism. It is currently the most compelling framework for a supposed so-
cial justice movement, but as literary critic Stanley Fish puts it so clearly,

there is no justifiable principle for multiculturalism.®

Boutique multicul-
turalists” who like the faddishness of difference cannot be taken seriously,
since they reduce different ways of life to superficial tokens that they can
harness as style, but refuse to engage with those parts of difference with
which they disagree. In short, they want the fun, but not the fundamental-
ism. “Strong multiculturalists” claim to tolerate difference, but, often only if
what differs is a kind of “reasonable” difference (thereby joining ranks with
cultural browsers). Fish argues that since few people in the world live in ho-
mogeneous zones, it behooves us all to be multiculturalists. The tolerance
we practice should be based on a kind of “inspired adhoccery” where we
make decisions on the fly and not based on any regulated principles.’® I
admit there is something attractive about unregulated life, about existence
along the grain of the quotidian choices made by people. What is unclear
from Fish is whether there is any power for the regulation of the ethical
choices we make and the acts we commit in our everyday lives. 'm not keen
on alife governed by the anarchical production of morality by a free market.
My sense of “inspired adhoccery” is that a population galvanized by the
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struggle for social justice willfully creates principles of and institutions for
interaction and then mediates those principles through itself.
Multiculturalism is a principle for the regulation of social life from
above, one that can only fitfully find itself in the sorts of struggles that pro-
duce the values of interaction from below. A close engagement with the con-
cept of multiculturalism allows us to cultivate the category of the polycult-
ural, one that not only encourages the inherent complexity of cultures, but
that also stakes its claim to political, and delimited, claims rather than the
pretense of universal, and nonembodied, values. But more on that later.

The Color Blind

The moral and political weight of the civil rights movement forced a recalci-
trant U.S. government to offer some rights to disenfranchised sections of the
population. There was little hope, in 1965, that the United States government
would go beyond its own minimalist definition of “human rights” (as ha-
beas corpus) given its refusal to endorse the socioeconomic side of the UN’s
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948). When Martin Luther King
Jr. and others turned to the question of poverty (to launch the “poor peo-
ple’s movement”), they made a claim for a maximalist notion of “human
rights”—not just the right to civil liberties, but also to a home, to a job, to
education, and to dignity (articles 23—27 of the 1948 declaration). Instead of
taking on this more comprehensive demand, the civil rights movement was
offered a modest program for redressal: affirmative action and the fran-
chise.!' To deal with the theft of labor of people of certain “races” (in the
form of chattel slavery, and also debt peonage in agriculture, industry, and
service), the state proposed to make an effort to produce some measure of
equality. The state was forced to act on behalf of those for whom it had rarely
acted; it had to abjure its formal or ceremonial sense of distance from the
inequalities of society. Of course, the state is never neutral, since it either
absents itself when the powerful exercise their might or else it acts for them,
often seeming to be nothing more than a chamber of commerce. When the
Constitution enshrined the right to private property, it made inviolable the
basis of social inequality and, in fact, became the protector of the propertied
classes. Affirmative action, as an unobtrusive gesture, was the compromise
afforded by the propertied to end social unrest.

A generation before affirmative action was institutionalized, the United
States proposed to rebuild Europe (the Marshall Plan) and Japan (the occu-
pation from 1946—53) after World War II, yet there was to be no such provi-
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sion of funds to African and Asian states who crept out of the harrow of colo-
nialism. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank did
not provide funds to this new “Third World” with the same generosity of
spirit as the Marshall Plan had (the reconstruction of Japan was perhaps due
to guilt for Hiroshima and Nagasaki).!? The U.S. attitude to Africa, for in-
stance, was marked, on the one hand, by the 1961 assassination of the first
premier of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Patrice Lumumba, and,
on the other hand, by the use of new leader Mobuto Sese Seko for U.S. corpo-
rate ends. From 1961 to 1977, for example, U.S. firms invested $1 billion in
the excavation of raw materials as well as $500 million in commercial bank
loans toward the creation of infrastructure to facilitate export. Lest one
think that this money was for charitable purposes (a kind of international
“affirmative action”), the U.S. firms expropriated $2.9 billion between 1965
and 1975.12

If African Americans did not receive a domestic program of reparations
for the injustices of history, as well as for the production of a democratic
citizenry, Africa itself (and much of Asia and Latin America) was to be fur-
ther exploited. The denial of the socioeconomic rights of the formerly colo-
nized peoples was couched in various arguments about the Third World’s
excessive population (neo-Malthusianism), its retrogressive cultures and
lack of democracy (neo-Weberianism), and its unfortunate comparative dis-
advantage in economic terms (neoclassical economics). These are the cog-
nates of the claim that reparations for African Americans are “handouts” or
“charity” rather than the overdue bill for centuries of unpaid labor. While
domestic affirmative action and international aid became the mild forms of
redress offered by the U.S. government, it was not a concession that came
easily. Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan used their scholarly cre-
dentials and political access to question the policy from its inception. “Noth-
ing was more dramatic than the rise of this practice [of quotas] on the part
of the American government in the 1960s, at the very moment it was being
declared abhorrent and illegal”'* The message here was that if a concept is
by fiat made illegal, then it disappears: there is no need to act against it, just
ignore its impact on history. “The nation is by government action increas-
ingly divided into racial and ethnic categories with different origins,” Glazer
argued. “New lines of conflict are created by government action. New resent-
ments are created; new turf is to be protected; new angers arise; and one sees
them on both sides of the line.”!” Rather than seeing these conflicts as the
legacy of de jure racism, neo-conservatives like Glazer and Moynihan pro-
duced a discourse of de facto racism that blamed the state for inequities just
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as it tried to mend, perhaps quixotically, racist socioeconomic relations.
Within this line of thought, affirmative action, rather than racism, was to
bear the burden of social dysfunction. Thomas Sowell provided an early ex-
ample of a logic that has become all too familiar now: those who are assisted
by affirmative action are stigmatized by it.'® Racism did not stigmatize peo-
ple; affirmative action did.

If affirmative action and other state social redressal policies came under
fire from the neoconservatives, they drew upon race itself to buttress their
arsenal.’” “Let me be blunt,” Daniel Moynihan wrote in 1968, “if ethnic quo-
tas are to be imposed on American universities and similarly quasi-public
institutions, it is the Jew who will be almost driven out.”*® The role played
by the figure of the Jew in the 1960s was to be farcically adopted by the Asian
American from the 1980s onward. And we heard it spectacularly from Ron-
ald Reagan, who called Asians “our exemplars of hope and inspiration” (the
compliment was returned by an Asian, Dinesh D’Souza, who extolled the
rise of Reagan from an “ordinary man” into an “extraordinary leader”).*
The “Jew” and the “Asian American” provide a singularly useful way to at-
tack the problem of equity. Phrased in terms of “overrepresentation” and
“merit,” these minorities, it is argued by some, would be hurt by social engi-
neering since they are (1) already overrepresented in the professions and (2)
they would face quotas that would impinge on their métier. During a Heri-
tage Foundation event on affirmative action in the 1980s, Representative
Dana Rohrabacker (Rep-CA) had the bad taste to say that he used Asians as
“avehicle to show that America has made a mistake on affirmative action.”*
Asians are used in this instance, then, as a weapon against the most modest
form of redistribution devised by the state.

In the international arena, the proponents of neoliberal economic poli-
cies use the sometime success of the so-called East Asian tigers to undermine
the African, Latin American, and other Asian states’ claims to reassess the
terms of trade and debt policies (much of this enunciated in the now defunct
UN Commission on Trade and Development under the guidance of the Ar-
gentine economist Ratl Prebisch). A global amnesia forgets that the success
of the “tigers” was short-lived, produced in relatively small states (South Ko-
rea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore), and created not so much by deregu-
lation and the “free market,” but by strong state redistribution of land and
of price controls.?' Despite this well-documented history, there is a tendency
to assess the “tragedy of Africa” through the lens of helplessness (at worst)
and charity (at best), especially when compared to the “miracles of East
Asia.” The parallels with the domestic “model minority” stereotype are clear.
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In his Foreign Affairs essay “Social Capital and the Global Economy,” for ex-
ample, State Department social theorist Francis Fukuyama offers Asian
Americans and Asia as models of civic values. He berates African Americans
whose problems he believes are created by “single-parent families” and weak
“larger social groups” and Africa for its deficiency of “voluntary associations
outside kinship.”*? These are standard and inaccurate tropes both of Africa
and of African Americans.

Fukuyama’s view is not unusual, for the popular press tells us that Asian
Americans succeed “essentially without the benefit of affirmative action.”*
Most of us are familiar with the idea of the “model minority,” and indeed
there are several strong denunciations of the myth. What is not so clear is
the means by which this stereotype is used not just to uplift Asians, but
pointedly to demean blacks and Latinos.** “The black leadership has domi-
nated the discussion [on civil rights],” Ed Koch noted a few years ago. “The
Asian Americans, because all they ask for is to be treated equally, have not
played a part in the discussion.”* The implication is that blacks want special
treatment and believe themselves to be entitled to something more than
other Americans. This special and unfair treatment does not go without a
victim, we are told; Jerry Reynolds of the Center for Equal Opportunity ar-
gues that “any time racial preferences are used, there’s a victim. And in Cali-
fornia, the victim often has an Asian face.”? Stephen Nakashima, the Asian
community’s Ward Connerly, argued along this grain that “discrimination
in any form inflicts unjust injury upon its victims; the injury is no less be-
cause the person who, or the institution which, inflicts it purports to act
with good intention.”?” The argument was made most spectacularly, if rather
wantingly, by Bob Dole during his run for the presidency. On March 23,1996,
Dole gave a speech at the Little Saigon Shopping Mall in Orange County
to a mainly Republican Vietnamese audience. “We ought to do away with
preferences,” he said in his noncommittal style. “It ought to be based on
merit. This is America and it ought to be based on merit.”?® Following up
on the lines of Dole and others, we then heard from Susan Au Allen (head
of the Pan-Asian American Chamber of Commerce, whose most famous act
was to help scuttle the nomination of Bill Lam Lee to the Clinton justice
department). In a profile of her she claimed that

We are not asking for privileges. We don’t ask ourselves what this or that
bit of civil rights legislation will do for us. All we want is the chance to

work hard for our families, keep more of what we earn, and not have our
children kept out of good schools when their grades and test scores show

they should get in.?’
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Essentially the argument is that Asians are good citizens and hardworking;
they do not need state assistance. Blacks need state assistance; they must be
bad citizens and lazy. This is the chain of reason for the color blind.

There are many reasons why the argument of the color blind appeals to
some Asians.*® Beyond the idiosyncrasies of national origins, there are class
reasons for making common cause with the Right: the “leaders” of the com-
munity come from professional and merchant fractions of the elite and not
from the working-class segment. Therefore, while most Asian Americans
powerful enough to have their voices heard supported the end of affirmative
action in California, 61 percent of Asians voted to save it.*! For Asians who
enter the United States under the good graces of the 1965 Immigration Act,
few have a sufficient grasp of the civil rights struggle and its legacy. We have
eaten the fruits of the struggle, of the educational systems set in place in our
socialized societies (India, China, Vietnam, and Japan), and of the scrupu-
lous screening of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS). The
process of state-selection endows us with arrogance about “merit” and ability
without any historical acknowledgment of the forces that produced us.
“Asian Americans are inconvenienced, perhaps, but not hurt,” Emil Guil-
lermo puts it nicely. “If anything Asian Americans should be proud that the
system works, and that we more often than not can compete on merit. We
shouldn’t be dragged into the racially charged political debate as ‘victim-
ized overachievers. 7>

In order to combat the idea of the color-blind state policy, itself a divi-
sive instrument cloaked as unifying one, it’s important to offer an account
of the affirmative privilege obscured by the current arguments. Asian Ameri-
cans are in the spotlight in the battle over state-funded public schools. The
mission of public education is to alleviate gross inequities by the production
of skills in the general population. The Asian American is used as an instru-
ment to show how these schools discriminate against Asian Americans in
favor of blacks and Latinos, that Asian American merit is squandered on be-
half of the process of equity. In private schools, however, where Asian Ameri-
cans are discriminated against in favor of whites, there is no talk of the Asian
American. In fact, there is silence on the problem of affirmative privilege
and the disregard to merit when it comes to children of alumni (or legacy
admissions) and other such markers of privilege. If the merit argument is to
have any credence, then we should take it all the way and raze the edifice of
privilege. Instead, the Asian American is used to tear down public institu-
tions, while the discrimination of the private sector keeps affirmative privi-
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lege intact. This is part of the overall attempt to dismantle state institutions
and shift state funds from mass education to private education (vouchers,
and so forth).

Consistent struggle has raised the problem of discrimination on to the
U.S. agenda. In the 1980s, for example, the problem of quotas in private
schools did make a brief appearance. At Harvard University, for instance,
Asian Americans applicants had to get forty points more on the SATs than
white applicants got. Of those Asians who applied to Harvard, the college
accepted 13.3 percent; of white applicants, the college welcomed 17 percent.*
Some of this is because of the legacy system, by which 20 percent of Harvard’s
incoming class are children of alumni. Legacy, a system set up in the 1920s
to stem Jewish admissions into Ivy League colleges, allows colleges to affirm
privilege and to maintain the status quo. In 1992, Harvard admitted more
legacy students than black, Chicano, Native American, and Puerto Rican stu-
dents combined.** When the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth
Circuit upheld Hopwood v. State of Texas in 1996 to end affirmative action
in Texas, Representative Lon Burham put forward a quixotic bill in the Texas
legislature to outlaw legacy admissions. “There has been racially and class-
based discrimination that benefits upper-income white kids,” he said. “It
doesn’t take a lot of imagination to figure out this is what the schools are
doing.”* If racism secured certain preferences for whites in the past, then
these unjustly acquired benefits are preserved into the present through such
programs as legacy admissions (and then held in trust as these children se-
cure admission for their children, regardless of merit).*

Education is only one avenue to gauge affirmative privilege. J. Morgan
Kousser’s comprehensive book shows us how the arena of voting rights is
also encumbered by privileges of the past.”” The theft of the 2000 elections
in Florida confirms Kousser’s analysis, and should give us pause on the ques-
tion of a just franchise. George Lipsitz’s summary on the “possessive invest-
ment in whiteness” traces how housing discrimination (and the creation of
equity), transportation subsidies, corporate welfare, and other such parts of
the system of affirmative privilege act against people of color.® When the
U.S. House Progressive Caucus put forward HR 1278: Corporate Welfare Re-
duction Act in 1995, it called for the elimination of $800 billion in tax subsi-
dies to corporations.”® “At a time when the poor, the children, the elderly
and veterans are being asked to make sacrifices to help balance the federal
budget,” Representative Bernie Sanders (Ind-Vermont) argued, “those who
are most able to be self-sufficient should be the first in line. Americans can
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no longer afford to provide tens of billions of dollars in wealthfare to aug-
ment the quite adequate resources of corporations and wealthy individuals.”
The bill failed.

The rollback of social services within the United States is the domestic
variant of “neoliberalism,” the recomposition of capital to the interests of
large transnational firms and to those elites who live their lives by the logic
of the Dow Jones. There is little discussion of the expropriation of immense
values during the period of direct colonial rule nor is there any concern for
the sustained impoverishment of most of the world through the policy of
indebtedness. The collapse of so many national economies is not the result
of an inevitable process now known as globalization. Rather, it is partially
caused by a project that seeks to maintain certain regions of the world as
producers of less-valorized goods and services while others retain control
over advanced technology and financial markets.*® Public institutions that
seek to redress inequality are to be downsized in favor of private institutions
committed to the extraction of profit. The logical chain runs from the attack
on public education in the United States to the provision of agricultural sub-
sidies in India. However, the attack on the “public” is not consistent, since
the U.S. and German governments remain pledged to the provision of do-
mestic agrarian subsidies, just as they fight to end the same subsidies in the
Third World. If there is no policy consistency, there is a remarkable coher-
ence of interest—what enables the dollar and euro to maintain their fiscal
prominence seems to become “international” policy; the rupee and the bhat
are irrelevant.*! Color blindness as an international ideology neglects, in bad
faith, the production of inequality in our world by the manipulation of the
finance markets to benefit those who already have wealth. After all, it is an
axiom that those with wealth want to, at least, maintain, at best, enlarge,
their holdings: given this conservative approach to the world’s assets it
should be apparent why those with a large hold on the pie commit them-
selves to the political philosophy of the color blind. We are perhaps further

>«

from King’s “content of their character” message than we suspect.
Afro-Dalits of the Earth, Unite!

We are even further from that message when we walk the terrain of primor-
dialism. In 1993, the conservative thinker Joel Kotkin published Tribes: How
Race, Religion, and Identity Determine Success in the New Global Economy,
a well-received book in which, Kotkin argued, certain “tribes” drew upon
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their “vocation of uniqueness” to “shape the economic destiny of man-
kind.”*? There is something perverse about Kotkin’s use of the word tribe,
which generally refers to social formations held together by primordial ties
(aracist concept deployed by a colonial anthropology to manage and control
dissident populations).*® Kotkin chose five “global tribes” to exemplify dy-
namic social groups: Jewish financiers, British imperialists, Japanese corpo-
rate executives, Chinese investors, and Indian traders. Despite his own at-
tempt to downplay primordialism—“the global tribe has grown as much
through intimate contact with other civilizations as through any intrinsic
cultural superiority”—Kotkin’s book was reviewed as a manifesto for the
value of ethnic primordialness, at least for certain privileged communities.**
That there was no discussion of Africa in the book bespeaks Kotkin’s perver-
sity, because a series of events around the release of Tribes enabled the U.S.-
European media and politicians to revisit the trope of an inherently tribal
Africa: the crisis first in Somalia (1992—93), then in Rwanda and Burundi
(1994).*> The idea of “tribal conflicts” and “ethnic antagonisms” returned to
public discourse with a vengeance in the context not only of the trials in
Africa, but also to explain the collapse of social life in the former USSR and
Eastern Europe. The war in the Balkans and in Chechnya could be seen only
through the lens of enduring, even “ancient” divisions, not in terms of polit-
ical currents that shape the world today. The discourse of primordialism
could find only one way to manage divisions: to bomb or blackmail people
into submission so that they will accept states partitioned along tribal lines.
This is the “new military humanism” of our epoch, to make ethnicity the
basis of state management.*

In Kosovo, international agencies like the United Nations participated
actively in the manufacture of borders along the lines of ethnicity. Before
Kosovo, the UN was active in the retrieval of a spurious anthropological no-
tion of “indigeous people,” one deployed no doubt to deal with the ravages
of bourgeois state power, but nonetheless one that tends to treat certain
people as an ahistorical fetish.*” In the early 1980s the UN set up a Working
Group on Indigenous Populations that defined the indigenous in the follow-
ing way:

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which having a
historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that
developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other so-
cieties now prevailing in those territories or parts of them. They form at

present non-dominant sectors of society and are determined to preserve,
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develop and transmit to future generations their ancestral territories, and
their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence as peoples, in
accordance with their own cultural patterns, social institutions and legal
systems.*®
There is little that reccommends this definition. It is too general and it leaves
too much unsaid. When does “invasion” begin and what does it mean to
have “historical continuity”? Much of the interest in “invasion” refers to the
American conquista. The idea of a foreign entity entering and then claiming
aterritory is not applicable everywhere. And one wonders when the “indige-
nous” peoples become dominant do they cease to be “indigenous” (the word
present in the last sentence is also befuddling)? In the 1980s, the World Bank—
IMF got behind the idea of the indigenous populations, they created a devel-
opment agenda around the concept of the indigenous, and in 1993, the
United Nations celebrated the Year of the Indigenous People. The UN-IMF
notion of the indigenous people treats them in the same romantic vein as
the Noble Savage, without the capacity to make their own decisions in the
contradictions of the modern world. Oppressed peoples who live off land
that is increasingly being swept up in the onrush of agrobusiness and extrac-
tive industries face a multifaceted challenge, not one that can be grasped
within the one-dimensional idea of the indigenous. This kind of institution-
alized idealization has a long history in Europe and the United States. French
anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss is prosaic on this in his interview with
Didier Eribon: “I'm not interested in people as much as beliefs, customs and
institutions. So I defend the small populations who wish to remain faithful
to their traditional way of life, away from the conflicts that are dividing the
modern world.”*® Where Lévi-Strauss is able to see this isolation, ensconced
as he is in the comfort of the Left Bank, defeats me; his friends from Brazil
such as the Guarani-Kaiow4, a people from the state of Mato Grosso do Sul,
suffer and struggle against capitalist agriculture, a reality that they cannot
isolate themselves from in a fanciful way. The romance of the “indigenous”
treats them as if they are trapped in the local while the rest of the world (us)
is seen as footloose in the global.*® If intellectuals once saw the working class
as the liberation of humanity, many now turned opportunistically to the
“indigenous people,” and several began to write histories with the “indige-
nous” as its subject.”

In the maw of the “indigenous” appears the Afro-Dalit thesis. Dalits
(literally, “broken-people” or the oppressed) are those Indian people who
Hindu supremacy once called “untouchables” (achut) and who now call
themselves Dalits to underscore the social relations of their oppression. In
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response to the degradation of the ecological landscape of the world by capi-
talism, several Afrocentric and Dalitcentric scholars argue that an originary
(or indigenous) Afro-Dalit people must come together and throw off the
yoke of Aryan-Caucasian domination. For them the specificity of capital’s
power is neglected in favor of a reversal of the white supremacist fantasy. In
April 1999, noted Afrocentric scholar Runoko Rashidi traveled to India as a
guide to a group of African Americans who wished to see “India Through
African Eyes.” At the Trivandrum (Kerala) airport, shouts of “Free Mumia
Abu-Jamal” greeted the tourists and at a program at Bhubaneswar (Orissa),
the Indian moderator read from Claude McKay’s If We Must Die, revealing
gestures of a longstanding Afro-Asian solidarity.” The year before, Rashidi
told an Indian audience that he travels to India “to help establish a bond
between the Black people of America and the Dalits, the Black Untouchables
of India,” a tie that “will never be broken.” Rashidi’s use of the translated
term Black Untouchables of India refers to a book, published in 1979 in India
and reprinted in 1995 by Clarity Press in Atlanta, Dalit: The Black Untouch-
ables of India. The author of this book, V. T. Rajshekar was one of Rashidi’s
hosts during the 1999 trip and is the editor of Dalit Voice, whose pages have
welcomed African American scholars for at least a decade. On December 5,
1999, Rajshekhar’s Bharatiya Dalit Sahitya Akademy (Indian Dalit Literary
Academy) bestowed upon Rashidi the Dr. Ambedkar International Award.>
“Dalits were the original inhabitants of India and resemble Africans in phys-
ical features,” Rajshekar wrote in his book. “It is said that India and Africa
was one land mass until separated by the ocean. So both the Africans and
the Indian Untouchables and tribals had common ancestors.”* The search
for a primordial unity toward social struggle against racism is not, as we’ve
seen, at all uncommon these days.

Rajshekar and Rashidi are part of a scholarly tradition that breaks the
narrow confines of area studies to seek connections among peoples who fall
outside the continental divides that otherwise dominate the academy, seek-
ing to find links between places and peoples who are separated in the world
by flimsy boundaries, but whose destinies are parceled by intricate mazes
and corridors of disciplines and departments. Afrocentric and Dalitcentric
scholars, many of whom rise from unprivileged social locations, enliven a
tradition of autodidactic scholarship that has ceased to be as socially impor-
tant as it once was, but whose reach is by no means small. For one, many of
these scholars cultivate readership through the new media, often with their
own journals, magazines, printing presses, and the Internet. And, both the
Afrocentric and the Dalitcentric traditions illuminate the ambiguity of na-
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tionalism, as they are at once a narrow involuted approach to social groups,
and, importantly, “a utopian narrative—a rallying cry, an expression of desire
.. .anarticulation explaining what is good and beautiful, as style,” what his-
torian Wilson Moses names, for example, “Afrotopia.”>> Without a doubt
there is much to criticize in the virulent and offensive work of scholars like
Leonard Jeffries. However, there is much within Molefi K. Asante’s 1987 man-
ifesto The Afrocentric Idea, notably the desire to seek out a philosophical
account of African history thatis not bound entirely by the ethnocentric and
Eurotropic paradigm of so much historical work.*®

At base, Afrocentric and Dalitcentric scholars make a biological claim
that Africans and Dalits are one people, that Dalits indeed are Africans who
emigrated to India in ancient times. Recorded Indian history begins with
the Harappan civilization (dated 3000 B.c.E.) which was a set of highly devel-
oped cities in the Indus valley in what is today’s Pakistani and Indian Punjab
and Kashmir. “The founders of the Harappan civilization,” Rashidi writes,
“were Black. This is verifiable through the available physical evidence, in-
cluding skeletal remains, eyewitness accounts preserved in the Rig-Veda.””’
The Harappan cities disappeared from the historical record thousands of
years ago, and they were only serendipitously rediscovered in 1922 when the
British tried to drive a railway through northwestern Punjab. The cities of
Harappa, therefore, do not have an unbroken tie with the present and the
script of the time remains undeciphered (there are, also, no “eyewitness ac-
counts”). Only a few clues facilitate a reconstruction of Harappan life, and
all attempts to do so fall short of the kind of decisive claims made by Rashidi
and others.

Harappa, since its discovery, has become the hub of all kinds of political
claims: Dalit activists in the 1920s argued that Harappa was evidence of a
Dalit civilization, that the Aryans (the word they used to delineate their caste
oppressors) were as foreign as the British, and that both the British and the
Aryans must forthwith depart—if not in person, then certainly they must
relinquish their hold over wealth.?® In recent years, Hindu fundamentalists
and their U.S. allies have argued that Harappa is the home of an ancient
Aryan efflorescence (and, consequently, that the only foreigners in India are
Muslims).*® As well, there are some white supermacist scholars who want to
claim Harappa for the patrimony of Greek civilization, since, they hold that
all that is worthwhile in world history must have descended from the white
race. Afrocentrists and Aryanists share an obsession to harvest the world’s
cultural wealth into their own camps. Afrocentrist historians, such as Wayne
Chandler and C. A. Winters, undo their own scholarly judgment when they
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claim that not only were the first inhabitants of India black, but that all origi-
nality in Indian theory and practice, such as Jainism, Buddhism, and Patan-
jali’s yoga, came instead from Ethiopia.® Each of these approaches is as lim-
ited as the other, for none of them recognizes the very small evidential base
available from Harappa (since its script is as yet undeciphered and there is
only so much that one can read from the bones), nor do they distinguish
between cultural connection and cultural origins, whatever that means.®!

What is astonishing is the extent to which Afrocentric and Dalitcentric
scholars rely upon outdated scientific notions of race. Both sets of scholars
are joined in their determination to assert that the peoples of ancient India
were black. By black, they refer to epidermal and cranial terms set by Euro-
pean ethnologists (Chandler refers to the Harappans as “Negritos” and Ras-
hidi weighs in with “Africoid Dravidians”).®? If Dravidians or Dalits (a slip-
page that is not historically tenable, since the former refers to a linguistic
group and the latter to a sociopolitical entity) are black, Rashidi argues that
the Aryans are white, and that the Aryans invaded the Dravidian-African
civilization creating the caste system “with a cold-blooded racist logic with
Whites on the top, mixed races in the middle and the mass of conquered
Blacks at the bottom.”®* Rashidi, and many scholars of his ilk, know that they
are in bad faith when they rely so strongly on epidermal determinism to sus-
tain their argument. During his 1999 trip, Rashidi reported that “in Orissa
I saw and photographed the blackest human beings I’ve ever seen. In fact, it
was my impression that the blackest people were here most highly esteemed
and considered better than the others who were not so dark!” The enthusi-
asm for epidermal determinism occurs despite Rajshekhar’s early warning
that “in India, it is no longer easy to distinguish a touchable from an Un-
touchable, especially for foreigners (unlike in the U.S. where the difference
between skin colors is more pronounced).”®* Whether it was ever possible
to tell caste by skin color is a question for debate, but certainly to make such
judgments now is rather impossible. Indeed, in an interview with me in 1999,
Rashidi conceded that “I feel bad about it. I think I oversimplified the situa-
tion of Dalits to make it palatable to a [U.S.] Black constituency. I gave the
impression that Dalits are Black people.” Nevertheless, he argued that “I
think large sections of Dalits would be seen as Black people if they lived any-
where else.”®

What Rashidi’s sentiment about “being seen as Black” refers to is not
the science of race but to racism: in most cases those who appear dark are
seen as black despite their skin color, and in antiracist movements until the
1980s black was used as a decidedly political color, illustrated by Stokely Car-
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michael’s remark that Fidel Castro was “one of the blackest men in Amer-
ica.”®® Black once meant those within Europe and the United States whose
labor was valued, but whose lives were disregarded by a buoyant racism.
During the long night of Thatcherism, black would be reduced to refer to
those whom a racist science once called “Negroes” rather than referring as
it also had to those who hailed from the Indian subcontinent (and those who
come from Africa, such as many Asians in the UK who came from Kenya and
Uganda as well). Black is now not so much a term of solidarity with those
subjugated by imperialism as a term to unite those of “African ancestry”
(and, perhaps, those who claim aboriginality or indigenousness).”” When
the Kenyan and Ugandan governments decided to expel their citizens of
Asian (mainly Indian) descent in the late 1960s and early 1970s, they assumed
that such people were “foreign” (even though many came from families that
had made eastern Africa their home for generations®®). The Ugandans went
one step further, expelling Kenyan workers whom they saw as equally for-
eign. No one noticed their plight, however, because “they were few in num-
ber and [they] came from a neighbouring African country” and they “were
solely working-class.”®®

Idi Amin saw the Asians and the Kenyans alike as nationalist threats.
But when we look back at the tragedy of Amin’s Uganda, we see only the
Asian refugees, since the racialized lens refused to focus on ostensibly black
African Kenyans who had to cross the border to lands some of them had
never seen before. During the expulsions, a meeting was held at Makerere
University in Kampala, one of the most renowned colleges in eastern Africa.
Several students argued against the expulsion with the statement that “ex-
ploitation bears no particular colour.” Echoing Stokely Carmichael on Cas-
tro, they noted that many “African” businessmen might quite easily be la-
beled as “black Asians.””® For these young students the captains of capitalism
did not belong to their community even if they tried to make common cause
on the basis of race. The students turned color on its head and named their
political allies black for the duration of the fight. Black, for them, was a polit-
ical color.”!

For political purposes, it is valuable for elites to deploy racial terms,
since these offer easy terrains for mobilization, and they do not challenge
the status quo in any substantial way. Frantz Fanon cannily called this use
of race “vulgar tribalism” (the urge for an imitative bourgeoisie to dominate
its own nationality), which Randall Robinson of TransAfrica recently re-
named the “Vernon Jordon Disease.””? This is the framework from which to
understand Louis Farrakhan’s historical meeting with Republican execu-
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tives at Boca Raton, Florida, in 1997, and the Dalit-led Bahujan Samaj Party’s
temporary alliance with the formation of Hindu Supremacy, the Bharatiya
Janata Party in 1995.7* Despite these political ties with what would seem to be
the opposition, Afro-Dalit scholars continue to call for a black (Harappan-
Dalit-African) alliance against international Aryans.” The simplified world
of U.S. racism (black-white) is used to create a political theory for a global
movement, even when such a dichotomy yields few progressive benefits
within the United States. (Can a wide enough coalition be built on its basis,
and do the organizations of separatism have a political vision that enables
something larger than the creation of pockets of influence?) It is perhaps at
this point that one can understand the defensive approach toward authen-
ticity, for there is a current within progressive antiracists that fights for re-
sources on that ground rather than in terms of demographic representation
or of moral redress. But authenticity as a claim is a trap that it is all the better
to avoid.”

Darkness of skin provided the basis for Atlantic servitude and colonial-
ism, but it does not itself provide any indication of political solidarity. There
are many people dark of skin whose ancestors worked to promote slavery
and who remain complicitious with the bondage of multinational capital-
ism. To celebrate skin color (Black is Beautiful) is one thing; to make political
and historical claims on the basis of skin color is another. In the 1940s the
Dalit leader B. R. Ambedkar argued against the claim of primordialism and
urged Dalits to seek political communion in opposition to “the legal system
of pains and penalties to which they have been subjected.””® At a social level,
poet and activist Pauli Murray recounted the experiences of many African
Americans who hoped that the badge of color would be sufficient to forge
relationships in Africa, but explained that in the end “the poignant reality
is that a dark skin does not automatically qualify one to fit into the African
environment.” Murray had in mind the rigors of life in the oppressed parts
of the world, which are far from easy for those reared in the U.S. middle class,
but she also stressed the common cultural codes and practices that draw all
Americans, regardless of color, to “discover their kinship, feel outsiders to-
gether.””” To disregard the many fissures along the lines of race and to mis-
read the cultural forms that intertwine people despite Jim Crow and its leg-
acy is to revert to a racist idea of culture and of social being.

David Chioni Moore, in a fine analysis of Langston Hughes’s trip to So-
viet Central Asia, notes that Hughes developed an “afro-planetary vision.”
This vision seeks linkage “based not on biology but on ‘experience, experi-
ence that is not internal but rather contrapuntal, and that does not result
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from an a priori colored skin but that rather causes color ‘consciousness.””®

Can we put Hughes’s vision at the center of our work and take up the chal-
lenge to think about the experience of race in a dialectical fashion rather than
in the one-dimensional way of both the color blind (ignore race) and the
Afro-Dalit (race as biology) theory? The historical record allows us to recon-
sider the relationship between African Americans and Dalits outside raciol-
ogy, in terms of the experience of struggle against forms of chattel slavery
and debt peonage.” Faced with the rising of the Dalits in the Punjab, an
American missionary wrote that the landowners “dread the loss of their own
power and influence over [the Dalit landless workers], they have very much
the same feeling as that which one may suppose animated the slave holder
in America at the prospect of the liberation of the negro.”® A few years after
this obscure report, the oppressed caste leader Jyotibai Phule dedicated his
1873 treatise Gulamgiri [“Slavery”] to the “good people of the United States.
As a token of admiration for their sublime disinterested and self-sacrificing
devotion. In the course of Negro slavery; and with an earnest desire that my
countrymen may take their noble example as their guide in the emancipa-
tion of their Sudra Brethren from the trammels of Brahmin thralldom.”®!
Within the United States, the documented connections between Dalits
and African Americans are not available until the early twentieth century.
In 1934, Du Bois’s The Crisis ran an extract from Gandhi’s autobiography
where the Indlian leader wrote about being refused a haircut by a white
South African barber. Gandhi did not get self-righteous about the refusal,
but he took a lesson from white supremacy for the treatment of Dalits by
Brahmanic supremacy.
There was every chance of the [white] barber losing his custom if he cut
black men’s hair. We do not allow our barbers to serve our untouchable
brethren. I got the reward of it in South Africa, not once, but many a time,
and the conviction that it is the punishment for our own sins has saved me
from being angry.®
Gandhi’s subtle, and often ambigious, critique of white and Brahmin su-
premacy led to some difficulties in the African American press. When he was
challenged on some statements on intermarriage, Gandhi sent an exclusive
letter to the Baltimore Afro-American which ran under the headline, “GaN-
DHI HITS U.S. BAR.” Striking out against caste and untouchability, Gandhi
pointedly said that the “prohibition of marriage between colored people and
white people I hold to be a negation of civilization.”®’> Gandhi’s message was
not unusual, for the commentary of solidarity had flowed between India and
African America since the late 1910s. A friend of Du Bois and Marcus Garvey
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as well as resident in the United States during his time of exile for “terror-
ism,” Lajpat Rai wrote extensively about Jim Crow in his Unhappy India
(1928) to counter the discussion of untouchability in Katherine Mayo’s im-
perialist Mother India (1928). Lajpat Rai knew the terrain of U.S. racism well
and argued that the United States had a “severer form of untouchability than
in India,” since “even today the untouchables of India are neither lynched
nor treated so brutally as the Negroes in the United States are.”®* Despite
Lajpat Rai’s unnecessary denial of all violence against Dalits in India, the
provocative statements drew a slew of commentary in the African Ameri-
can press. The conservative African American columnist George Schuyler
pointed out, for example, that “the social and economic position of [African
Americans] are somewhat similar and in some respects identical” to those
of the Dalits.*

In 1935, Dr. Howard Thurman wrote that as an African American, he
could “enter directly into informal understanding of the psychological cli-
mate” of the Dalits and that African Americans and Dalits “do not differ in
principle and in inner pain.”® When Martin Luther King Jr. went to India
in 1959, he investigated the exploitation of Dalits, as well as the means taken
by the Indian Republic to ameliorate the effects of Suvarna, or Brahmin
supremacy.

We were surprised and delighted to see that India has made greater prog-
ress in the fight against caste untouchability than we have made here in
our country against race segregation. Both nations have federal laws
against discrimination (acknowledging, of course, that the decision of
our Supreme Court is the law of our land). But after this has been said,
we must recognize that there are great differences between what India has
done and what we have done on a problem that is very similar. The leaders
of India have placed their moral power behind their law. From the Prime
Minister down to the village councilmen, everybody declares publicly that
untouchability is wrong. But in the United States some of our highest
officials decline to render a moral judgment on segregation and some from
the South publicly boast of their determination to maintain segregation.
This would be unthinkable in India.*”
While King clearly exaggerates, he draws upon the commonality of condi-
tion to seek a solidarity of ideology.

There are many among the scholars of the Afro-Dalit encounter who
also wish to seek parallels and notillusionary bloodlines. Dr. Y. N. Kly, senior
member of the African American nongovernmental organization Interna-
tional Human Rights for American Minorities, notes that “when we consider
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the nature of the suffering endured by the Dalits, it is the African American
parallel of enslavement, apartheid and forced assimilation that comes to
mind.” Furthermore, when African Americans read of the Dalit situation, it
“may help to demystify the system of minority-majority relations enforced
by the Anglo-American ruling class upon the African American minority,”
and it may help undo the “notion of the uniqueness of the African American
problem.”®® In short, the comparison of an oppressed Indian to an oppressed
American offers a decisive thrust at American notions of exceptionalism, and
hope for a new solidarity. It is these ideas of political unity and cultural inter-
connection that bring us to the concept of the polycultural.

Polyculturalism

With your liberal minds, you patronise our culture
Scanning the surface like vultures

With your tourist mentality, we’re still the natives
You’re multicultural, but we’re anti-racist.

We ain’t ethnic, exotic or eclectic.®

In 1690, the English East India Company founded the city of Calcutta atop
three villages on the banks of the Hugli River. In a few decades, the city be-
came the heart of the English trade in the region, and from the mid-1700s
the English adopted it as their capital of India. Being a commercial hub, this
colonial city drew in a population that does homage to the cosmopolitan
Indian Ocean world: all manner of Bengali speakers flocked from the coun-
tryside and provincial towns to the city, as did those who spoke the various
languages that would be called Hindustani (workers from along the lazy
bend of the Ganges all the way to its entry into the plains from the Himala-
yas). In addition, Calcutta was host to a Jewish community (whose first resi-
dent in August 1798 was the Aleppo-born and Baghdad-raised Shalom ben
Aharon den Obadiah Ha-Kohen), to an Armenian community (whose first
wooden chapel was erected in 1707 in Old China Bazar Street, named for the
Bengal-China trade), to a Chinese community (whose pioneer Yong Atchew
came to the city in 1780), to a Parsi or Zoroastrian community (forged by
the arrival of Dadabhoy Behramji Banaji from Surat in 1767), and finally a
wide variety of Europeans (including those born of the congress of Euro-
peans and Indians, whose descendants are now called Anglo-Indian).*

In Calcutta’s early years, the English lived alongside the other commu-
nities, but by 1742 they reinforced the palisades around their primary settle-
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ment and retreated. Captain Alexander Hamilton recorded that the “White
Town,” their racist citadel, rose “like about a baronial castle in medieval
times.””! The English attempted to erect a bifurcated city, like those of the
Atlantic world. And yet Calcutta retained within it the contradictory and
complex tenor of the Indian Ocean world. “Black Town” composed as it was
of so many immigrants and cultural traditions reflected the heterogeneity
of social life. And in fact there is some evidence that people of “Black Town”
saw their lot as a shared one built as much around class as the construction
of race. From the proverbs of the day, we get such gems as Companir latgiri,
parey dhaney poddari (“Usurping the wealth of others, the Company’s ser-
vants have become aristocrats”), which tell us something of the pretensions
of that commercial section of “Black Town” that were able to buy some dig-
nity from the East India Company.”

Two centuries later when the consistent struggle by the organized and
disorganized Indian national movement removed the English from India,
the new national government had to manage or nurse the wealth of social
and cultural difference. Bitter riots between social groups in 1946—47 dis-
turbed the Indian people’s jubilant entry into freedom. In the aftermath of
the riots and the formation of the Indian republic, the leaders devised a for-
mula to manage social difference, “unity in diversity.” In 1948, the victorious
Indonesia people, faced with a similar welter of difference, chose the same
recipe, Bhinneka Tunggal Tka (“unity in diversity”).

These states implicitly recognized the contradictions of social iden-
tity foisted upon the democratic nation-state, which on the one hand pro-
claimed the horizontal equality of its citizens and yet realized that each ab-
stract individual was also the ensemble of extant social relations (based on
a variety of social fractures). Karl Marx in an early essay entitled “On the
Jewish Question” argues that the democratic state does not deal with, or
emancipate itself from, religion (and, consequentially other social identi-
ties), but instead it stands apart from the mess of civil society and cultivates
its own narrow domain of the universal.

Far from abolishing these real distinctions [of civil society, such as pov-
erty, religious differentiation, race, and so forth], the State only exists on
the presupposition of their existence; it feels itself to be a political state and
asserts its universality only in opposition to these elements of its being.*?

Since the state deems the differences within civil society as “nonpoliti-
cal distinctions,” it is able to arrogate for itself the role of being above those
very distinctions. The formal democratic state can then manage difference
with such strategies as “unity in diversity,” or, much later, in the United
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States, as multiculturalism. The state does not emancipate people from dis-
tinctions (or undermine the power embedded in certain social locations),
but it emancipates itself from them. In addition, the state draws on cultural
traditions that form part of the terrain of those distinctions among its peo-
ples. After all, the cultural form of the German state under critique by Marx
came from, among others, a Christian heritage and the “so-called Christian
State has a political attitude to religion and a religious attitude to politics.”*
The overall cultural framework of the state privileges certain social elites
whose location is not disrupted by the management strategies such as “unity
in diversity,” given as it is to protect the cultural heritage of each social group
(all of which are treated equally despite the fact of a socio-economic hier-
archy of distinction). What, then, begins as part of an anticolonial project
devolves into the state logic of management of difference.

From its birth as a republic, the United States adopted a slightly different
strategy to manage difference. The state’s motto is e pluribus unum (out of
many, one). Its general attitude toward difference has been that it must be
melted and remolded into the identity of the mythic universal American,
one who is forged in the smithy of certain constitutional values and a prod-
uct of the vast geographical spaces open to settlement by sturdy pioneers. In
the ports, and later on Ellis Island, the state’s managers expected that all “Old
World” social identities perforce must be confiscated so that the immigrants
could then and still today reinvent themselves as Americans. This story belies
the massacre of the Amerindians, whose stolen lands became the wide-open
spaces of the yeomen and pioneer women, as well of those enslaved Africans,
who by the eighteenth century found their bodies reduced to a fraction of
humanity. Yet the icon of the assimilable immigrant persists, held up as a
model for all residents—new, old, or enslaved—and to all peoples of the
world who are to marvel at this unique experiment in social relations. The
fact, however, is that the United States is not exceptional in any regard, be-
cause people have always been on the move, emigrating and immigrating in
search of better circumstances. The world is made up of people, ideas, flora
and fauna that have traveled remarkable distances. The history of the coun-
tries in South America mirrors that of the United States, since they too com-
prised European colonies whose new residents massacred most of the earlier
populations, fought wars of national independence against Europe (José San
Martin and Simon Bolivar stand in for George Washington), and have since
created various means to manage their cultural and political differences.*

The former USSR and the People’s Republic of China (PRC), as well as
most socialist and social-democratic states, adopted the Marxist theory of
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nationalities to produce tangible ways to both create platforms for unity (a
federation) and institutions to protect less powerful nationalities from those
that are more integrated into federal power. India’s theory of “unity in diver-
sity,” for example, allowed for the establishment of linguistic states. Such
measures meant Bengali speakers could continue to develop their cultural
heritage without being swamped by the power of a state wedded to Hindi
and English (although this framework to deal with difference itself does not
protect cultural forms, for it requires vigilant social movements and the dis-
ruption of social institutions). Finally, there are many states, such as Switzer-
land, that ideologically claim to be homogeneous (a assertion belied by a
casual glance at their history) in order to create a racist barrier against immi-
gration. The United States, then, is hardly an exception in terms of diversity
and its theory of multiculturalism is not unusual in a world that produces
similar resolutions to cultural matters.

Slavery codes and later Jim Crow legislation allowed the United States
to delay its engagement with the problem of social diversity. The institutions
of slavery and of segregation meant that people of color remained outside
the ken of white “society,” and entered only as labor or as spectacle. The civil
rights movement destroyed the negative peace of Jim Crow America and
forced the state to come to terms with its segregated society. In the aftermath
of the civil rights movement, students of color fought against the assump-
tion that American culture can be entirely grasped by a study of European-
ized high cultural artifacts. For many there was an active discomfort with
the notion that U.S. history was the tale of various presidents and their cote-
rie. As colonial structures fell around the world such demands came to the
fore in the famous student rebellions from Mexico City to Paris, from Berke-
ley to Lahore, all in 1968.%° In that year students in San Francisco went on
strike and demanded a new look at what was called culture in the United
States. This wide-ranging directive led to the formation of the first ethnic
studies program at San Francisco State College, which today includes the
programs of black studies, La Raza studies, American Indian studies and
Asian American studies.”” Notwithstanding that ethnic studies is today still
quite marginal, the program was to be the irritant in the side of a complacent
academy and a society pledged to avoid the challenges of historical difference
for the shibboleths of assimilation. The opening afforded by the U.S. state’s
slow acceptance of diversity allowed immigrants and oppressed peoples to
not only hold on to cultural elements from their homeland (and bred into
their bones) but to express and even exaggerate those cultural traits hitherto
denigrated as being inferior. This desire to confront the cultural injury of

[ 59



60 ] Everybody Was Kung Fu Fighting

white supremacy with the salve of a plural heritage is the very best of multi-
culturalism.

Critics of this cultural nationalism in the United States very early saw
the failure of its strategy as well as its links to a state-centered management
of difference. Linda Harrison, a member of the Black Panther Party in east
Oakland, noted in 1969 that “the power structure, after the mandatory strug-
gle, condones and even welcomes the new-found pride which it uses to sell
every product under the sun. It worships and condones anything that is
harmless and presents no challenge to the existing order. Even its top repre-
sentatives welcome it and turn it into ‘Black Capitalism” and related phe-
nomenon.” The idea of “Black Capitalism” evokes, for Harrison, the figure
of a consumer buying black goods at overcharged prices, “on the way to and
from the shopping and spending they are still observing the oppression and
exploitation of their people—in different clothes.”®® Indeed, U.S. capital,
under pressure from the oil shock of 1967—73, of the militant rank-and-file
worker struggle, and of a crisis of overproduction, sought to open up mar-
kets hitherto ignored, particularly among consumers of color.”” When the
U.S. post office created its Zone Improvement Plan and introduced the zip
code in 1963, advertisers and other firms had a way to identify and utilize
segregated space to target social groups and to cultivate tastes.'® Blacks,
Asians, Amerindians, Latinos, and others came to find capital interested in
them (or at least a small fraction of those among them with disposable in-
come), as African American consumers, Asian consumers, Amerindian con-
sumers, Latino consumers, as “image tribes.”!%!

Always alert to the prospects of profit before anything else, major capi-
talist firms developed a strategy in the late 1960s to bend the Group of 77
nations from their attempts to garner cartels over oil, bauxite, tin, and other
raw materials (as well as agricultural commodities): the African Develop-
ment Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank, and the Asian Develop-
ment Bank, all were created in Filipino sociologist Walden Bello’s studied
words, to guarantee “northern hegemony by allocating influence according
to the size of capital subscriptions, not membership.” So, the United States,
with its junior partner western Europe, was able to leverage control over
the economies of the Third World (that in the 1950s had attempted to create
the Special United Nations Fund for Development [SUNFED], an alterna-
tive, social-democratic development agency).'> Multicultural development
proffered loans to capital-starved nations with the provision that they then
hire U.S. and European firms to do the tasks once done by domestic firms,
via import-substitution schemes.'> Here we see the operation of multicul-
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turalism as a business strategy on a global scale. Angela Davis is right, there-
fore, to argue that multiculturalism “can easily become a way to guarantee
that these differences and diversities are retained superficially while becom-
ing homogenized and harmonized politically, especially along the axes of
class, gender, and sexuality.”'** The calculated Republican convention of
2000 and the cabinet of George W. Bush offer a window into multicultural
reaction, where the diversity of faces is used as a cover for an essentially racist
project. The party of Lincoln (Continentals), as critic Michael Eric Dyson
put it, places blacks in symbolic positions and “that symbolism will more
than likely be used to cover policies that harm the overwhelming majority
of black Americans.”'®> Multicultural imperialism offers an allowance for so-
called local cultures to remain intact as long as the cultural forms are those
that facilitate consumerism. Just as the state’s discourse of democracy and
citizenship fails to grasp its implication in extant social differentiation (as
pointed out by Marx), so too does the multinational corporation’s discourse
on consumerism fail to grasp its role in the affirmation of “persisting, un-
equal power relations” which it represents (via the idea of an abstract con-
sumer) as “equal differences.”!%

In its crudest rendition then, multiculturalism adopts an idea of culture
wherein culture is bounded into authentic zones with pure histories that
need to be accorded a grudging dignity by policies of diversity. In his work
The Ticklish Subject, critic Slavoj Zizek calls this attitude “racism with a dis-
tance,” since the benevolent multiculturalist treats the concept of culture as
a homogeneous and ahistorical thing that can be appreciated, but that re-
mains far outside the enclosed ambit of one’s own cultural box.'*” To retain
this distance and this sense of a self-enclosed culture is to pretend that our
histories are not already overlapping, that the borders of our cultures are not
porous. This “racism with a distance” forgets our mulatto history, the long
waves of linkage that tie people together in ways we tend to forget. Can we,
for example, think of “Indian” food (that imputed essence of the Indian sub-
continent) without the tomato, that first fruit harvested by the Mayans, and
a base for most curries? Are not the Maya, then, part of contemporary “In-
dian” culture? Is this desire for cultural discreteness part of the bourgeois
nationalist and diasporic nostalgia for authenticity? Literary critic R. Radha-
krishnan asks if the search for authenticity is

a spontaneous self-affirming act, or if authenticity is nothing but a para-
noid reaction to the “naturalness” of dominant groups. Why should
“black” be authentic when “white” is hardly ever seen as a color, let alone

pressured to demonstrate its authenticity.'*
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Is the desire for authenticity a mangled response to the triumphantalism of
a corporate and racist culture thinly disguised as American culture? While
all cultural forms are under pressure from capitalism, those “of color” feel
a special lack of worth, given the national, and racist, origins of the capitalist
core. Certainly, those “of color” who sense a loss of culture to the onrush of
capitalism create means to hold on to that culture (as an artifact) while little
is done to challenge the basis of the sense of cultural erosion. What, Radha-
krishnan questions, is the loss felt by those who are not “of color” to the
problem of “culture” in this latest phase of capitalism? “White culture” also
changes, but, of course, the equation of power means that whiteness is nei-
ther under scrutiny nor is it seen to be threatened by such cultural invasions
except by a strand of avid cultural chauvinists.!® Multicultural imperial-
ism is challenged by two principle foes: those bourgeois nationalist, well-
meaning anthropologists, primordialists, indigenistas, and fundamentalists
who claim to represent people of color and stand against the loss of culture;
and those unreconstructed cultural racists who fear that their “European”
cultural hegemony will be displaced (the polite ones among them take stra-
tegic refuge in the idea of the color blind). Often these two groups engage
in what postcolonial critic Gayatri Spivak calls an “ignorant clash,” mainly
because they are both on the same side of the argument. Both believe that
culture is a thing that requires protection from history and adaptation, and
both tend to worry about certain phenomenal social forms (such as dress,
language, diet) rather than about the general corporate reconstitution of so-
cial norms in which our individual autonomy is inhibited by the choices
made for us by corporate institutions.''°

After decades of debate over the problem of authenticity, it is by now
clear that to posit an authentic core for culture creates serious sociopoliti-
cal problems. In a recent exchange, political scientist Susan Moller Okin and
her interlocutors debated whether or not “multiculturalism [is] bad for
women.” One camp was of the view that “minority groups—immigrants as
well as indigenous people” (in other words, those “of color”)—demand
“group rights” that undermine democratic principles, while the other camp
argues that to champion those very principles at the expense of cultural au-
tonomy is much the same as the colonization of the mind.""! The figure of
woman is rightly central to this debate because a hidebound, and unself-
conscious, multiculturalism can fall prey to a notion of cultural difference
(even cultural relativism, in its strong sense) that legitimates gender oppres-
sion. Where the debate fails is that, once again, it is lodged at the level of
the law (the state’s emissary) and focused on how to manage the problem
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of diversity rather than how to undermine the structures that engender the
illusion of absolute difference and then the zoological maintenance of cul-
ture out of fear of survival (for primordialists and indigenistas) or out of fear
of contamination (for racist cultural chauvinists). Here we have two prob-
lems, one over whether multiculturalism should be seen and practiced as the
management of diversity, and the second over whether the idea of culture
requires the notion of authenticity.

The idea of difference management (diversity) seems to have largely
usurped those agencies that deal with multiculturalism. In my estimation,
multiculturalism emerged as the liberal doctrine to undercut the radicalism
of antiracism.!? Instead of antiracism, we are now fed with a diet of cultural
pluralism and ethnic diversity. The history of oppression and the fact of ex-
ploitation are shunted aside in favor of a celebration of difference and the
experience of individuals who can narrate their ethnicity for the consump-
tion of others. That the U.S. state adopted the liberal patina of multicultur-
alism to fend off an important challenge from the progressive and demo-
cratic forces is not reason enough to discount the power of cultural plurality,
for multiculturalism opened the space for struggle against the conceit of cul-
tural homogeneity (at the same time as the logic of diversity management
quickly tried to close that space off, since it claimed to solve the problem by
mutual respect rather than by the struggle to dismantle privilege). “A Multi-
culturalism that does not acknowledge the political character of culture will
not, I am sure,” argues Angela Davis, “lead toward the dismantling of racist,
sexist, homophobic, economically exploitative institutions.”''* The differ-
ence between antiracism and diversity management, then, is that the former
is militantly against frozen privilege and the latter is in favor of the status
quo.

Do the cultures in multiculturalism need to be granted an authentic
core, one that is inviolable and chaste? There is little sense that, under the
cover of authentic culture, there lies a long history of dissent, some of it on
the fault lines of gender against certain cultural norms that work in the in-
terest of some sections of society (whether men, or else of the elite).''* Fur-
thermore, most of those who indulge in this debate assume that liberalism
or democracy is a finished project, that what threatens it are those “of color”
who “are too frequently imagined as the abject ‘subjects’ of their cultures of
origin huddled in the gazebo of group rights, preserving the orthodoxy of
their distinctive cultures in the midst of the great storm of Western prog-
ress.”'!®> The limitations and failures of liberalism do not enter the agenda
so that the champion of liberalism stands outside the process as the colonial
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critic of misbegotten cultures. If we uncouple authenticity from culture, we
might see the multiple coeval engagements between “liberalism” and that
which is seen to require its ministrations, for the history of the colonial en-
counter shows us how the two begot each other.''® The notion of the “hy-
brid” was deployed to work against authenticity, and despite the best efforts
of its theorists, it has come to indicate the fusion of two previously formed
cultural traditions.''” Authenticity may be a useful strategic way to frame
fights to gain resources, but the trap of authenticity is set against the antirac-
ist struggle. For culture to have an authentic core undermines our ability to
articulate the intertwined cultural histories and struggles that will provide
the sort of political will necessary for demands upon resources (rather than
pleas for them on authenticity grounds alone).

Disenfranchised by white supremacy, many people of color lean on nar-
row nationalist frameworks to make claims upon the state. The most obvi-
ous strategy is to ask for resources based on authenticity (“we need to be
represented by our own, or else we need money for our community”). The
demand is unimpeachable, principally because it calls for a redress of past
history. When the 2000 U.S. census allowed people to tick one or more boxes
for race, the NAACP and other civil rights organizations took umbrage. Hil-
ary Shelton of the NAACP noted, “Census statistics are used for the alloca-
tion of programmatic dollars—everything from education and health care
to transportation” and that the tabulation of race numbers allows for civil
rights groups to “most fully and consistently enforce our existing civil rights
laws.”''® Without the numbers of people of color it is hard to argue against
job discrimination or other such acts of affirmative disenfranchisement. On
college campuses, progressive faculty adopt the language of authenticity to
argue for more faculty of color and for a further diversification of the curric-
ulum. The Asian American students need Asian American faculty members
and Asian American studies. Race is used here in light of historically consid-
ered categories that have been the basis of racism in the past, and therefore
that have functioned to exclude certain people from political, economic, and
social power. To gain redress, race has to be quite central, since it was on the
basis of race that disenfranchisement took place.

The strategy of redress, however, is limited by its entrapment in the
framework of bourgeois law. A person (or institution) has to prove that an-
other person (or institution) has done substantial harm to himself or herself
for the case to be taken seriously both before the court of law and bourgeois
public opinion. Harm to a community in the past provokes the problem of
remedy: Who should pay for which crimes, and who must collect the re-
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demption? Angry white students sometimes say that they are tired of the
implication that they are culpable for the acts of their ancestors or of their
race. The onus is placed on those who have been historically oppressed to
settle the problem of a remedy, and the experience of Jewish survivors of the
Holocaust and of interned Japanese Americans shows us that the standard
for redress is posed rather high (an apparently insurmountable problem for
the reparations claim of descendants of enslaved Africans). To counter the
injudiciously high standards, many of us turn to questions of cultural au-
thenticity and of demography to make our case. On college campuses, for
instance, we ask for representation based on our numbers and on the need
to have cultural presence of certain groups based on these numbers. The lim-
its of multiculturalism—notably the assumption that culture is definable
and discrete—badger this strategy. The call for amends on the multicultur-
alist platform leads, in many cases, to a Hobbesian war of one against all
among the oppressed: the divide-and-rule strategy comes to pass. Besides,
demographically insignificant groups, such as Amerindians, do not have ac-
cess to this political strategy, and furthermore, the appeal often transforms
the student into a customer who makes a market-based demand that is quite
opposed to the moral struggle for social justice. The cry for cultural authen-
ticity is a defensive gesture against a recalcitrant, white supremacist set of
institutions: we must recognize it for what it is and seek more creative ways
to transform the structures from whom we seem to be simply asking for
some spoils.

This brings me, finally, to the idea of the polycultural.!*® In an article
for ColorLines Magazine in 1999, historian and cultural critic Robin Kelley
dismissed the idea of the purity of our bloodlines, finding the world of cul-
tural purity and authenticity equally unpleasant too. Kelley argued that “so-
called ‘mixed-race’ children are not the only ones with a claim to multiple
heritages. All of us, and I mean ALL of us, are the inheritors of European,
African, Native American, and even Asian pasts, even if we can’t exactly trace
our bloodlines to all of these continents.”'?° Rejecting the posture of a “rac-
ism with a distance,” Kelley argued that our various cultures “have never
been easily identifiable, secure in their boundaries, or clear to all people who
live in or outside our skin. We were multi-ethnic and polycultural from the
get-go.” The theory of the polycultural does not mean that we reinvent hu-
manism without ethnicity, but that we acknowledge that our notion of cul-
tural community should not be built inside the high walls of parochialism
and ethno-nationalism. The framework of polyculturalism uncouples the
notions of origins and authenticity from that of culture. Culture is a process
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(that may sometimes be seen as an object) with no identifiable origin. There-
fore, no cultural actor can, in good faith, claim proprietary interest in what
is claimed to be his or her authentic culture. “All the culture to be had is
culture in the making,” notes anthropologist Gerd Baumann. “All cultural
differences are acts of differentiation, and all cultural identities are acts of
cultural identification.”*?!

Kelley’s idea of polyculturalism draws from the idea of polyrhythms—
many different rhythms operating together to produce a whole song, rather
than different drummers doing their own thing. People and cultures, from
the outset, then, are seen to be at the confluence of multiple heritages
and “living cultures, not dead ones . . . [that] live in and through us every-
day, with almost no self-consciousness about hierarchy or meaning.” Even
though people form what appear to be relatively discrete groups (South
Asians, African Americans, Latino Americans), most of us live with the
knowledge that the boundaries of our communities are fairly porous and
that we do not think of all those within our “group” as of a cohesive piece.
We forge group solidarity even, or especially, when we are thrown together
by imputed solidarities. Furthermore, multiculturalism tends toward a
static view of history, with cultures already forged and with people enjoined
to respect and tolerate each cultural world. Polyculturalism, on the other
hand, offers a dynamic view of history, mainly because it argues for cul-
tural complexity.

The history of Garveyism is, in fact, illustrative of polyculturalism. The
Garvey movement has been the largest mobilizer of black people in the
world. Despite the fact that the Universal Negro Improvement Association
restricted membership to those who claimed African descent, Garvey was
close to the Indian nationalist exile Lajpat Rai (who again also courted
Booker T. Washington), and he hired as the editor of Negro World the Indian
writer Hucheshwar G. Mugdal. The Negro World, under Mugdal, opened it-
self to the international struggles against white supremacy. In early 1922, the
paper published a letter from an Indian man, Ganesh Rao:

I am one of those millions that are being oppressed by the imperialistic
English government. My interest, my responsibility, my duty, has thus
impelled me to study the tragic tales of other oppressed peoples, e.g. the
Negro, and his future. From my humble study so far I have confidently felt
that the UNIA is doing the real work for the uplift of the Negro, and the U
stands for, in word as in action—Universal . . . India is in her birth-throes;

she soon shall be free. Ethiopia, self conscious, is working for her indepen-
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dent and unhindered progress. Peace shall not dawn on this world until

Asia and Africa and their ancient peoples are free and enjoy all human

rights. Oppressed people of the world unite. Lose no time!'*?
Mugdal simply continued an internationalist strain long evident in Garvey’s
biography. In New York Garvey took the counsel of the Indian liberal Hari-
das T. Muzumdar and his strong anticolonial rhetoric attracted a young
Ho Chi Minh to his Harlem meetings.'?® This interchange, at a late stage, is
a continuation of the history of interaction between Africans and Asians
across the Indian Ocean. There can be no history of Gujarati peoples, as we
saw in the previous chapter, without consideration of Zanzibar, Tanzania,
Ethiopia, and Muscat. A polyculturalist sees the world constituted by the
interchange of cultural forms, while multiculturalism (in most incarna-
tions) sees the world as already constituted by different (and discrete) cul-
tures that we can place into categories and study with respect (and thereby
retain 1950s relativism and pluralism in a new guise). What would history
look like from a polycultural perspective? Well, rather than see Hong Kong
business exclusively as a hybrid of an ancient Confucianism and a modern
capitalism, as in the work of Tu Wei-Ming, we might take heed of the Jesuit
role in the making of early modern “Confucianism,” as in the fine work of
Lionel Jensen.'?* Rather than evince surprise at English education in India,
we might recognize, along with Gauri Viswanathan and Kumkum Sangari,
that “English” as a discipline emerges in the East India Company colony of
lower Bengal.'** Rather than treat Indian students at Yale as aliens, we might
consider that the university received seed money from Elihu Yale, onetime
governor of Madras, whose wealth came from the expropriated labor of In-
dian peasants.'*

These examples are not random, for they enable us to indulge in one of
the traits of the polycultural approach—to snub the pretensions of Europe
and the United States, which arrogates certain parts of world knowledge to
itself, thereby placing its ideas at the top of a cultural hierarchy leaving the
rest of us to fend off both the legacy of colonial knowledge and violence with
our meager economic and cultural resources. Several historians of Europe
these days recognize the interlocking heritage of the Eurasian landmass, as
well as the substantial links between Africa and Europe.'*” The interchange
between the continents produced what is today so cavalierly called “Western
rationality,” “Western science,” and “Western liberalism”: this erases the in-
fluence of those Arab and Jewish scholars who extended Aristotle’s insights,
those Indian wizards who made mathematics possible with their discovery
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of the zero, those Iroquois whose experiments with federalism helped frame
some of the concepts for the U.S. Constitution.'?® Instead of laying claim to
the complex heritage of these modern phenomena, chauvinists of color ar-
gue for such traditions as “Hindu Economics” and “Islamic Science,” as well
as cede the terrain of democracy to Europe.'? Polyculturalism refuses to
allow the “West” to arrogate these combined and uneven developments of
so many sociocultural formations, since it scrupulously investigates the con-
nections that dynamically generate them.

The polyculturalist outlook says to the proponents of the color blind
that their position is in a bad faith, since it acts to perpetuate the racist status
quo. To the primordialists it says that to deny internal differentiation and
intermixture of cultural forms may allow it to leverage power over those
whom it treats as part of its group, but it does not provide an adequate
agenda to dismantle the status quo kept in place by the color blind. Instead,
the posture of authenticity occludes its privilege. Antiracists sometimes ar-
gue that authenticity is one of the few avenues to make claims on institu-
tions. Polyculturalism offers some solace but implicit within it is the under-
standing that this defensiveness is a trap that is able only to garner crumbs
from the racist table—and these days few of them. Should the antiracists
accept the idea of authenticity to build a black studies or Asian American
studies department (staffed respectively by blacks and Asian Americans) or
should we make wide claims on the resources of the entire educational en-
semble, to train people of color to be mathematicians, geographers, philoso-
phers, historians of France?'*® In 1969, David Hilliard, speaking to the stu-
dents at San Francisco State College, enunciated the Black Panther Party
position against “an autonomous Black studies program that excludes other
individuals” Hilliard understood the need to claim resources, but he was
wary of the claim for it being made on the grounds of exclusions and of a
hidebound notion of cultural autonomy. He said,

We recognize nationalism because we know that our struggle is one of
national salvation. But this doesn’t hinder our struggle, to make alliance
with other people that’s moving in a common direction, but rather it
strengthens our struggle. Because it gives us more energy, it gives us a
more powerful force to move and to withstand the repression that’s
being meted out against us."!
Within this framework, concern for the obliteration of cultural forms is met
not by an encirclement of the false cultural wagons, but by the generous em-
brace of all the energy that is ready for a genuine antiracist struggle. Hilliard
did not argue against cultural nationalism simply on the expedient ground
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that the black liberation struggle required allies for demographic strength.
On the contrary, talk of “energy” seemed to indicate that the entry of all
manner of antiracists would qualitatively strengthen the movement, give it
a kind of dynamism. Difference may yet be valued, for, as legal scholar Leti
Volpp holds, to retain an idea of cultural difference (notably of forms of so-
cial life) is not the same as to abdicate the right to adjudicate between differ-
ent practices in struggle.'*?

A broad antiracist platform would not (like liberal multiculturalism)
invest itself in the management of difference, but it would (like a socialist
polyculturalism) struggle to dismantle and redistribute unequal resources
and racist structures. Furthermore, polyculturalism, as a political philoso-
phy, does not see difference “as evidence of some cognitive confusion or as a
moral anomaly” (as liberal multiculturalism is wont to do), but it sees those
features of difference with which it disagrees as “the expression of a morality
you despise, that is, as what your enemy (not the universal enemy) says.”'**
The advantage of this reaction is that it explores the politics of various posi-
tions which are then measured on the basis of the ethico-political agenda
forged in struggle (not as some universal, ahistorical verities). For example,
the liberal chauvinist may argue that immigrants should assimilate into the
U.S. core culture, taking for granted that there is such a thing as a core in
the first place. The word assimilate is used as a universal value, so that few
of us can reply that we don’t want to assimilate, we want to remain separate
(“Then why did you come here?” is the response). If we reframe the problem
not as assimilation but as conformity, we have a political leg to stand upon
(“my being here is already assimilation, but I refuse to conform to some of
your mores”)."**

The answer to American ideology, then, comes against a language of
“skin,” but not in a color-blind fashion. Polyculturalism does not posit an
undifferentiated “human” who is inherently equal as the ground for its cri-
tique of the world, one that says something like “we are all human after all,”
but seems to offer only the smallest palliatives against racist structures. In-
stead it concentrates on the project of creating our humanity. “Human” is
an “unfinished product,” one divided by social forces that must be overcome
for “human” to be made manifest.'”* In the nineteenth century near Delhi,
Akbar Illahabadi intoned that we are born people, but with great difficulty
we become human (aadmi tha, bari muskil se insan hua). A polycultural hu-
manism, for this tradition, is a “practical index” that sets in motion the pro-
cesses that might in time produce a humanity that is indeed in some way

equal.’®

[ 69



Chapter 3

Coolie Purana

I’ve often thought of my city, Hartford, Connecticut, as a tropical township
where it snows. The bulk of the population comes from the islands (Puerto
Rico, Trinidad, and Jamaica), Guyana, and the U.S. South. The predomi-
nantly working-class population from the English-speaking Caribbean has
set up its own institutions, a West Indian club, a West Indian parade, endless
shops that sell patties and curry goat, and, lest we forget, cricket clubs. For
many U.S. blacks, the people from the islands dominate the cultural scene,
mainly because they have access to financial and institutional resources that
are not readily available to those who came from the Carolinas, Georgia,
and Florida.

Among the teenagers dance hall music is as popular as hip-hop and
“Jamaican bidis,” or hand-rolled cigarettes bought at Jamaican, Indian, or
Puerto Rican bodegas, are the rage—especially for underage smokers.
Though bidis are made in southern Asia, they’re considered Jamaican in
Hartford. And with little awareness of its South Asian provenance, many
young African Americans and Afro-Caribbean youths throw down the word
thug, which is “to cover up” in Hindustani, but came to mean “deceiver” in
the nineteenth century when the British colonial officials identified certain
brigands as thuggees. Hartford isn’t an anomaly with regard to this type of
cultural exchange in the United States or elsewhere. For instance, the Asian
working class in New York City sport a style that is mainly hip-hop, the
cultural mode that emerges from the African American community. For
middle-class Asians especially, hip-hop is used as a way to be urban and to be
Asian American.' The English band Culture in the Mix calls its music “Afro-
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Sangeet” (sangeet, “music”) to signal its constitutive nature. Really, the ex-
amples are endless, and when I hear words like thug and bidi, when I hear
cars drive by playing the Indo-Caribbean dance hall singer Supercat, I think
about the polycultural nature of the working class, not syncretic (two dis-
crete entities melding with a consciousness of difference), but forged to-
gether from the beginning through the byways of Jamaica, the streets of
Hartford, the avenues of New York, the dole queues of London, and beyond.
Polyculturalism exists most vividly among the poor and working class,
among people who are forced to live among one another and who ultimately
work together toward freedom. And it was a shared bitter servitude that
would bring enormous numbers of Asian and African people together
around the world.

The World the Coolies Made

Massive rebellions of enslaved peoples in the Americas (Haiti, 1792; Barba-
dos, 1816; Guyana, 1823; Jamaica, 1831—32), a decline in the market share of
the slave plantation profits, as well as a rise in antislavery agitation in the
metropole, brought a gradual end to chattel slavery in the nineteenth cen-
tury. While in the United States it took a civil war to achieve slave emancipa-
tion, in the British Empire emancipation took place relatively peacefully in
1834 (a full three decades earlier than in the United States).? Despite the end
of chattel slavery, the immense manual labor—driven production system
erected by the British still required a sustained supply of workers. The slave
system had never produced an adequate means to reproduce labor, and after
emancipation many of the newly freed workers did not want to come back
to work on the plantations. In Australia the planters turned to convict la-
bor, in South Africa to “apprentices” (captive children) and “Prize Negroes”
(freed slaves), and in the Caribbean they tried first to hire free Africans from
other islands (so that, for example, freed slaves from St. Kitts came to work
in Trinidad), then free African Americans en route to Africa, West African
emigrants, European labor on indenture contracts, and then Portuguese
speakers from Madeira, Cape Verde, and the Azores. But finally Australia,
South Africa, and the Caribbean (as well as South America) turned to the
labor markets of British India and China from where thousands of emigrants
left to do “coolie work” (formerly “nigger work”) on the plantations of
early capitalism.

Coolie is a word that produces, among Indian and Chinese people, the
same gut response as does nigger among blacks. It has no established etymol-
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ogy; some place it from the Tamil kuli (“hire”), others find it in use in
sixteenth-century Portugal as Koli, after the name of a Gujarati community,
still others notice that it sounds like the Chinese ku-Ii (“bitter labor™) or like
the Fijian kuli meaning “dog.” One way or the other to be called a coolie is
to be denigrated, and to be considered at best as a laborer with no other so-
cial markers or desires. The word coolie operates, then, like the nineteenth-
century English word for factory worker, hand (where the entire ensemble
of human flesh and consciousness is reduced to the one thing that is needed
to run the mills of industrial capitalism).?

Buta “coolie” is not quite the same as a “hand,” because the former word
applies more to those vilified by white supremacy as lesser beings, while the
latter word is generally used for white labor. In 1914 a member of the Ghadar
(“Revolt”) Party of mainly Punjabi agricultural workers in California of-
fered his comrades the following poem to underscore the special import of
the word coolie:

We are faced with innumerable miseries.
We are called coolies and thieves.
Wherever we go, we are treated like dogs.

Why is no person kind to us?*

The word coolie entered the European lexicon in the context of imperialism
to index a person of inferior status who simply labors for hire. Whereas the
European laborer, by the nineteenth century, was seen as a juridical citizen
who could formally bargain for his (sometimes, her) rights as a seller of labor
power, the coolie was seen as racially suited for various forms of hard labor
in tropical conditions. Colonial anthropologists and planters argued that the
constitution of the coolie allowed him or her to better handle the heat and
humidity. While the Europeans, we are told, had a sense of judgment, the
coolie was easily inflamed by the passions of the sunshine and of unreason.
Europeans who moved from the trades and the fields to the factories had to
sell their labor as a commodity, where each hour of work time earned them
a set (sometimes negotiated) wage. The labor of Asians, like that of Africans
and Amerindians, however, was not commodified in an identical fashion.
Instead it was “animalized,” and the productive efforts of the workers were
treated by white supremacy as the rote part of their ill-fated primitive ex-
istence.’

When the first Chinese and Indian workers came on the plantations,
the stench of slavery was not far gone from the work process or from the
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slaves’ residential quarters. These “coolie slaves” said of their lives that they
were “bound” (and when freed, they were known as khula, or “opened from
bondage”).¢ In the nineteenth century, commercial pressures forced peas-
ants off the land in both India and China. Historian Thomas Metcalf esti-
mates that in northern India, the catchment area for many of the indentured
workers, “notices of eviction were being issued at the rate of 60,000 annually
[in the 1870s], with the object not of clearing the land but of forcing the ten-
ant to submit to an enhanced rent.”” Meanwhile in China the upheaval of
the Taiping Rebellion (1850—64), and other assorted acts of defiance, tore
through the innards of the Ch’ing regime. The effects of “gunboat diplo-
macy” of the European traders who encircled China had a marked impact
on the agrarian life in the interior, from which millions of people escaped
to Southeast Asia and to the Americas.® In the Caribbean and southern Af-
rica, the Indians and Chinese came under a rigid legal instrument that pro-
vided, according to historian Walton Look-Lai, a
curious legal anomaly—a civil contract enforceable mainly with criminal
sanctions, historically a hybrid creature of the nineteenth century planta-
tion need to replace Black labor with some alternative form of bound la-
bor, not as extreme as chattel slavery, but certainly not free in the increas-
ingly accepted metropolitan liberal sense of the term.’
In North America, whether in Canada or the United States, even if the Asian
immigrated voluntarily, the work regime was such that, as the San Francisco
Chronicle put it in 1879, “when the coolie arrives he is as rigidly under the
control of the contractor who brought him as ever an African slave was un-
der his master in South Carolina or Louisiana.”*® Often tricked into inden-
ture, the Asian did not know the language of the new country, was consigned
to a plantation for at least five years (with reindenture common), lived in
conditions akin to slavery, worked not only for a wage, but under the threat
of severe punitive sanctions and indebtedness, and was not allowed free
movement out of the plantation (as in the Caribbean) or of the province
(as in southern Africa). Confinement, racist violence, and the demands of
production erased most of the liberal claims of capitalism.

“Nothing will induce a Negro to weed a field” was the belief among
the colonial planters in the Caribbean.'! Indeed by the time the bulk of the
Asians got to the plantations, many of those of African heritage had parlayed
their cultural skills, particularly knowledge of English, for better jobs. They
wanted nothing more to do with the harsh life that had been the fate of their
families for generations. Fieldwork became “coolie work.” Sankar, an inden-
tured worker, complained that “de kirwal [African] driver e know to read,
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he ha de book but he cyan write an e taking all de wuk in de estate.”'? The
Wood report in 1922 noted that the literacy rate of the East Indians (that is,
those who came from India) was very low and that “the East Indians—the
backbone of the agricultural industry in both Colonies—are the ‘under-
dogs’ politically when compared to the negroes, owning to the superior edu-
cational advantages of the latter,” and the next year, the governor of Trinidad
noted that the East Indian was “not so suitable for this type of work [civil
service] as the West Indian.”*?

The historical entry of the Asians after the African workers earned their
freedom created a major bridge between these two peoples. The latter did
not work under the direct control of the planters any longer and their cul-
tural capital enabled them to produce a substantial middle-class, urban-
based leadership. Such structural differences did not seem enough to the
planters and the colonial state, which created fabulous strategies to segregate
the workers and to pit them against each other. Spatial segregation should
not be underemphasized. In Trinidad, for example, the African peasantry
resided in the north part of the island, while the Indians lived and worked in
the south and the center. Sankar commenting on the distances that engulfed
Trinidad said that “we eh interfering wid dem [Africans]. We living for we-
self. We talking about weself, we singing, playing drum an eating, sleeping,
eating together, we indian self, we eh meddle wid dem.”** We Indian self, we
Chinese self, we African self, we selves who work as “hands,” as “coolies”
and as “niggers.” We who retreat into our private spaces to escape the racist
“public” dominated by white supremacy. And the slave or coolie had pre-
cious little private life. The chiefs of capitalism considered the working-class
body to be without intelligence or emotion and generally irrelevant in the
long term, since working bodies could be imported from the warrens where
they bred (in China, Africa, or elsewhere). On slave plantations, the African
woman became a sign of sexual laxity since her progeny (by rape or other-
wise) was the property of the slave owner, whereas the African man was a
sign of sexual danger, since he was seen as a threat to white men’s claim to the
ownership of white women’s bodies.'” Being at the front lines of plantation
capitalism, African women came to be regarded as “breeders” whose duties
included the reproduction of children. Conditions were equally heinous for
the small number of female indentured workers. Eighty-five percent of the
Chinese women in San Francisco in 1860 did sex work as debt slaves to their
contractors, servicing white and Chinese laborers.'® Limiting the number of
women and the types of social interaction allowed the state to exert political
control over the emotional lives of their workers. Despite these barbaric cir-
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cumstances, however, the coolies made novel arrangements for love and sex,
such as with same-sex partners, or else across the color line, whether Pun-
jabis with Chicanos, Africans with Indians, Chinese with Africans.'” At-
tempts to dehumanize and desexualize the coolie could not undermine the
capacity of workers to constitute joy out of the most shabby materials.

Structurally, the entry of the indentured workers served to depress the
wages of the newly freed Africans from western Canada to southern Africa.'®
By 1849, the Caribbean planters worried about the lack of discipline of the
“pampered Creole Labourer born and bred on the estate,” as they valued the
“stranger, the quiet willing coolie,” and from 1876 to 1895, the Natal (South
Africa) government hired Indian coolies for low wages, but also because they
made it known that the Africans could not be relied upon.'® U.S. capitalists
felt the same way, as the Vicksburg Times put it in 1869, that “emancipation
has spoilt the negro and carried him away from the fields of agriculture. Our
prosperity depends upon the recovery of lost ground, and we therefore say
let the Coolies come.”?® “Undoubtedly,” intoned one Southern U.S. politi-
cian, “the underlying motive for this effort to bring in Chinese laborers was
to punish the negro for having abandoned the control of his old master, and
to regulate the conditions of his employment and the scale of wages to be
paid him.”*

With the growth of mechanization of industrial work and of Taylorism
of field labor through the length of the nineteenth century, the capitalists
attempted to renegotiate what counted as “skill,” a sure way to cut down the
power of craft unions.?* The employment of the immigrant-indentured be-
came a perfect way to both reduce costs of a relatively de-skilled production
process and to undermine the nascent unions (so as to derail the attendant
growth of a radical political consciousness). The Chinese Exclusion League
emerged in this context in the United States not so much to prevent Chinese
immigration (for the Chinese in 1880 constituted only .002 percent of the
population), but to encourage the idea that the United States was a white
republic in which “people of color” might work but not thrive. Indeed, in
1905, Samuel Gompers of the American Federation of Labor told a white au-
dience that “the caucasians are not going to let their standard of living be
destroyed by negroes, Chinamen, Japs, or any others.”* White labor, rep-
resented by Gompers, offered its skin, its manhood, and its civilizational
claims as the opportunity costs against the low wages of the feminized work-
ers of color. Rather than attack capital for its ruthless assault on the dignity
of all people, Gompers and organized white labor blamed both African and
Asian Americans for destroying the capital-labor relationship. “Absolute ser-
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vility (civility is not enough) is expected from those who take the place of
‘John’ [the former slave] or “Togo’ [the Asian coolie] and it will take many
years to obliterate these traces of inferiority and re-establish the proper rela-
tions of the employer and the employed.”**

From organized white labor we get the rather pathetic plea in favor of
amanly workforce instead of a feminized one. But from the planters and the
captains of industry we get a marked preference for low-wage labor, anyone
who can be compelled on pain of destruction to work for as little as possible,
and to be powerless at the worksite. Indenture was one obvious strategy to
ensure cheap labor. But the U.S. South did not do away with all its mecha-
nisms to control the formerly enslaved workforce. In 1868 General Sherman’s
Field Order No. 15 promised some means toward the creation of a free life
for the African American population, but this was to be revoked in the com-
promise of 1876. W. E. B. Du Bois, in his majesterial Black Reconstruction in
America, 1860—1880, demonstrated how this “counter revolution of property
put into the South a laboring class without political power.”* Racism was
the cost to be borne by society so that capital could enjoy the fruits of unbri-
dled profit.

When machinery was introduced on a large scale, plantation owners
and governments used it to further stratify their workforce. The white man-
agers in the United States used the entry of machines to cast off ex-slaves
and hire the Chinese immigrants who, the managers from Massachusetts to
California claimed, had the “higher standard of intelligence” required to run
the machines.?® In British Guyana, the white government followed suit and
reported in 1871 that the “Chinese laborer possesses greater intelligence than
either the Indian or the Negro, and is much quicker at learning to manage
machinery than either of them.”* Such stereotypes developed at the official
level and had a very real effect—as they continue to do—on people’s lives.
Colonial planters exerted power on the shop floor or field through the
divide-and-rule strategy. The overseers divided the tasks on the plantations,
for example, for racial- and gender-based work groups, with some groups
given easier jobs than others were given. Faced with complaints, the over-
seers and the plantation owners responded with racist stereotypes to con-
firm their choices. These stereotypes, however, changed when the occasion
demanded it. If the East Indians protested their conditions, the planters
called them excitable, but when they worked, they were called docile. When
childlike, the African was said to be safe, but when he became a savage, the
colonial writers underscored, he became dangerous.? Even though the Afri-
cans produced most of the food for the city of Georgetown in British Guyana,
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they were seen as lazy (with a “rude and stubborn independence”). Rather
than find capitalist social relations culpable for the impoverishment of the
Africans, the managers blamed the Africans for their lack of thrift. When
the Indians saved, the managers blamed them for the reduction of economic
activity on the island.? The racialized landscape of the plantation composed
the language of race that was being written as science within Europe at this
time. Indeed, from John Locke in the seventeenth century onward, famous
writers who owned substantial economic interests in the colonial planta-
tions of the Americas developed the theory of racial hierarchy. The planta-
tion logic and physical anthropology constituted each other.

These stereotypes were also translated into folklore. Stories of “Sammy”
(from the word Swami, “the generic Indian coolie”) and “Quashie” (from
the word Kiwesi, “the generic African freed worker”) became part of British
Guyana’s folklore. In the folk tales of plantation racism (regaled as often by
the workers themselves), Quashie chides Sammy for being prone and willing
to accept poor work conditions; Sammy responds, “Yes, you rascal neegah
man: me come from India dis forty-six year: supposing me and me matty no
come dis side fo’ work, you rascal neegah been a starve one time.” As Walter
Rodney notes in A History of the Guyanese Working People, 1881-1905, neither
of them captures the problems of each, since “Quashie” mistook the inten-
tions of those who came on indenture, and “Sammy” could hardly have
known the capacity of the African workers to re-create the landscape to
match their desires.* In this way the stereotypes of labor immigration turn,
gradually, into the social relations of mutual contempt. Later the slow
growth of a petty bourgeoisie who might have offered some leadership
would only exacerbate the troubled situation: in southern Africa this class
was to come in the main through the “passenger” Indians, who paid their
own way to become merchants; in the United States this class came from the
students and exiled politicians, like Har Dayal and Taraknath Das. But the
fissures did not entirely squelch the feelings of solidarity among people who
lived cheek by jowl in the nether end of the imperialist chain. “Dat negro,
dat call kaffir, just like me, only black, only dem black like hell,” so says Fazal,
an ex-indentured laborer.”" But “just like me” nonetheless.

It would be a mistake to assume that former slaves and coolies alike did
not struggle against their condition. However, to overcome a system that
we’ve seen was so determined to keep them apart often required more than
these nascent movements could bear. In 1842 and 1848, African workers in
British Guyana went out on strike against a 25 percent reduction in wages,
but in both cases the Indian and Portuguese workers failed to join them. The
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Portuguese had only started to arrive in Guyana in 1835 and the Indians in
1838, so that they had not been on the land long enough to learn to trust the
Africans or to feel that such struggles had long-term benefits for them.

Nevertheless, the failure of solidarity endured in the memory of Afri-
cans for decades thereafter and it, significantly, also led to the withdrawal of
many Africans from syndicalist action for two generations.*? In the United
States, five thousand Chinese workers, frustrated by the harsh conditions of
labor as they built the Central Pacific rail lines, took to the streets in 1867
with the slogan Eight Hours a Day Good for White Men, All the Same Good
for Chinamen. Their managers considered importing ten thousand African
Americans to replace the strikers, but they decided instead to use armed
force to get the Chinese back on the line.”” In 1857 the Creole press in the
Caribbean noted that indentureship is “the enemy, instead of the auxiliary,
of freedom.”** The problem may certainly have been indenture, but the emer-
gent African middle class saw the problem, in concrete terms, as the inden-
tured themselves. In 1866 Chinese workers on a Trinidadian plantation went
out on strike, but Afro-Trinidadian policemen shut them down. Between
1869 and 1872 Indian workers in Guyana went on an enormous and impres-
sive struggle for small grievances to major demands for economic and sexual
dignity (against the exploitation of Indian women by managers and over-
seers).” They did not earn the support of the Creole press and other Afro-
Guyanese workers. Given this propitious circumstance, the British reported
in 1871 that “there will never be much danger of seditious disturbances
among East Indian immigrants on estates as long as large numbers of Ne-
groes continue to be employed with them.”*¢

The divide-and-rule strategy for social control is not conspiratorial,
since it works frequently in the open in the ways in which a society is struc-
tured to pit people against one another. Not every leader was unaware that
this animosity served only white imperialism. The African American aboli-
tionist Frederick Douglass rose in the defense of the Chinese laborers only
four years after Emancipation. “I want a home here not only for the negro,
the mulatto and the Latin races,” he told a crowd in Boston in 1869, “but I
want the Asiatic to find a home here in the United States, and feel at home
here, both for his sake and for ours.” Douglass noted that “contact with these
yellow children of the Celestial Empire would convince us that the points
of human difference, great as they, upon first sight, seem, are as nothing
compared with the points of human agreement. Such contact would remove
mountains of prejudice.””” When the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 came on
to the floor of the U.S. Senate, one lone voice held out in dissent, the African
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American senator from Mississippi, Blanche K. Bruce.”® But these early
voices are few and far between, and their social effects lie almost entirely in
the language of solidarity they have left for us rather than its practice. And
yet true moments of alliance if not large-scale movements did occur.

The Devil’s Workshop

The world of working-class polyculturalism is best illustrated by the festival
tradition of Hosay. In 680 c.E., the grandson of Muhammad (Prophet of Is-
lam), Hussain, died at the battle of Karbala, a death mourned to this day by
those who call themselves Sh’ia. When the East Indians first began to draw
upon their cultural resources to claim the land on which they now lived, they
found that their new neighbors did not seem averse to participation. Those
Sh’ia who came from northern India imported the commemoration of the
martydom of Hussain, a festival called Muharram in Asia, but called Hosay
in the Caribbean (a name that comes from Hussain). Hosay in the early de-
cades of the Caribbean plantation became an East Indian originated—but
regionwide holiday for the workers when the planters perforce had to allow
their bound coolies permission to leave the confines of the plantation for
the day.”® Like Carnival, Hosay became a festival with vibrant taziyas (in the
Caribbean, tajdah) or handcrafted replicas of Hussain’s tomb, often made
by Portuguese shopkeepers, carried with aplomb by the polycultural work-
force. Hosay was all about social interaction, whether among those on a
plantation who strove to build the best tadjah, or across plantations to meet
and greet people who came together on the ships, jahajibhai (“brothers of
the ship”), or indeed athwart the color line, to consort with Africans, Amer-
indians, Chinese, and others. In 1884, a Guyanese planter recorded that the
Hosay had “gradually degenerated into a Saturnalia in which Hindus, Mo-
hammedans, and Negroes mingle promiscuously, and rum and ganjah add
to the religious fervour of the processionists.”*® The procession would leave
the plantation, join with those of other estates, march along a route that in-
cluded the grog shops of the Portuguese and the Chinese, mock one another,
and then end back at their respective plantations. The similarities with Car-
nival could not be mistaken, and a report from 1904 Guyana observed that
at Hosay,

a few young black men, who reminded me of the masqueraders, followed,

their faces lit up with enthusiasm, and marching with a martial tread. The

rear was brought up by about a hundred black women, contorting them-

selves in the eternal cake walk.*!
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Indeed, some features of Hosay were so popular that during Easter, African
Christians built a black tajdah.** Of course, white planters and officials wor-
ried about the African participation in East Indian festivals and social life.
In 1866, the Berbice Gazette noted that “we cannot afford to allow those of
the inhabitants of the colony who are removed over so little from heathenism
and savagery, to relapse.”* One magistrate was furious with the “rowdyism”
of the 1873 festivals in Guyana, and he excoriated the Africans for their
participation in the Hosay. “Even if they celebrated the day upon which
Mumbo-Jumbo performed some extraordinary feat, there might be some
meaning in the absurdity.”** What reason did they have, he suggested, to get
involved with what he saw as a Sh’ia, and not a working-class, festival.
Hosay, like Canboulay or Carnival, was a space for the interaction of
peoples many of whom could not otherwise gather together because of a co-
lonial anxiety about unrest. Free transit was unknown in the plantation col-
onies, so any festival that broke the strictures on movement became popular
with all those among the working population. If workers could not get to-
gether on an economic platform, they certainly did find solidarity during
cultural gatherings. Each year sugarcane workers held actions against the
plantations, but mainly these protests happened as isolated events on the
estates. The protest of 1884 was to be very different because it coincided with
the Hosay of that year. Since it was tied to the lunar calendar, historian
Prabhu Prasad Mohapatra explains, the Hosay did not always come during
the season when the sugarcane plantation workers typically went on strikes
or conducted other labor actions.** From the formation of the sugarcane col-
onies up to the start of the nineteenth century, colonial cane sugar domi-
nated the European palate, as workers came to rely upon this soft drug as
the energy boost for their long days in the factories. “You believe perhaps,
gentlemen, that the production of coffee and sugar is the natural destiny of
the West Indies,” said Marx in 1848. “Two centuries ago, nature, which does
not trouble herself about commerce, had planted neither sugar-cane nor
coffee trees there. And it may be that in less than half a century you will
find there neither coffee nor sugar, for the East Indies, by means of cheaper
production, have already successfully combated this alleged natural destiny
of the West Indies.”*® The problem was not only India, but also the beetroot.
When Napoléon took the Continent, European states enhanced their do-
mestic beet production and created high tariffs to prevent being under the
mercy of mainly English imperial cane sugar. The bounties on cane sugar
harnessed the growth of the beet sugar industry, which by 1881—-82 controlled
almost exactly half the world trade in sugar (in 1840, beet sugar was only 4.35
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percent of the trade).*” This dramatic decline in the fortunes of cane sugar
had a marked impact on the peoples of the Caribbean, whose destiny had
been tied to this most succulent member of the grass family. The drop in
sugar prices in the 1880s led to the amalgamation of some estates, to the re-
striction on cultivated acerage, to further mechanization, and to a reduction
of labor costs. The latter occurred in two ways, either through a cut in wages
or else by the release of wage laborers to the ranks of the independent farmers
(groups of Indians combined resources to buy small plots of land on which
they grew staples or, if the market appeared to be reasonable, cash crops).*
Each year, in the autumn, Mohapatra demonstrates, the sugarcane planta-
tion workforce conducted some labor action against this set of pressures,
and in 1884, the Hosay fell during the strike season.

In 1884, the Port-of-Spain Gazette depicted the East Indian workers as
a people “whose every thought and habit are antagonistic to our system of
civilization” and they constituted “a permanent source of danger hanging
over our heads.”* Because of this, a petition for the Hosay from a driver
named Sookoo and thirty-one petitioners was rejected by the colonial au-
thorities. Regardless of this verdict, the polycultural workforce continued to
erect tadjahs and prepare for the festival. The officials also prepared, with
the HMS Dido at ready off San Fernando and with policemen given arms in
Port-of-Spain, San Fernando, Couva, Princes Town, Chaguanas, St. Joseph,
and Arouca. The manager of Sookoo’s estate, W. Dopson, locked the gates,
but a worker, Bal Gopaul Singh, broke them down. When Dopson warned
the workers that they’d get shot, Singh offered the brave reply that “it is only
powder they have got in their guns. They cannot shoot people like fowls.”>
When the East Indians normally came to town from their plantations to
make a complaint, they came “carrying their cutlasses and other agricultural
implements,” both as a sign of strength and of their labor.>' At Hosay too the
workers brandished their implements, and in 1884 the presence of the tools
of their trade underscored the cultural and economic significance of the
gathering. The Hosay that year, then, was both a polycultural assertion and a
labor protest, and so the plantocracy fired back with gunpower and cultural
guile. Twelve people died and over a hundred suffered injuries from the po-
lice violence, but the effects of the 1884 crackdown would be much graver
than that.

Faced with the combined rage of the Africans, East Indians, Chinese,
and others, the colonial state moved fast to reduce contacts among them.
The officials bemoaned the complexity of cultural productions such as Ho-
say and the “loss of culture” of the indentured workers. Since the coolies and
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ex-slaves had “forgotten” their “original” cultures, the colonial state advo-
cated the development of dogmatic religious and cultural boundaries among
peoples. Encouraged by colonial authorities, representatives of a Brahmani-
cal orthodoxy, both the Sanathan Dharma Sabha and the Arya Samaj, came
to the Caribbean to put a stop, in effect, to polycultural practices like Ho-
say.” Clerics of Islam also traveled to the far-flung colonies in an attempt to
“reclaim the lost brethren” to the Islam of the homeland.>® These missionar-
ies claimed to fight against the state-supported Christian missionaries, when
in fact, apart from some Canadians, the state cleared the terrain for the swa-
mis and mullahs to create cultural fissures across the landscape of the work-
ing class. Each of these groups, for example, tried to rally East Indians from
the standpoint of an Indian religion and culture rather than engage them in
the polycultural practices of their new homeland. What these missionaries
did was to re-center “India” in the consciousness of the East Indians, who
sought a language, culture, and religion for their children and themselves
almost as a comfort zone in a harsh social environment.”*
curtailed, while an orthodox kind of spirituality and domesticity that did
not at all resemble everyday interactions was promoted among the East Indi-

Hosay was thus

ans. The Africans bore the weight of a bourgeois Christianity from the mis-
sionaries, who had earlier given up on the East Indians—in 1877 a planter
in Guyana noted that “if we cannot make Coolies Christians, let us build
them Hindoo temples.”*® Artistic, religious, spiritual, and social expressions
of the East Indians’ everyday life experience such as the brutality of inden-
ture, the monotony of work life on a plantation, the colonial fissures be-
tween the Africans and the Asians, the difficulty of forming family and other
social networks in the midst of the plantation, and the attempt to make the
landscape both familiar and sacred were dismissed and even feared.

As a concept, “culture” comes to us from a colonial anthropology that
defined the culture of different “civilizations” ranked by their place on the
racial hierarchy. Europeans deemed their social and cultural archive to be
the highest form of life. Colonial anthropologists evaluated the cultural fea-
tures of the colonized subjects of the empire and they decided what was to
be the essence of each delimited community’s culture. From the eighteenth
century onward European intellectuals accepted that ancient Asia had much
of worth, perhaps because of the Aryan kinship they claimed existed in the
ancient past. Therefore, the real culture of Asia was its ancient one and not
the polycultural forms created over the centuries. The stereotype of the es-
sence of Asia and the advice of certain designated leaders (mainly orthodox
priests) defined the cultural lives for real, living East Indians. The long expe-
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rience of solidarity and struggle, peasant customs, folk values, and so forth
were not regarded as the culture of India. Hosay, a shared experience of poor
folks, could hardly, therefore, be seen as the best representative of either
Hindu or Muslim East Indian culture.®® The pressure to separate cultural
forms had an impact. A man named Bharath in Trinidad told an interviewer,
long after 1884, that he played “hosay, play hosay; carnival nah cyan go dat
one, dat one kaper [African] one.”””

Nevertheless, today the collective experience of the festival remains as
it must. One member of the conservative, and separatist, Hindu Sabha told
anthropologist Gustav Thaiss a few years ago that Hosay is a ritual to remem-
ber the conflict between Hasan (a Muslim) and Hosayn (a Hindu), and that
they “died together battling over their Faiths. People now make the tadjahs
to commemorate their deaths,” he said, and to “show we should all live in
unity together.”*® During the Hosay these days, as the Shi’a cry out, “Hosay,
Hosay,” those who are not inclined toward the faith, but who are part of its
polycultural universe, join in with “Hosay, I say,” in rhythmic Calypso re-
sponse.

In line with the fears around Hosay is the issue of interracial relation-
ships. Historian Walton Look Lai’s research shows us that between the Chi-
nese and Africans in the Caribbean conjugal relations did not seem entirely
uncommon, although most Chinese men remained formal bachelors
through their lives (I suspect that further investigation would find that these
men produced creative, perhaps queer, social engagements).>® What is sig-
nificant is that among the working class, a certain amount of mixedness
was tolerated. For instance, the important Trinidadian labor leader of the
1920s was Charles Henry Pierre, a well-known dougla (the word, often pe-
jorative, is used to index those of Afro-Indian parentage). For those who
aspired to leadership over their communities within the pluralist consti-
tutional framework, these relationships augured ill. Anthropologist Aisha
Khan shows us how the bourgeois East Indians see the dougla as a mark of
“potential engulfment of a minority,” as the end to East Indian cultural co-
herence as such.® If more East Indians become dougla what would become of
East Indian culture, what would become of the demographic category “East
Indian” which gave them political power? Within pluralism, the leaders of
each ethnic category often intone their “love and respect for each human
being,” but, as literary critic Shalini Puri rightly notes, love “must never take
the form of interracial sex.” Pluralism and diversity are often, then, “code
words for separatism and racial purity.”®' The newly legitimized orthodoxy
tried to paint the colored (Euro-Africans) and the dougla (Indo-Africans)
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with characteristics of licentiousness, as traitors to their various people. But
this characterization does not accord with the facts. For instance, in 1923 the
government of Trinidad was eager to mandate a language test for the fran-
chise, with “language” meaning English. The orthodoxy of the East Indians,
Africans, and Chinese greeted this literacy test with silence. The right to lin-
guistic diversity and the right to a vote regardless of one’s education should
have galvanized the orthodoxy, but it was Pierre, a dougla, who insisted that
I cannot for the life of me see why a person who is educated in Chinese or
Hindi, who is able to work in the community and to make a position for
himself and is able to follow the trend of affairs in such a way as to qualify
himself as a voter should not be able to come to the polls and say I should
like so and so to be returned . . . even in broken English.®
The orthodoxy let the “community” down, just as the dougla put forth a
theory of linguistic diversity in keeping with the polycultural nature of
working people, who, when confronted by those who do not live in their
linguistic universe, in broken English and hand gestures, can often make
sufficient sense of each other’s joys and sorrows, and who know the words
strike and sardar, ganja and policeman.

As the colonial state cracked down on the polycultural lives of the work-
ing people, the organizations of the latter attempted to forge unity on a polit-
ical plane. Karl Marx wrote that “it is the bad side that produces the move-
ment which makes history, by providing a struggle.”®® The actions of the
colonial state and the planters, as well as those of international sugar con-
glomerates, moved the workers to create their representation. The first such,
the Trinidad Workingmen’s Association (TWA), was formed in 1897 by pro-
fessional and artisanal men who felt betrayed by the empire. These profes-
sionals formed the TWA not to organize the workers, but to gain a seat be-
fore the Royal Commission which visited the British West Indies that year
to assess the gravity of the sugarcane depression. The TWA’s first president,
a pharmacist, argued before the commission that the plantation owners and
Indian indenture were the causes of the “starvation wages paid on sugar
estates.” Such a ungenerous attitude to the working class earned the TWA
no friends among the East Indians, and the critique of the sugar interests
brought them disdain from the planters. The TWA lapsed into inactivity.**

In 1919 the “bad side” of history made its appearance again from several
quarters. The islands of the Caribbean suffered a ferocious depression after
the war. Disbanded troops from the West Indian regiments experienced rac-
ism firsthand within Europe, where they spilled their blood for the empire
but did not gain their humanity for it. These angry and well-organized
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troops found fellowship among the dockworkers whose experience came
through camaraderie with the sailors of the world. The 1919 international
struggle against imperialism began in Cardiff, Glasgow, and Liverpool, as
Chinese, Indian, African, and Arab dockworkers and troops from the empire
faced the brunt of metropolitan racism, and fought back.® In Trinidad the
dockworkers went out on strike, then the mainly Afro-Trinidadian oil and
asphalt workers, and eventually the Indo-Trinidadian workers on sugarcane
plantations took to the streets. By late 1919, the historian of the TWA, Kelvin
Singh, informs us that “the unrest had taken on a trans-ethnic working-class
character”®® As the state prepared its retribution, a secret dispatch revealed
that the TWA had branched out to domestic workers who, led by Albertha
Husbands, planned a cooks’ and houseservants’ strike. As well, the colonial
office noted, Husbands advocated the use of poison in the households! The
TWA was classed by this and other pieces of information as a seditious orga-
nization, and the state went after its six thousand members and the rest of the
militant workers.®” The strike was crushed by police violence, with leaders
arrested and antistrike legislation adopted, and as the radical leadership of
the TWA languished in jail, the despondent membership was taken in a
“moderate” direction away from a polycultural politics by state-advised
leaders. Nevertheless, the 1919 struggles terrified the planter state which saw
the birth of a phenomenon it named the “Creole Coolie” who would refuse
to be “manipulated as a buffer against the African.” The committee that in-
vestigated the riots noted that for years the East Indian population “was
looked upon as a substantial safeguard against trouble with the negroes and
vice versa. With the abolition of immigration such a counterpoise has ceased
to exist and the ‘creole coolie’ will either remain an interested spectator or
join the mob.”*®

The TWA did not begin as an organization of all peoples, but it very
soon drew in folks from the complex social world of Trinidad. From the late
nineteenth century to 1913 the TWA was led by Alfred Richards, the son of
Tam Chong, a Chinese indentured worker, and Margaret Richards, a black
Barbadian, and from 1923 to 1934 Arthur Cipriani, a white man of French
ancestry, steered the TWA. The colonial state and the planters organized
the Trinidadian economy so that the Africans worked in the urban areas (as
professionals and artisans), while the East Indians worked in the rural areas
either on the plantations or else on their small plots. In its early years the
TWA was not able to bridge the separate economic interests of these two
fractions of the working class, but some of its leaders did struggle to find a
common platform for this racialized workforce. In 1917 the relatively un-
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known TWA championed a genuine working-class political issue when it
took up the cause of municipal democracy, but this did little for the rural
population. The TWAs first rural measure did not befriend it to the East
Indians, due to its stand against indenture. While many East Indians also
deplored the brutality of indenture, few of them found the immigrants to
be culpable for the woes of capital. The TWA displayed its arrogance when
it blamed the indentured laborers for the chronic wage depression. There-
fore it didn’t try to recruit Indian workers or stand with the Indian workers
in their struggle across the plantation world.®® The experience of 1919 and
after transformed the TWA, mainly when East Indians entered the organiza-
tion and forced it to acknowledge their role as militant Trinidadian workers.
Or else pragmatic considerations moved the TWA to embrace East Indians.
During the 1928 elections, the TWA obeyed the electoral calculus to support
three East Indian candidates in boroughs with a majority East Indian popu-
lation (St. George, St. Patrick, and Caroni). These leaders went on to hold
major roles in the union.

The entry of East Indians into the TWA was a harbinger of change for
the political life of Trinidad, but in 1931 the power of the state and of the
orthodoxy once more curtailed union. When a bill making divorce legal was
brought before the legislators, the TWA first supported it, but then under
pressure from his Catholic priests Cipriani urged the TWA to oppose it. His
chief adversary on the measure was his Indian vice president Sarran Teeluck-
singh, who had come to the leadership as a result of the 1928 elections. Cipri-
ani was so incensed by this public repudiation that he assaulted Teeluck-
singh. Eight hundred and fifty East Indians left the TWA and the blow to
working-class unity was not to be undone until 1937.7° That year, a strike for
economic benefits and political power began on the oil fields, then spread
rapidly to the sugarcane plantations, threatening the foundation of British
rule in the region, principally due to the threat of an impending war.”*
Worker unity emerged as East Indian agricultural workers joined from the
start with the mainly Afro-Trinidadian oil workers. At the leadership, three
East Indian socialists who “did not separate the interest of [their] race from
the larger society” made an alliance with the Grenadian Uriah Butler, the
leader of the Trinidad labor movement at the time.”> These three men,
Adrian Cola Rienzi (Krishna Deonarine), F. E.M. Hosein, and Timothy
Roodal, with Butler and Daisy Atwell, conceived of a society in which cul-
tural difference would persist, but not to hold back the urges for freedom of
all people. In 1938, Daisy Atwell asked Indian women to join her in the strug-
gle, for “once we were taught to hate each other, the employers injected ha-
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tred into the minds of the two races one against the other, but now our eyes
are opened, we are learning to unite.””® These leaders, and those who pushed
them to leadership, did not try to create a blueprint for cultural tolerance,
for they took for granted the vibrancy and vitality of all cultures. Rather,
their approach was that in struggle cultural forms would be reshaped to ac-
cord with the need for popular dignity. An example of this culture in struggle
is the world of Rastafarianism.

Catch the Fire

The first Bob Marley album I ever heard, many years after its release, was
Catch a Fire (1973). What was most memorable about the cover of the album
was the tight shot of Marley himself, with his almost dread hair and his fin-
gers on a fat joint at his lips. Later I read of its role as reggae’s breakthrough
album for the international market,” but right then what was most striking
(after the music) was the image of the Rasta. Such pictures had not yet be-
come commonplace in Calcutta. Marley’s entire persona as a rebel for justice
with his socially conscious music, the marijuana, and the long hair were very
attractive. But there was something else. Marley looked like a Shaivite her-
mit, a devotee of Shiva, one of the godheads of the Brahmanical pantheon.
Anywhere in India, one can come upon a Shaivite distinguished by his mat-
ted hair and the often glazed eyes of someone who has caught the fire of the
ganja, marijuana, or hashish. The mendicants smoke ganja as they intone
praise to Shiva (Boom Shankar) and seek release from their mortal coils. Reg-
gae songs routinely refer to marijuana by the Hindustani word ganja, which
is derived from Sanskrit. They also use the word kali, the name of the fero-
cious dark-skinned goddess whose temple in Calcutta is a haven for religious
tourists. For years the coincidences struck me as something worth a sec-
ond look.

In fact, the Jamaican use of the word ganja, the dreadlocks, and other
little details were not coincidental. At the time I did not know that from 1834
to 1916 the British took close to half a million East Indian people to work as
indentured labor in the plantations of the Caribbean and of South America.
I did not know that most of these people came from eastern India, from the
contemporary Indian states of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Bengal. Neither in
school nor from elders did I learn of the “new system of slavery” set up at
slavery’s end, which drew from a Trinidadian ex-indentured laborer this la-
ment, “i no go no way again, i have to wuk, i have to slave trinidad.””> My
vision of Jamaica was of people from Africa, for few ever spoke of the forty
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thousand indentured laborers who went from eastern India, and also China
and Cape Verde, to toil in the fields of the island, and to come into steady
contact with those only recently freed from chattel slavery.

When historians Ajai and Laxmi Mansingh wrote a few suggestive
pieces in the Jamaican press about the interactions of early Rastafarians and
the East Indians, the criticism against them was sharp.”® While a few scholars
found some merit in what they laid out, most took pains to show that Rastaf-
arianism had only one lineage, that from Africa.”” But I think the Mansinghs
make important connections about the way Afro-Asian communities over-
lapped culturally. Rastafarianism, as most accounts show us, came from a
part of agrarian Jamaica mainly populated by East Indians (the rural par-
ishes of Westmoreland, St. Thomas, and St. Catherine) and in its first urban
phase, 1930—33, Rastas lived among the East Indians of western Kingston.
The first Rasta commune, called Pinnacle, was surrounded by the homes of
East Indians.”® In these regions many of the practices of the dwellers drew
from several heritages, not just from those of central Africa and eastern In-
dia. If one turns to the realm of the everyday working-class life, it is hard to
sector out those aspects of life that are “African” or “Indian,” or “Chinese,”
for there is much that is interwoven to produce a complex Jamaican set of
social relations. Much the same can be said of life in Trinidad and Guyana,
where food such as goat curry and roti, despite the Hindustani origin of
the words, are eaten and cherished by all. After the arrival of the Indians to
the islands, Afro-Jamaicans and Indo-Jamaicans exchanged the techniques
and vocabulary of agricultural work, and in Trinidad, African and Indian
women crossed paths in their door-to-door retail trade or else took routine
part in petty street commerce.”” The peoples of the Caribbean adopted vo-
cabulary from one another and transformed grammatical structures. Thus
Trinidadian Hindi ordered compound verbs in the manner of Creole En-
glish to produce what we might call a “Creole Hindustani.”®

In Jamaica, scholarship on religious practice shows us that as the Indian
indentured took root in the island with their various eastern Indian Bhakti
traditions defined by a personal devotion to a preceptor or an incarnation
of God, the newly freed Africans began to worship Christ in the Kumina
style distinguished by the ancestor worship of the Ashanti peoples.? The si-
multaneous development of traditions that stress an unmediated relation-
ship between the oppressed and the divine indicates that there might have
been some interactions between the indentured and the former slaves, al-
though this might be the weakest link in the Mansinghs’ chain.®? What is
wrong perhaps with the Mansinghs’ model is their stress on “influences,”
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because this presupposes that the transit was one way. My interest is not so
much on origins, but in the necessary connections between working people
whose lives intersected and whose everyday practices, therefore, must have
informed one another in some way or another. Polyculturalism does not
make a strong statement about the direction of adoption, but it does indi-
cate that those forms hitherto seen as pure are perhaps less so. So on to the
Rastas.®

Rastafarianism emerges in the early 1930s around the time of the instal-
lation of Haile Selassie on the throne of Ethiopia. Drawing on the theoso-
phist and theological movements of their time, four Afro-Jamaican clergy-
men and UNTA members—Leonard P. Howell, Robert Hinds, H. Archibald
Dunkley, and Nathaniel Hibbert—preached that African people descended
from the original Israelites, that Selassie was the black messiah come to take
them back to freedom land, Africa. “Africa” was not just the continent, but
also a state of mind, as these four men of the cloth urged a return to African
ways and a rejection of Babylon (their name for capitalism). In time these
African ways would be called the “Ital” route, with “Ital” drawn from vital
and natural—an ecological and communitarian way to exist. But the expres-
sion and rituals of the Rastafarian movement bear considerable resemblance
to those practiced by the Indo-Jamaicans. Prayer to Kali, a popular deity
among the East Indians, was held mostly in isolated spots where a devotee
sacrificed a goat to the chants of “Jai Kali Mai” (“Praise Mother Kali”), and
often the revelers smoked ganja to consecrate the event. “The ceremonial
rituals and prayers were restricted to devoted Hindus only,” the Mansinghs
note, “though some inquisitive Afro-Jamaicans would always eavesdrop at
a distance in hidden places.”®* From these ceremonies, the Mansinghs em-
phasize four features: first that the Rastas may have cultivated the phrase
“Jah Rastafari” from “Jai Kali Mai,” although there is reasonable evidence
that Jah is a shortened form of Yahweh, the Hebrew word for God. Second,
that many Shaivites and others wear matted hair, jata (the people who do
this are known as jatadharis), and perhaps the Rastas borrowed this practice.
Historian Horace Campbell claimed that the custom came from the Mau
Mau in the 1950s, but there is hardly more evidence for this than for that
presented by the Mansinghs.® The third feature is perhaps the easiest place
to establish the connection, the world of ganja. Religion scholar Neil Savi-
shinsky offers us adequate evidence of widespread use of narcotics as part
of faith rituals in central Africa, but he, along with scholar Kenneth Bilby,
is convinced that the use of ganja “is the product of years of intercultural
exchange” in Jamaica between the Africans and Indians.®® Most scholars
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agree that ganja came to the islands with the East Indians, who used it as an
antidote to their terrible life on the plantations.®” From Fazal, an ex-inden-
tured laborer, we hear that in the early years, “dem smoking ganja, singing
like hell, eating like hell, eating and singing, ganja come from india an sell-
ing”® Ethnographers of the Rastas report that they live within a world
where the East Indians smoke with them, sometimes sell them the marijuana
grown on their fields, or pass on the Rasta codes for smoking “including
gracing the cup before smoking.”® A fourth feature that the Mansinghs
mention and that bears some thought is the turn to vegetarianism by Rastas.
One can do little more than speculate that the Indian experience of fasting
and purity, some of it gendered and imbued with caste power, may have been
adopted uncritically by the Rastas. As William Lewis’s ethnography shows,
the Rastas spoke much about freedom, but they made a doctrine of denying
women moral equality with men: ideas of women’s purity could have come
from devout, but often misogynist, East Indian men.”

The Rastafarian movement draws from all manner of cultural tradi-
tions to create a coherent cultural world of its own. The life of Leonard How-
ell, the most spectacular character among the founders, exemplifies the poly-
culturalism of Rastafarianism. Born in 1898, Howell traveled far and wide,
especially for a considerable sojourn in New York’s Harlem, where he lived
in the intellectual and political circles of Marcus Garvey and George Pad-
more.’! In the United States, during the 1920s, Howell discovered Lauron
William de Laurence’s theosophist-inspired Dream Book (which some have
since called the “Obeah Bible”). First published in 1904, de Laurence’s work
bears all the marks of the theosophist tradition of Madame Blavatsky and
Colonel Olcott. Blavatsky and Olcott drew from the multifaceted wisdom of
India to create an esoteric, and transnational, sect devoted to the search for
the mysteries of the universe. De Laurence’s treatise The Book of Magical Art,
Hindu Magic and Indian Occultism followed Blavatsky’s veneration of the
“masters of occult wisdom on the high plateau of Thibet,” who are only the
very finest at “telepathy, or mind-reading” which “in India [is] a national
characteristic.” Filled with talk of “adepts” and “Lamas” as well as of al-
chemy, the book was well known and well used among African Americans.
The most popular chapter was the last one entitled “Dreams and Visions.”*
De Laurence translated dream images into numbers so that a hopeful gam-
bler could convert his or her own dreams into bets for the next day’s street
lottery.

Numbers, itself, was, as journalist Roy Ottley proposed in 1943, intro-
duced to the African American community when the Chinese Americans
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hired “Negro runners and collectors” to work the “Chinese Lottery.”** Har-
lem in the early decades of the twentieth century was inundated by “fakirs
and charlatans of every brand,” people like High John the Conqueror with
his love potions, Madame Fu Tuttam, “a seeress of Negro-Chinese parent-
age,” and Rajah Rabo, a “dream book author.”
Sometimes closed motion-picture houses, empty stores, and lodge halls
were converted into “temples,” with announcements plastered on the build-
ings that were cheap and alluring, calling the citizenry to find out what
trouble was brewing. The operators of these places turned neat profits
from the sale of dream books, policy pamphlets, love potions, and incense
to destroy evil spirits. Two questions they unfailingly answered in the
affirmative: “Am I going to find work?” and “Am I going to hit the
numbers?”®
By the 1920s, publishers produced “Dream Books” designed for African
American gamblers.*

Inspired by de Laurence’s Dream Book, Howell was taken by the Orien-
talist movement, particularly the mysterious use of “India” in the occult cir-
cles within which there is the tradition of the Illuminati. In 1935 under the
name of Gangunguru (or G. G.) Maragh, Howell published The Promise Key,
a work that owes as much to the 1935—36 events in Ethiopia® as it does to
the occultist predilections he learned from de Laurence.”® The name Howell
took as his nom de plume comes from Hindustani. Gangunguru Maragh
sounds like Gyanguru Maharaj (“Venerable Teacher of Knowledge”), but
rather than Maharaj it might be Marg, which would give us “the Road of the
Venerable Teacher.”*® Howell was not alone in his interest in the various
forms of Hinduism known in the United States. In 1918, one of his associates
Joseph Hibbert told his friends that he was entranced by the idea of an incar-
nate God (figures such as Rama and Krishna) common among the East In-
dian peasantry. Perhaps, he felt, people of African ancestry needed such a
godhead to give them strength and inspiration and Haile Selaisse was to be
that figure.'®

With this background on the interconnected world of everyday life in
Jamaica, it should come as no surprise that a few of the important producers
of early ska and reggae music came from among a small Chinese community
in Jamaica. When Howell and others created their Rasta commune at Pin-
nacle, their spiritual musician was Count Ossie, whose producer was one
Prince Buster. In the 1960s, Buster joined Vincent “Randy” Chin, Charlie
Moo, and Leslie Kong to produce the sound that would become vintage Bob
Marley. When the planters ceased to import Chinese labor into Jamaica
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(partly because of a ban on emigration by the Chinese emperor), the small
community on the island worked out their indentures and a section went
into the small merchant trade. As shopkeepers, many Chinese merchants
flourished to the extent possible in a relatively poor section of the economy,
and the descendants of these traders brought the capital that enabled the
production of many of the early reggae records.'”! In 1962 two of these
Chinese-Jamaican businessmen produced a pair of the most powerful anti-
colonial nationalist tunes: Chin with Lord Creator gave us “Independent Ja-
maica” and Kong with Derrick Morgan offered the ska-inflected “Forward
March” (number one and number three on the Jamaican charts for the year).
That same year Kong worked with one Robert Marley on the short and sweet
“Judge Not,” while in 1963 he coproduced “King of Kings” with Jimmy
Cliff.' The sounds of Jamaica came, then, not just from those who claim
their ancestry from Africa, but from the polycultural world of Jamaican life
that seemed to find itself in the ska, roots, and dub beats.'®

After Coolie

If Hosay, Rasta, and the TWA are a good examples for the practices of the
polycultural working class that came under the gun of the colonial-planter
state, Garveyism and Gandhianism are good examples of populism among
the working class. Unable to sustain their own organizations, the polycult-
ural working class attempted to find its vitality in the organizations set up
by its middle-class representatives. The TWA tried to forge a polycultural
political agenda, but it was not to be sustained in the face of imperialism.
Two populist formations in this period that did create some traction against
British imperialism (and did organize the polycultural working class) were
led by people who attempted to organize the masses based on a racial-
nationalist model. Marcus Garvey (1887-1940) and Mohandas Gandhi
(1869-1948), respectively, emerged as the major leaders of the African and
Indian diaspora at around the same time. Garvey was head of the Universal
Negro Improvement Association, with a stress on the word Negro, while
Gandhi became the leader of a political party founded in 1885, the Indian
National Congress (INC), with a stess on the word Indian. The frameworks
for both movements are racial-national, but neither Garvey nor Gandhi
could hold back the polycultural pressures from below.

Garvey set up the UNIA in Jamaica in 1914, which he then took to the
United States in 1917; Gandhi emerged at the crest of a strike wave in south-
ern Africa in 1913, whose glory took him to the leadership of the Indian Na-
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tional Congress in India by 1917. As Garvey enunciated an anti-imperialism
of self-rule, so too did Gandhi, and both felt a sense of unease about mass
leadership of the struggle. Just as Garvey evinced regard for, but not solidar-
ity with, East Indians, so too did Gandhi fail to fully engage in the creation
of an Indian-African alliance in South Africa. Both spoke out on behalf of

>«

the struggle of each other’s “people,” but without too much consideration
for the diverse needs of the “people.”'**

In Trinidad, for instance, Garveyism drew people into the struggle, but
it also repeated the fissures of colonialism. The TWA shared some of its
most important leaders with Garvey’s UNIA, notably TWA secretary James
Braithwaite (president of the Port-of-Spain UNIA), TWA president John
Sydney de Bourg (UNIA’s leader of the Negroes of the Western Provinces of
the West Indies and South and Central America), and TWA’s Labour Leader
editor W. Howard Bishop (who ran stories from the UNIA’s Negro World in
the TWA’s paper). In 1915, however, when the Indo-Trinidadians and the
Afro-Trinidadian small peasants held joint protests against unfair cane
prices, the TWA president (and UNIA member) denied that East Indians
workers counted as labor. The working class, he felt, “was limited to the Ne-
gro element of the island.”*%> But both the UNIA and the TWA could not
deny its polycultural and energized base, so that its adherents had to hew the
line of a multiethnic politics however much it tried to disavow itself from
such a political world. In 1922 Garvey took as the editor and foreign affairs
columnist of his paper Negro World Hucheshwar G. Mudgal, who had been
born in India and come to the United States via Trinidad. One of Garvey’s
closest associates was Haridas T. Muzumdar, a Gandhian, who took to Gar-
vey after he read an account of a lynching in the United States. He said of
the event, “I could not eat for two days.”'° Furthermore, a “race man” like
Howell hoped, in 1933, that he could become the Gandhi of Jamaica, not just
the leader of his “people” but of a populist and diverse movement.'” In 1913,
in Guyana, the East Indian sugarcane workers at Rose Hall Estate struck not
only against the planters, but also against their overseer, Jugmohan, whose
feudal, misogynist and Brahmanical behavior rankled them. To help them
came Joseph Eleazer, a black barrister, and Dr. Ram Narayan Sharma, an East
Indian doctor and Hindi scholar, friends in struggle, and along the grain of
the polycultural instincts of the workers.' The nationalist model would not
know what to make of this—the sheer complexity of connections suffused
with the idea of race renders the nationalist framework inadequate. Nor
would it know what to make of the well-named literary and political Trini-
dadian magazine the Beacon, published from 1931 to 1934 to explore the de-
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velopment of a West Indian identity. Its writers included the Marxist C. L. R.
James, the future Labour minister Albert Gomes, many Garveyites, as well
as a regular “India Section” to engender unity.

Gandhi’s political career began in South Africa, but there is only fleeting
evidence that he sought to create an Afro-Asian politics or at least one that
challenged the divide-and-rule policy of the government. However, only a
few years into his South African career Gandhi developed a very significant
friendship with the leader of the Natal “natives,” Reverend John Langaliba-
lele Dube. When Gandhi founded the Natal Indian Congress in 1894, Dube
drew from this model to create the Natal Native Congress in 1900. Gandhi
introduced the readers of his Indian Opinion to Dube as “a Negro of whom
one should know,” and he gave Dube access to the Indian Opinion’s press at
the Phoenix Settlement to print Dube’s English-Zulu paper Ilange lase Natal
(“Light of Natal”).'® Both Gandhi and Dube did not react well to the famous
Bambata or Zulu rebellion of 1906, and neither gave his full support to the
rebels under Chief Bambata. Gandhi, in fact, offered his services to the am-
bulance brigade, mainly to serve the Zulu wounded (it was this act that Gan-
dhi said “eased my conscience” and led him down the path to Brahmacharya,
or “self-realization”''?). In 1913, Gandhi was overtaken by the powerful up-
surge of energy from among the Indian workers, whose strike consolidated
the reputation of this until then unknown lawyer. Remembering the strike
some years later, Gandhi wrote that “the whole community rose like a surg-
ing wave. Without organisation, without propaganda, all—nearly 40,000
—courted imprisonment. Nearly ten thousand were actually imprisoned.
A bloodless revolution was effected after strenuous discipline in self-
suffering.”!!! The working-class, mainly Tamil, leadership was in touch with
black militants, and, as South African historian Maureen Swan argues, “with
the Zulu rebellion only seven years in the past, it is reasonable to suppose
that there was some apprehension about the possibility of the blacks being
drawn into another—possibly violent—resistance movement.”!'* The fear
of arising of black workers in the south on behalf of the Indian mine workers
of northern Natal and the Indian sugarcane workers of the south coast was
significant pressure to cause a settlement.''” Dr. Abdurahman, of Indian an-
cestry and president of the African Political Organization (a multiethnic for-
mation), praised the passive resistance movement and extolled the “natives”
to protest so that “the economic foundations of South Africa would sud-
denly shake and tremble with such violence that the beautiful white South
African superstructure which had been built on it would come down with

a crash, entailing financial ruin, such as had never been witnessed before.”'*
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Dube’s newly formed South African Native National Congress (later the Af-
rican National Congress) did not join the struggle, mainly because Dube
himself did not think it as yet possible to move the “natives” to nonviolent
resistance. If the Indian and African working class did not begin its career
in South Africa on a multiethnic political platform, sections of the workers
did indeed experience the failures of accommodation with the apartheid re-
gime, an insight that led independently of Gandhian-style populism into al-
liances of Indians with Africans.!'® In 1939, the Reverend S. S. Tema, a “na-
tive” South African, interviewed Gandhi, who told him that Indians and
Africans in South Africa should work together, but not work within the
same organizations—“You will be pooling together not strength but weak-
ness.” Importantly, Gandhi noted that the Indians must be urged not to “run
you down as ‘savages, while exalting themselves as cultural people in order
to secure concessions for themselves at your expense.”!'¢ If Gandhi-Dube
felt that unity in one organization was not to be recommended, the South
African Communist Party (SACP) felt it was imperative. In 1943, the SACP
formed the Non-European Unity Movement, which was a forum for Afri-
cans, Indians, and the so-called Coloureds (in alliance with white radicals)
to forge unity in struggle against white supremacy.

The will of the polycultural working class, then, drew from, and ex-
ceeded, the attempts by Gandhi and Garvey to retain the boundaries set up
by imperialism. The modern odyssey of the Africans and the Asians in the
Caribbean and in southern Africa is enframed within the political economy
of imperialism. The harsh context of expropriation and exploitation re-
minds us that the mutual contempt between our bedraggled peoples is not
for want of empathy. Over the past fifty years and more, the descendants
of the coolies and the slaves have struggled against the legacy both of social
fractures and of the mobility of some at the expense of others. The brave
fights have been structured between the dialectic of division and unity, of
segregation and solidarity. In South Africa, the Three Doctors Pact of 1947
(signed by Dr. Yusuf Dadoo, Dr. G. M. Naicker, and Dr. A. B. Xuma—presi-
dents of the Natal and Transvaal Indian Congresses and of the African Na-
tional Congress) was the foundation for the antiapartheid struggle, which
began in earnest around the June 1946 agitation against the “Ghetto Act” and
took on steam with the 1952 Campaign for Defiance Against Unjust Laws. In
1952, again, Dr. Eric Williams, in Trinidad, said of the East Indians that they
are a “hostile and recalcitrant minority,” a phrase that undid the enthusiasm
for independence in that island nation. The Purana of the coolies is still be-
ing written, caught as it is in the dialectic between the neoliberalism and
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racialism of Trinidad’s new prime minister Basdeo Panday and the socialism
of South Africa’s late Chris Hani, between the urges of partition and con-
cord. Even as the coolie becomes cool,'" it is only through a genuine polycult-
ural struggle for social justice that the coolie will cease to be coolie. Divisions
are undone when we inhabit and struggle through them.



Chapter 4

The Merchant Is Always a Stranger

The Jews aren’t strangers. The Jews know their history, the Jews know
their culture, the Jews know their language; they know everything there
is to know about themselves. They know how to rob you, they know how
to be your landlord, they know how to be your grocer, they know how to
be your lawyer."

Malcolm’s vitriolic rhetoric about the Jewish merchants stirred up Harlem,
and it came along the grain of decades of tough talk from activists within
the beleaguered black community. Despite the Emancipation Proclamation
and the pledges of Reconstruction, black Americans remained mainly in the
strata of the working class and the peasantry. Those who moved to neighbor-
hoods like Harlem in 1901 usually worked as domestic servants and manual
laborers (74 percent). A small fraction worked as artisans (10 percent), most
of whom were barbers, tailors, dressmakers, and builders, and only a few
were self-employed (5.5 percent).> Hard work seemed to bring few rewards,
as Jim Crow institutions excluded African Americans from access to capital
and credit, the two financial instruments crucial for advancement in a capi-
talist society. In 1901, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote that the color line prevented
African Americans from the merchant trade. The “ever present factor of ra-
cial prejudice,” he wrote, “is present to hinder or at least make more difficult
the advance of the colored merchant or business man, in new or unaccus-
tomed lines.”” Without capital, it was not possible for the black merchant to
do what many immigrant merchants had done: pool resources—money and
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skills—and provide special ethnic commodity needs to one’s community.
Historian Kevin Gaines points out that much of the African American lead-
ership in the post-Reconstruction period married the concept of racial uplift
with the accumulation of wealth.* Booker T. Washington worried that the
black community spent its earnings elsewhere and that it did not produce
a business class of its own. He was, therefore, instrumental in the creation
of the New York—based National Negro Business League. The organization
worked alongside the Professional and Business Men’s Social Club (1890s)
and the New York Colored Business Men’s Association (1916) to advance the
interest of black businessmen. Because of these groups, black-owned busi-
nesses flourished in the period when racist segregation was at its highest,
from 1919 to 1929.” The Depression put an end to the gains of these years,
however, and the black community was once more prey to nonblack mer-
chants. In the early 1930s, even though Harlem was filled with Greeks, and
Italian and Irish retailers, it was the Jewish merchants who faced the ire of
the black community. The figure of the Jew in Harlem provides us with an
avenue to discuss the “trader as stranger,” the prefiguration of the Korean
from the 1980s to the present. I should say right now that this chapter is not
another of those self-righteous diatribes against black anti-Semitism. I am
quite in line with philosopher Lewis Gordon who argues that the discourse
of “black anti-Semitism,” “black homophobia,” and “black misogyny” ap-
pears as if there is no general problem of anti-Semitism, homophobia, and
misogyny; the trope of “black pathology” makes it easy to burden blacks
with these social ills, while others can rest easy in their shallow liberalism.
“We,” Gordon suggests to the liberal reader, “should ask ourselves about the
political value of focusing our critical gaze on hatred expressed by groups
who lack the institutional power to order that hatred systematically or struc-
turally. . . It’s safer to criticize the powerless.”® In considering the “Jew,” then,
we need to show how capitalism operates in the United States to occlude the
racism of its practices by creating social structures that pit people against
one another.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the New York black
press offered contradictory stories about the Jewish merchants within Har-
lem. In 1905 the Age called the Jews “a peculiar race. It is parasitical and pred-
atory . .. preying upon and devouring the substance of others rather than
creating and devouring the substance of itself. That is essentially the race
characteristic of all parasites, all race fungi. It is the peculiarity of the Jew
that if there is profit in anything he will discover it.” In 1908 a story appeared
in the black press that chastised a group of Jewish real estate owners for their
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attempt to exclude blacks from lower Harlem. The anti-Semitism, then,
came alongside the racism of the Jewish propertied. And yet there were just
as many stories that urged black readers to acquire “a little of the Jewish en-
terprise and spirit.” Booker T. Washington noted that the Jews bore the
weight of terrible oppression in Europe, but they were able to succeed in the
United States “because the Jewish race has had faith in itself” He warned
that “unless the Negro learns more and more to imitate the Jew in these mat-
ters, to have faith in himself, he cannot expect to have any high degree of
success.”” Washington’s call to emulate Jews was contradictory, for while it
may be seen as a form of admiration for Jewish success, it was heard as a
call to arms against Jewish success on the backs of black customers. In 1889,
Florence Williams, a Washingtonian, asked blacks to imitate the Jews to
place their “race upon a scale of absolute independence and domination in
financial circles and to compel the world to acknowledge their business ge-
nius.”® Jews were not quite white, so their gains were more accessible to Afri-
can Americans but they also weren’t black and that fact made their apprent
success unwelcome. Several decades later the journalist Roy Ottley would
write:
The whole business of anti-Jewish sentiment among Negroes is largely an
urban manifestation and stems directly from the Negro’s own depressed
condition socially and economically, and is essentially an anti-white mani-
festation . . . By some unique accident, it is the Jew who is today the Ne-
gro’s main point of contact with the white race—landlord, merchant,
employer, and, to a small degree, professional people. Thus the treatment
which the Negro experiences from the white group is mainly at the hands
of Jews.”
Ottley prefigured James Baldwin’s famous 1967 statement that “Negroes are
Anti-Semitic Because they’re Anti-White,” that the “most ironical thing
about Negro anti-Semitism is that the Negro is really condemning the Jew
for having become an American white man,” in other words, an oppressor
in the capitalist system.'® Of course, a host of other interactions complicate
this relationship, including a shared struggle for civil rights and black libera-
tion, the phenomenon of black Jews, the linkages of blacks and Jews in the
world of jazz, and, importantly, the dialogues among black and Jewish theo-
logians.'! Still, the black-Jewish relationship is rather too cavalierly reduced
to the experience of the (Jewish) small merchant and (black) impover-
ished customer.
By the early twentieth century, Jews ran many of Harlem’s shops where
blacks could not find employment (this may have been part of the exigency
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of small shops that relied upon family labor, rather than antiblack racism,
but from the standpoint of a dispossessed community, the distinction is
marginal). Washington’s idea of “self-help” did not mean that individuals
should help themselves, but that the black community should frequent
only black merchants, this to use captive ethnic markets to promote a black
bourgeoisie. “As long as Negroes talk race loyalty and race rights,” noted
Adam Clayton Powell Sr., pastor of the Abyssinian Baptist Church, “and then
spend their money with white business and professional men,” racism would
prevail.'> When the Depression hit, it struck the small black middle class
hardest. By the 1930s, the collapsed middle class was championed by the likes
of Washington and the Powells (both father and son) in customer boycotts
against white, and often Jewish, stores. The Don’t Buy Where You Can’t
Work movement began in Chicago in 1931, and it soon spread across the
country, notably to Harlem, where in 1935 it led to a general uprising against
the shopkeepers. Vandalism and boycotts formed the main tactics of the dis-
organized movement, which drew a swift response from the police and little
support from Harlem’s masses.'? Nevertheless, the Harlem riot touched a
nerve in the community. Well-known progressive Nannie Burroughs wrote
in The Afro-American that
the causes of the Harlem riot are not far to seek. They lie buried beneath
mountains of injustices done to the colored man in every state and in
every relationship, through years of patient sufferance on his part. In deal-
ing with colored people, America makes void the law through custom—
that’s the deep-seated cause of the Harlem riot. Colored folks feel that
Harlem is their last stand."

Black urban folklore in Harlem saw the merchant (now mostly seen as
Jewish) as the barricade against black liberation, and it was this political ter-
rain that produced the fiery, but misguided, subaltern nationalism of the
Harlem Labor Union, Inc. led by two well-known African American activ-
ists, Ira Kemp and Arthur Reed. Kemp and Reed found a kindred spirit in a
man who was known to his adherents as His Holiness Bishop Amiru Al-Mu-
Minin Sufi A. Hamid, head of the Universal Holy Temple of Tranquility. In
Chicago, Sufi worked the South Side, where he was known as Bishop Con-
shankin (Buddhist missionary and Oriental magician), and before that as
Eugene Brown of Lombard Street, Philadelphia.'”> The trio of Sufi, Kemp,
and Reed joined together as partisans for black employment in a tight la-
bor market.

Sufi, Kemp, and Reed wanted economic justice for blacks (with their
Jobs for Negroes campaign), but they targeted their efforts at the Jewish mer-
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chants. Those merchants, however, who owned or managed small businesses
in the early decades of the twentieth century worked against the tide of U.S.
capitalism which ran toward large monopoly firms that cornered markets to
their benefit. A small shop in Harlem was at the mercy of the banks, whole-
salers, and retail outfits that worked in concert with each other (either as
formal franchises or else in informal collaboration). In this market, shop-
keepers tried to cultivate all manner of advantages, especially ties of ethnic
solidarity. But the peril of being a small shopkeeper was only compounded
if the owner was black. African American entrepreneurs could find shops to
rent only in the “least desirable location,” and, as we know, they could not
gain access to capital funds that would permit a well-stocked store, and the
wholesale merchants rarely extended them credit. “Negro merchants are so
rare,” Du Bois noted of Philadelphia, “that it is natural for customers, both
white and colored, to take it for granted that their business is poorly con-
ducted without giving it a trial.”*¢

If black shops did not have the wherewithal to be extravagant to the con-
sumer, black shoppers “found that they could get credit and a greater variety
of goods at white-owned stores,” and if they could not pay immediately, they
could buy goods on an installment plan (where the merchant combined
tasks of creditor and salesperson).'” Ottley found that for the customer the
“inability to meet regularly any kind of payments creates irritability; and if
pressed for payment, [the customer] is stirred to anger, which is expressed
in hostility to the merchant.” Many of the merchants overcharged their des-
perate customers for second-rate goods and their customers knew it. “Be-
cause the merchants in Negro neighborhoods are mainly Jewish,” Ottley ar-
gued, “the charges are placed at the Jew’s doorstep. Obviously, sharp business
practices are common to all merchants, gentiles as well as Jews.”'® The small
merchant worked in the vise of capitalism and the American Dream: the
merchant has to hew the line of profit against punitive insurance and interest
regimes (as well as monopoly control by wholesalers) at the same time as
the merchant desires the quick fix of the American Dream to send children
to the finest colleges, to own a house, to drive a car. The dual pressure on
the small merchant augments the racism experienced by the disenfranchised
ghetto resident.

In 1936, the radical economics professor at Howard University Abram
Harris took a nuanced position against bourgeois nationalism. Harris was
close to the Communist Party which was at that time leading a strike in-
spired in part by the anti-immigrant and anti-Semitic practices of the W. T.
Grant chain."
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Denied equal competition with whites in higher positions of the capitalist
set-up and thwarted in its ambition to develop a miniature capitalism
within its own segregated racial domain, the Negro middle class is being
driven into a position of extreme racial chauvinism toward other minori-
ties . .. If there is exploitation of the black masses in Harlem the Negro
businessman participates in it as well as the Jew, while both the Jewish busi-
nessman and the Negro are governed by higher forces that are beyond
their control . .. Although it is essentially the product of the revolt of the
Negro middle class against the ever increasing restriction of their eco-
nomic opportunities, this racial chauvanism is becoming the escape of
the black masses bewildered by unemployment and hunger.*’
Like Harris, the Communists recognized that structural racism was built on
historically appropriated values, that the detritus of racism rendered the
ghetto capital-denuded but work-intensive.?! Here people labored hard to
control their destiny, but their frustrations led, in many cases, to a belabored
anger at the small merchant, the “trader as stranger.”

Strange Traders, Stranger Capitalism

In 1908, the German sociologist Georg Simmel wrote an essay entitled “The
Stranger” in which he offered the tantalizing thought that “throughout the
history of economics the stranger everywhere appears as the trader, or the
trader as stranger.”?* Simmel suggested that the traders bring goods that typ-
ically emanate from outside the economic activities of an area and that the
traders’ connection with these exotic goods marks them as foreign. Further-
more, “the stranger is by nature,” Simmel wrote, “no owner of soil—soil not
only in the physical, but also in the figurative sense of a life-substance which
is fixed, if not in a point in space, at least in an ideal point of the social envi-
ronment.” The trader, then, is an outsider, one who has no title to either the
(physical) soil or the (spiritual) nation.

While Simmel’s own analysis may be full of flaws, he left us with a pow-
erful image of the the “trader as stranger.” A product of his times, Simmel
captured a then-common sentiment, that the problem of working-class and
under-employed peoples stemmed from ethnic differences between cus-
tomers and merchants, that anti-Semitism may find its root in the preva-
lence of Jewish merchants in gentile neighborhoods. In our own time, and
in the United States, there is the assumption that “race riots” occur because
of Asian (mainly Korean) grocers in black (and Latino) neighborhoods.
These merchants who are physically distinguishable from their customers,
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who may not have been born and raised in the community are forever alien,
and their alienness marks them for retribution for the widespread poverty
in our urban areas.

In the United States, Simmel’s stranger thesis found its domestic version
in Edna Bonacich’s “middleman minority” approach, in which the (mainly
immigrant) minority creates a niche in “trade and commerce” as well as
“other ‘middleman lines’ such as agent, labor contractor, rent collector,
money lender, and broker.”” The immigrant stands in the middle between
the white elites, who dominate the economic system, and customers who are
mainly nonwhite but who are not of the same ethnic background of the
trader. The traders’ ill-feeling provokes the anger of the customers; the cus-
tomers’” poverty produces rage against the trader. If the coolies and formerly
enslaved peoples on the plantation at the very least shared deprivation, here
the only thing shared is the space of commerce, with one ethnicity symboliz-
ing demand and the other supply.

The “trader as stranger” or the “middleman minority” approach lays
out some of the principal dilemmas of urban tension in the United States.
Conflict is immanent in the socioeconomic relationships, so that Los Ange-
les or Brooklyn’s Crown Heights in 1992 is not the start of the problem, but
only those moments of strife that reveal a structure of class struggle. The
“trader as stranger,” in many of the sociological accounts, appears as a result
of conscious choices among an ethnic group, who, by some sort of rational
process, chooses the job of provisioning the U.S. working poor. There is little
analysis of the place of the multiracist state in its guidance of the immigrants
into such jobs, not just at the level of the Immigration and Naturalization
Service, but also through the discriminatory credit regimes (which often fa-
vor those who are stereotyped as good business people) and racist law and
order strategies (which incarcerate large numbers of black youth, thus re-
moving them from economic activity). In 1901, a British official in East Af-
rica noted that “on account of our Indian Empire we are compelled to re-
serve to British control alarge portion of East Africa. Indian trade, enterprise
and emigration require a suitable outlet. East Africa is, and should be, from
every point of view, the America of the Hindu.”** That is, while the British
drew immense amounts of surplus from southern Asia, they recognized the
need to furnish sections of the displaced southern Asian gentry and middle
castes with the means of survival. In East Africa, the southern Asian mer-
chant could then eke out a livelihood by providing goods and services to the
African working class and peasantry who were also under the heel of the
British. If we replace the word British with American, East Africa with Har-
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lem, and Indian with Korean, we have a contemporary view of how the
United States is able to stabilize its imperial role in the Koreas. Meanwhile,
those who shape and mainly benefit from the economic order appear excul-
pated from the systematic deprivation in this country: the white elites can
be liberal because they do not have to be at the front lines of class struggle.
For the working poor the merchant appears to be the decisive exploiter and
oppressor, while financial houses are protected by their spatial invisibility
and by their crafty mechanisms that create economic distance. Because of
this perverse logic, the oppressed in urban America seek to destroy the shops,
if not in the name of the white elites, then certainly not in opposition to
them.” And the idea of the “Korean,” forged in the smithy of U.S. imperial
policies, becomes the determinate contradiction to black liberation, while
in fact it is that very conceit of imperialism that should be in the gun-
sights instead.

Halal in Harlem

On February 21, 1965, Malcolm X, blasted by bullets of the Nation of Islam’s
assassins (helped along by the convenient lapse of the U.S. state—which
monitored every act of both the Nation and of the victim), fell to the stage
of the famous Audubon Ballroom that graces New York’s Harlem district.
In the flurry after his death, a review of Malcolm’s posthumously published
autobiography appeared in the New York Times, in which he was lauded as
a man who “understood, perhaps more profoundly than any other Negro
leader, the full, shocking extent of America’s psychological destruction of its
Negroes.”?® The autobiography has since sold more than three million cop-
ies. His life has become the stuff of legend and the legacy of its last few years
remains in the hearts of progressive people across the United States.

Two days before his death, Malcolm said that “it’s time for martyrs now.
And if T am to be one, it will be in the cause of brotherhood. That’s the only
thing that can save this country. I've learned it the hard way—but I've
learned it.”*” How unfortunate then that more than thirty-five years after
his death few Americans understand that Malcolm always already lived in a
polycultural world (even if his politics did not measure up to it). Soon after
Malcolm was shot, his head was cradled in the lap of his friend and comrade,
Yuri Kochiyama. Born in 1921 to Japanese immigrant parents, Yuri spent
World War II in an internment-concentration camp in the U.S. South. She
got involved in the civil rights struggle in the 1950s, moved to Harlem in the
1960s, and was active in the liberation movement of the time, before joining
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the Republic of New Africa in 1969. She fought for Puerto Rican freedom as
well as in the nascent Asian American movement, and despite a stroke in
1997, she continues to fight for the freedom of Mumia Abu-Jamal and other
political prisoners.?® A life of struggle was met halfway by the meteor of Mal-
colm X. Among radical Asian Americans the vision of Yuri holding Malcolm
in her arms is by now commonplace, just as it is almost unknown among
African Americans.

While Los Angeles was in flames, journalist and editor Joe Wood asked
black intellectuals to “critique Malcolm X and to make sense of Malcolm X’s
currency among us, and to make sense of Blackness itself—its meaning today
and its usefulness as a concept to African Americans.”” In the 1960s Malcolm
sharpened the anti-merchant ideology as he worked within the contradic-
tion between anticapitalist and racist thought, between a visceral hatred for
the merchant as merchant, and as Jew. Cultural critic Michael Eric Dyson,
in a nuanced study of the X-phenomenon, shows us that the resurgence of
black nationalism in the 1990s drew from Malcolm not so much for his ideo-
logical framework but for his style: the uncompromising oratory of Mal-
colm and his denunciation of both white supremacy and black bourgeois
liberalism find a home in the hearts of those who are casualties of late capi-
talism.”® Malcolm today is both an icon of blackness (illustrated by the sales
of the X caps as a promotion for Spike Lee’s monumental Malcolm X) and
amask of blackness (“You’re talking Black when you wear these things,” sug-
gested Joe Wood).”! The meaning of Malcolm which comes from a detailed
account of his place in the anti-merchant struggle, then, is far more complex.
Most accounts of Malcolm tend to see him as a one-dimensional black na-
tionalist who, at the end of his life, came to a wider political vision which
was not quite worked out before his death. The life and death of Malcolm,
however, exudes the sort of polycultural ethos that motivates this book. Mal-
colm, for me, is a rich figure who cannot be seen as the possession of a people,
or the posthumous leader of a territorial nationalist movement.

Most people who have read Malcolm’s speeches in the last few years rec-
ognize that he had moved away from the racialism of the Nation of Islam
toward a kind of antiracist socialism. To students at Columbia University on
February 18, 1965, a few days before his death, Malcolm underscored the fact
that “it is incorrect to classify the revolt of the Negro as simply a racial con-
flict of black against white, or as a purely American problem. Rather we are
today seeing a global rebellion of the oppressed against the oppressor, the
exploited against the exploiter.”>? But I don’t want to remain with those last
years to show that Malcolm’s change of heart means he recognized the sa-
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lience of a polyculturalist practice. Rather, I want to show that even when
Malcolm was, as he put it on February 18, “asleep somewhat and under some-
one else’s control,” he was engulfed by cultural forces that crept in mostly,
but not wholly, unbeknownst to him.

When Malcolm moved to Harlem to take charge of New York City’s
Temple no. 7 (on Lenox Avenue and 116™ Street) in 1954, he had not been a
Muslim for long. Islam, like many faiths, does not only suggest a spiritual
path to deliverance, but it also enjoins the believer to certain daily rituals.
One of which is to eat only halal meat. In the Harlem of the 1950s, it was not
easy to find a Muslim butcher, so many of the early Muslims bought their
meat from kosher stores.”® The alternative was the “Indian stores” opened
by Bengali immigrants from East Pakistan (what became Bangladesh in
1971). As southern Asia won its independence from British rule, the partition
of the subcontinent created the unwieldy state of Pakistan (with western and
eastern provinces separated by India). East Pakistan suffered the vagaries of
a sundered economy, as it lost its agricultural and industrial relationship
with the rest of Bengal (now in India) and it became the junior partner to
the districts of West Pakistan. Two of Pakistan’s principle foreign exchange
earners came from the harvests of the East, tea and jute, yet East Pakistan
was already prone to food shortages.* Such economic pressures, combined
with the cultural insensitivity of the new Pakistani regime to the Bengalis
of the east, resulted in the emigration of a number of men. These men hoped
to earn enough money to shore up the family economy at home, and perhaps
to buy land and shift class positions. Many of them, however, remained in
places like New York, where they married into the Puerto Rican and African
American communities and settled into the ways of the big city. Along Lenox
Avenue in Harlem, a handful of Bengali stores opened to retail all manner of
goods, including the elusive halal meat. “Malcolm X apparently frequented a
halal place on Lenox Ave. where he was good friends with a few of the Bengali
Muslims,” recounts Alaudin, the son of one of those Bengalis who came to
Spanish Harlem in the 1940s and opened a small restaurant.” For Malcolm,
these merchants enriched the community and there is no evidence of his
fulminations against their class depredations. Why did these merchants not
appear as strangers? What was the reason for their acceptance? Perhaps,
in the words of one trader, Malcolm was “one of us,” a Muslim, but also a
person of color reviled by white supremacy. The shared bitterness and the
shared sense of community, which the Muslims call the ummah (“the world
of believers”), perhaps altered the image of the merchant as stranger if the
merchant was a Muslim of color.
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In fact, Nation of Islam founder Elijah Muhammed’s closest ideological
ally, formally outside of the Nation, was Pakistani immigrant Abdul Basit
Naeem. Naeem worked in New York as a journalist recruited by Muhammad
to produce The Moslem World and The USA in the 1950s. Aware of the prob-
lems of the racialist core of the Nation’s teaching, Naeem declared that “we
would rather see an all-black Moslem community in America than none at
all” For his loyalty, Naeem was invited to address the 1957 annual convention
of the Nation, from whose pulpit he said that Elijah Muhammad was a leader
“whose teachings and messages are just about the only way I can now see of
bringing the so-called Negroes into, or shall I say back into, the fold of Islam
en masse.”*® Naeem was not the only South Asian to have a hand in the milieu
of the Nation. Two others bear mention: W. D. Fard, the inspiration for the
Nation, and Mufti Muhammad Sadiq, the missionary for the Ahmadiyya
movement.

To get to Fard and Sadiq, we must go through Noble Drew Ali (Timothy
Drew) and the Moorish Science Temple of America (MSTA). Founded in
1913 the MSTA drew from a number of complex traditions in its first decade
such as black Freemasonry, Garvey’s UNIA, Islamic ideas culled from Drew
Ali’s travels in the merchant marine, and marginally from “a Hindu fakir
in circus shows” whom Drew Ali accompanied, and in whose company “he
decided to start a little order of his own.”*” The circus was the crucial site for
the transmission of a fantasy version of the “East” to most Americans.*® For
many, the “East” was a place of mysterious barbarism, but among black
Americans it was often a source of wisdom and a symbol of the capacity of
people of color to engender a civilization. At the 1893 Columbian Exposition
in Chicago, as the sight of Muslims from the “East” amused the white specta-
tors, a group of African American men and women took vows from them.
On the basis of this encounter, they established the Ancient Egyptian Arabic
Order of Nobles of the Shrine and the Daughters of Isis (later known as the
black Shriners).*” Noble Drew Ali emerged from this milieu. He forged a
movement of respect and dignity, so that those who felt the indignity of be-
ing called “nigger” now appended terms of respect to their names like El and
Bey (both honorific titles) and Ali (the other name for Hussain, grandson
of the prophet Muhammed). Drew Ali’s MSTA made its own flag, fashioned
after that of Morocco, and its own identity cards. These symbols of freedom
allowed the MSTA members to declare their psychological independence
from Jim Crow U.S.A. Of special significance is the MSTA’s claim that those
whom white supremacy called “Negroes” were actually “Asiatic” peoples
who claimed descent from Morocco, or, as the MSTA called them, “Moorish
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Americans”. The “Moorish Americans” reconstructed their racial lineage
stating that “Asiatics” came from the line of Canaan and Ham and they in-
cluded the Egyptians, Arabians, Japanese, Chinese, Indians, South and Cen-
tral Americans, Turks, and African Americans.*°

As the streets of black America filled up with faiths other than main-
stream Christianity, some of the preachers of these faiths came from places
far afield. One such person was Mufti Muhammad Sadiq, who set foot in
the United States on January 24, 1920. Sadiq, a native of British India, was
an Ahmadiyya missionary who came to the United States to propagate the
idea that Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (1835-1908), the Punjabi visionary, was the
mahdi, or prophet, of Islam. Persecuted in their homeland, the Ahmadiyyas
sent forth missionaries to disperse and ensure the continuance of the proph-
ecy. Sadiq was met by the immigration officials, who held him for deporta-
tion because he was accused of being a polygamist. In jail he converted a mul-
tiethnic crew of fellow deportees—four Chinese men, one American, one
Syrian, one Yugoslavian—an illustration of what religious historian Richard
Brent Turner calls “the first multi-racial model for American Islam.”*! When
Sadiq gave a tender to the immigration officials that he would not preach
polygamy, he was released to three years of eager and productive work dur-
ing which he converted a host of Harlem residents (including women, such
as Madame Rahatullah in 1921). When Sadiq moved to Chicago to open
the first Ahmaddiya mosque at 448 Wabash in 1922, he drew to the move-
ment Muslim immigrants (from Bosnia, Yemen, and Somalia, among other
places) and, crucially, African Americans. (By 1940, the Ahmadiyya commu-
nity in the United States numbered between five and ten thousand.*?)

In his periodical Moslem Sunrise, Sadiq conducted a “jihad of words,”
especially to argue that both the Protestant Church and Catholic Church had
“failed largely to abandon racism either at the altar or through their secular
policies.” Furthermore, he proposed that “in the East” equality was already
realized, since “in Islam no church has ever had seats reserved for anybody
and if a Negro enters first and takes the front seat even the Sultan if he hap-
pens to come after him never thinks of removing him from the seat.”*’ Sadiq
did not stand outside the current of African American political activity, for
he threw himself wholeheartedly into the world of Garveyism. One of his
main converts in Chicago, James Conwell, or Brother Abdullah, was a Gar-
veyite, and it is said that six other Garveyites wore their UNTA uniforms to
the mosque. In 1923, Richard Turner records, Sadiq spoke to the UNIA of
Detroit five times and converted forty members to Islam. Garvey himself
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was close to the Sudanese-Egyptian Muslim preacher, Duse Muhammad Ali.
Sadiq urged Garvey to add “one language which would be Arabic” to the
UNIA motto, One God, One Aim, One Destiny. In January 1923, Sadiq wrote
an open letter to black America in the Moslem Sunrise, in which he con-
demned Christianity’s failure to confront racism and he expressed outrage
against “the Christian profiteers [who] brought you out of your native lands
of Africa and in Christianizing you made you forsake the religion and lan-
guage of your forefathers—which were Islam and Arabic.”*

As the Nation of Islam would later do, Sadiq sought to remind African
Americans about the Muslims who came to the Americas on the slave ships,
people such as Yarrow Mamout, who earned his freedom and bought both
a house for himself in 1819 and stock in Alexander Hamilton’s Columbia
Bank, as well as the Timbo (Guinean) prince Abd al-Rahman Ibrahima, who
came to the United States on board a slave ship named Africa, won his free-
dom through the intervention of King Abd al-Rahman II of Morocco, and
then returned to Africa as an employee of the American Colonization Soci-
ety. Some scholars suggest that almost a tenth of the enslaved Africans had
allegiance to Islam, while others claim that the numbers are almost as high
as a fifth. Most agree that the Islam brought from Africa was lost over time
as memory, and certainly as institutionalized practice.*” Sadiq tried only to
argue that despite what the trauma of slavery had wrought blacks have an
ancestral connection with Islam, and that Islam as a faith pledged to equality
would be a better platform for everyday dignity and the antiracist struggle.

W. D. Fard and Elijah Muhammad would go one step further. These two
founders of the Nation of Islam drew from Sadiq’s world and from interna-
tional fascination with Martian life (and UFOs) to argue that the “Asiatic
Black Man” (the “Original People”) was an ancient (trillions of years old)
being who was lost (due to the deviousness of the scientist Yacub) and would
have to be found with the help of the Nation (hence the “Lost-Found Nation
of Islam”). The Islam of Fard-Muhammad, then, would be the vehicle (along
with the Mother Ship from Japan) to take the oppressed “Asiatic Black Man”
to liberation.*® Recent work on the mysterious Fard shows that he had joined
the MSTA in the mid-1920s and, under the name of David Ford-el, he fought
tolead the MSTA after Noble Drew Ali died in 1929.*” While with the MSTA,
Ford worshipped at the Ahmadiyya mosque in Chicago and he was involved
with the UNIA. Elijjah Muhammed was raised in a Garveyite family, and like
Ford, he spent his formative life in the Midwest under the influence of the
MSTA. Both Ford and Muhammed are genuine creatures of the milieu of
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nonwhite working-class life and even as they produced a form of Islam that
was deeply racialist they could not help acknowledge its own polycultural
roots.

Elijah Muhammad claimed that Fard was Allah, that his fair skin was
irrelevant to his message that only the “Black Man” was capable of being
found to liberate mankind from the designs of the evil scientist (who re-
moved melanin from people to make them bonded to the earth and outside
the web of the divine). Fard, of relatively light skin, was born in New Zealand
to a father from British India, Zared Fard, and a Maori mother, Beatrice Fard.
In 1913 his parents gathered enough money to send their twenty-two-year-
old son to the United States. Fard probably crossed into the country through
Canada without a visa and joined the undocumented working class, first as
a cook and eventually as a restaurant manager. Frustrated with this sort of
life, and leaving in his trail two marriages, Fard joined with a Chinese Amer-
ican man, Edward Donaldson, to go on the road. He worked for the Theoso-
phist Society in San Francisco under the tutelage of Mohini Chatterjee and
then for the UNIA. An FBI agent despatched to monitor the UNIA noted
that

though he claimed to be a Negro, his manner of talk, which had a little
accent—not the Southern accent that is common to all Negroes, but the
accent similar to that of an American-educated Hindu. He is rather small
but stout. His facial color and the shape and structure of his face is also
more like a Hindu than an American Negro.*®

That Fard may have been from British India is not as important as the
Indian Islamic ideas he (and the Ahmadiyyas) imported into the African
American community. Richard Turner, in a very rich study, shows us that
Islamic movements in the United States and their “new urban prophets”
adopted the idea of “continuous prophecy” to elaborate upon the African
American notion of a religious leader (the pastor of a congregation, for in-
stance).* Ministers in the African American churches put great stock in the
idea that they had been called to the pulpit by divine inspiration, to be in
the stream of a continuous prophecy begun by Jesus Christ.*® The idea of the
continuous prophecy in terms of Islam in the United States came, in part,
from the nineteenth-century founder of the Ahmadiyya movement, Mirza
Ghulam Ahmad, who claimed to be the mujahid, (“renewer”). The idea of
mujahid made possible the claim made by Elijah Muhammad that Fard was
Allah and that he himself was both Elijah of the Bible and Muhammad of
the Quran. Elijah Muhammad’s closeness to Naeem and his trip to Pakistan
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in 1960 may be explained in part by his special fondness for the heterodox
southern Asian Islam, and for the paternal homeland of his friend Fard.

By the 1940s, Harlem’s streets flourished with the presence of several
thousand Muslims from all across the world, but mainly from southern Asia.
Without amosque, they worshipped in their homes, but on festival days they
would “don rich robes, shawls, turbans, and fezzes of their native land, and
the women wear gorgeous brocades and heavy decorative jewelry.” These
Muslims represented the gamut of the U.S. working class—as workers in the
restaurant trade, as mechanics, as janitors, as factory workers, and as stu-
dents. As missionaries, many worked to convert their neighbors. “Whether
they are Africans, Arabs, Tartars or American Negroes, Moors, Persians or
whites,” Ottley wrote in his 1943 study of Harlem, “Moslems intermarry. The
racial flow back and forth defies classification.”** Malcolm was a natural in
Harlem, not only because the political events that preceded him had awak-
ened an antiracist consciousness among the people, but also because of its
place as a hive of complexity. Malcolm would have loved it, for he was not
so far removed from a polycultural existence. Born of a Grenadian mother,
Louise Little, Malcolm would have known, as did his brother Wilfried of one
of his cousins who was an aide to Garvey and who visited the Littles often.
“I'm sure from the way he looked,” Wilfried told Jan Carew, “that he must
have had some East Indian blood in him.” On the trail of Louise Little’s
mother, Carew came upon a “venerable matriarch” who told him that she
once heard of Malcolm’s grandmother, who “musta had some coolie blood
in her, or Carib in addition to the tar brush.”>* As he lay in the arms of Yuri
Kochiyama in 1965, Malcolm rested in a tradition that respected the com-
plexity of his heritage and of the kind of politics he had moved toward. As
I think of Malcolm now, I cannot take this image out of my head, nor can I
forget those Bengali grocers, Alaudin’s father and his friends, as he taught
them about racism in the United States as they taught him about halal. These
are memories of genuine polycultural practice.”

South Central Is the America of the Korean

In 1991, Ice Cube self-righteously targeted Korean merchants in his song
“Black Korea.” “Oriental one-penny-counting motherfuckers,” he called
them as he demanded that they “pay respect to the black fist or we’ll burn
your store right down to your crisp.” As Cube acted as the voice of the voice-
less, he also took the opportunity to promote forty-ounce bottles of St. Ides
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malt liquor, a drink sold mainly by small merchants like the Korean store
owners. With full-blown misogyny, Cube suggested that malt liquor will
“get your girl in the mood quicker, get your jimmy thicker.”** Cube drew
upon the anger of dispossessed people who found in the Koreans a conve-
nient scapegoat. “It’s very hard to attack the establishment, or to attack the
educational system, or to change the political economic structure, for some-
one on the street,” reflected Jan Sunoo of the Federal Mediation and Concili-
ation Service in early 1992. “So he’ll say, ‘Well, maybe I can’t change the
world, but atleast I can get this damn grocer to respect me. ”>> Cube’s hypoc-
risy aside, the irony of his reaction is that it comes at a time when black bour-
geois political leaders had taken power, when Koreans had little political
power at city hall, and when alternative political leadership was continually
squashed by the U.S. state. The illusionary Chocolate City is no comfort
to the exploited and oppressed whose genuine demands for freedom are
met either by police force (trained, incidentally, in the manner of anti-
insurgency U.S. troops in Vietnam), by the force of hard cash (to compro-
mise leaders), or by force-fed drugs. The Koreans are part of the equation,
but not even close to being the agents of bondage.

Like the story of the Nation of Islam and Malcolm X the Afro-Korean
history is far more complex than we’ve allowed ourselves to imagine. The
Koreans, like African Americans, have a relationship with the United States
that results from the machinations of U.S. power rather than from Korean
willfulness. Bruce Cumings’s outstanding research shows us that the United
States intervened in a national struggle for independence and precipitated
a war that lasted from 1950 to 1953 (and which continues in a cold fashion
to this day) to cost at least two million lives. The modern-day U.S. crusaders
felt that they had to fend off Communism to save the world, even as they
vented some vicious racist fury against both the Koreans and the Chinese.
A senior officer in General MacArthur’s command hoped that a harsh U.S.
attack would “give these yellow bastards what is coming to them.”*® The rac-
ist hatred of the Asians took the form of ruthless destruction (this on the
heels of the atomic bombs on Japan). Aerial raids on the northern part of
the peninsula destroyed irrigation dams that provided water for three quar-
ters of the North’s food production. “The subsequent flash flood waters
wiped out [supply routes, etc.],” the U.S. air force noted in an official report.
“The Westerner can little conceive the awesome meaning which the loss of
[rice] has for the Asian—starvation and slow death.””” There was no remorse
in the note.
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As the war in Korea intensified, the U.S. army turned to African Ameri-
cans for volunteers, but the black troops had already tasted the bitterness of
the false hope of freedom in the aftermath of World Wars I and II. Paul Robe-
son, at a mass rally in Harlem in early July 1950, told the crowd that

Negroes know what is happening in Korea because the same thing is hap-
pening to our people in Africa. It has to do with gold, and oil, and tin and
other natural resources that the people of Korea, Africa and the West
Indies and all other colonial people . .. have the right to do with as they
choose. But the same men who own the cotton plantations in the South
are determined to seize the riches of Korea and keep them.
Benjamin J. Davis, Communist councilman from Harlem, pointedly noted
that “we want peace and freedom, and we are ready to fight for it whether
in Mississippi or Harlem. If Truman, Dulles or MacArthur have ants in their
pants, let them send troops into Mississippi and Georgia to fight the Ku Klux
Klan” As he delivered these words, a white policeman pushed an African
American woman, who reportedly turned to him and said, “If you want to
fight, go on over to Korea and I wish you the worst of luck.”*® The U.S. Com-
munist press was ruthless in its denunciation of the divide-and-rule tactic
of the United States, eager to use black troops to fight for “freedom” (as it
had in 1778, 1838, 1860—65, 1898, 191419, and 1941—45). “A reckoning with
the Negro quislings of today,” said an editorial in the Daily Worker, “is also
on the Negro people’s order of business. For these quislings unashamedly
assert that the Wall Street leopard has changed his spots. In this way they
attempt to disarm the Negro people before the onslaught of this imperialist
beast.”>® African Americans, however, were deeply aware of the irony. Cap-
tain Charles Bussey, an African American commander in the Twenty-fourth
Infantry Regiment in Korea, told military historians decades later, the black
troops “felt they were stupid to risk their lives unduly because when they got
home they didn’t have the rewards citizenship should have provided. . . such
as voting.”® In February 1951, the NAACP sent Thurgood Marshall to inves-
tigate complaints from black troops in Korea, such as being sent in large
numbers into treacherous combat and not being allowed to use equal facili-
ties (the Korean War was the first time the U.S. army used integrated units).
Marshall returned with extensive proof of what he called “bias,” which the
army disputed, but which The Crisis published in full.' Both African Ameri-
cans and Koreans had a bad war, and both attempted to find better lives after-
ward, often in the same neighborhoods.
Battered by the shortages of foodstuffs in the southern part of the Ko-
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rean peninsula, some Koreans “attached themselves to Americans by any
means necessary, hoping against hope to get to America—uniformly con-
ceived as a country where the streets were paved with gold, a fabulous PX in
the sky.”s? Refugees from the North found nothing to hold them in the
South, and they too made every attempt to flee to the Americans who came
forth as their saviors. On the new world stage, the United States could not
identity itself as the messiah and then shut the doors behind those whose
lives were ruined by its supposed “goodwill” The refugee Koreans came
across the waters to the United States, mostly to California. Over the decades
more Koreans would join them, mainly those who continue to find it impos-
sible to make a living in an economy dominated by vast Korean-style corpo-
rations called chaebols (which earn praise from U.S. management gurus).%
In the mid-1970s, over 85 percent of the Koreans in the United States made
up part of the working class, even though more than 70 percent of them came
to the United States with professional qualifications.®*

In 1967, a UCLA study of seventy-nine “ghetto merchants” (mainly
Jewish, but also African American, Asian American, and Mexican Ameri-
can) showed that the situation for the trader “in the Los Angeles ghetto is
not unlike the one faced by Chinese merchants in Malaysia or Indian mer-
chants in Africa. In all three situations, the merchant is a member of an
elite, better-educated group and resentments between merchants and cus-
tomers abound.”® The survey was already out of date, because the demo-
graphics of south-central Los Angeles shifted in the aftermath both of the
1965 Watts uprising and of the 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act.
The uprising sent a strong message against merchants who acted brazenly
toward their customers, with the targets of violence frequently reserved not
for one ethnic group, but for anyone who behaved inappropriately or un-
ethically.®

Both the Jews and the Italians either moved their shops elsewhere or
retired with the certain hope that their college-educated children, now
rather firmly white, might find their destiny in the “mainstream.” The 1965
immigration act, for the first time since 1924, allowed for a relatively large
number of Asians to enter the United States, and of the Koreans who came,
many settled in and around Los Angeles.” The Korean merchants actively
purchased or rented their stores in the predominantly working-class black
and Latino neighborhoods (while most of the Jewish and Italian merchants
already owned their shops when African Americans moved into their neigh-
borhoods).®® Furthermore, unlike many other “outsider” ethnicities, they
did not own and rent property or enter politics (perhaps they’d had too
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much of politics in their homeland). Instead they concentrated their efforts
in small, family-run grocery-liquor stores.®® And yet, they were unaware of
the political powder keg they were about to ignite.”

Faced with the enormity of a white supremacist capitalism, working-
class black folk have always sought means for sovereignty and dignity. One
of these means is to assert one’s claim to territory, to the neighborhood that
is generally seen to be one’s own. Ownership as self-determination is a par-
ticularly delicate subject among African Americans, whose ancestors were
owned and who lost the forty acres and a mule intended to be the down
payment to freedom. If there is nothing else to own, at least I own my own
body and I have my "hood. The anti-Jewish and anti-Korean tendencies in
the "hood come from this profound desire for dignity among the working
class who labor for others, but who do not have the means to produce
the services to run their own territory. The African American bourgeoisie
dreams of a Black Belt as a captive market, but the working class wishes it
both for ease of life (no need to travel miles to the store) and for self-respect
(no need to bear the indignity of the petty-minded fears of the small shop-
keeper for whom theft cuts into the profit margins).

The investment in territory is valid as a strategy for survival, but the
African American population of South-Central (Watts), for instance, is not
the first to feel that pull. In the nineteenth century many of the neighbor-
hoods now considered to be African American had Asian populations, all of
whom gathered together as a result of racist residential codes of the 1870s.”!
African Americans moved to California in large numbers only during and
after the Depression, when the plutocrats of the promised land used those
anti-Asian codes against them.”? Sonora McKeller (part African American,
part Mexican, part Apache, part German), the coordinator of the Watts
Summer Festival in the 1960s, first visited South-Central in 1929:

At that time Watts was all but barren land. Houses were few and far
between. Japanese produce gardens were everywhere. Where today we
see storm drains and cemented gullies, in those days the people of Watts
fished for crawfish and catfish in mud and slime . . . in fact the section was
known as Mudtown. Watts boasted one movie house, a few schools, many
Chinese lottery dens where one could play such games as blackjack, chuck-
a-luck, four-five-six poker, and Chinese lottery—drawings every hour on
the hour.”
African Americans and Japanese Americans in California lived cheek by
jowl. Then, in the 1940s, the U.S. state moved the latter into internment
camps and opened the homes and businesses to the impoverished African
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Americans indeed, most public housing in Los Angeles was built on land

once home to Asians. Maya Angelou remembers the transition from her San

Francisco childhood:
The Yakamoto Sea Food Market quietly became Sammy’s Shoe Shine Par-
lor and Smoke Shop. Yashigira’s Hardware metamorphosed into La Salon
de Beauté owned by Miss Clorinda Jackson. The Japanese shops which sold
products to Nisei customers were taken over by enterprising Negro busi-
nessmen, and in less than a year became permanent homes away from
home for the newly arrived Southern Blacks. Where the odors of tempura,
raw fish and cha had dominated, the aroma of chitlings, greens and ham
hocks now prevailed. The Japanese area became San Francisco’s Harlem in
a matter of months.”

“Why did the African Americans not protest the internment of their
neighbors?” Angelou asked. “Especially in view of the fact that they (the
blacks) had themselves undergone concentration-camp living for centuries
in slavery’s plantations and later in sharecroppers’ cabins. But the sensations
of common relationship were missing.” The enmity has continued for nearly
sixty years. In 1988 a survey of Los Angeles African Americans concluded
that Asians are the least-liked ethnic group. Nativist ideas (“Koreans don’t
speak English”) highlighted by Hollywood’s unreconstructed anti-Asian im-
agery (Menace II Society, Quick Change, Falling Down) produce the idea that
the immigrant is not only an alien, but also unwelcome. From the other side,
surveys of Korean merchants show us that they see African Americans as
“dirty,” “lazy,” and “uneducated,” that they deploy these notions in their
sometimes overzealous treatment of the working poor in their stores.” In
April 1986, the murder of four Korean shopkeepers in south-central L.A. led
to the formation of the Black Korean Alliance (BKA), of merchants, city bu-
reaucrats, community-based organizations, the media, and the clergy. The
goal of the BKA was to facilitate dialogue between the migrants to there and
the earlier residents. The venture was useful, but its strategy was decidedly
misguided because “dialogue” (or reconciliation, or “Can we all get along?”)
assumes that the problem is one of attitude or stereotype and not of a funda-
mental flaw in the social relations between people; the BKA, incidentally,
collapsed when it could offer little in the aftermath of the 1992 uprising.
Halford Fairchild, raised in the black community of Los Angeles, but child
of a Japanese American mother and black father, noted that

the terrible peril of African people places us in a position of having to do
whatever we can do to survive, and a lot of times that means to steal. We

have an interesting situation, where Korean-Americans are coming in as
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capitalists, as merchants, as individuals who are selling goods for a profit

in convenience stores and liquor stores, and I'm sure they experience theft

on a regular basis. People steal because they don’t have the money to buy.”®
Fairchild offers some indication of the structural problems at play in south-
central L.A., one that is far removed from a simple liberal dilemma that con-
tinues to go by the name of “black-Korean relations.”””

Los Angeles is a test case for the limits of amity within a capitalist struc-

ture that relies upon ethnicity to camouflage its power. Pyong Cap Min doc-
uments in detail the many attempts made by the bourgeois leadership of
the Korean and African American communities: the BKA tried to foster
dialogue, the Korean and black churches worked with each other in “sister-
church” arrangements, the merchant associations tried to mediate during
boycotts, and the Korean chamber of commerce even contributed toward
Mayor Tom Bradley’s trip to Korea in April 1991.7® These measures attempted
to create fellowship, but they did not work in 1992 when, as a reaction to
police brutality and justice denied, the working-class blacks and Latinos
targeted the shopkeepers, many of whom are Korean. Jan Sunoo recognized
the structural element involved in the situation. “I don’t think you see Ko-
rean merchants shooting blacks in middle-class neighborhoods. You don’t
see them shooting Latinos in middle-class neighborhoods,” he noted. “I
think what we’re seeing is a very specific problem that happens in pov-
erty)”
“Poverty” is one way to describe the devastation of south-central Los
Angeles. Deindustrialization in the 1970s denuded jobs in South-Central—
annual median income from 1965 to 1980 fell to $5,900, $2,500 below that of
the city median for blacks—and it resulted in a community without a
middle-class.®?® The economic shifts in these years did not affect only the
working class, they also hit the small merchants. Once able to make a modest
living as grocers and haberdashers, the small merchants in the late 1970s had
to aggressively retail liquor to make a worthwhile margin (almostas high asa
25 percent profit). For this reason, there are about the same number of liquor
stores in South-Central as there are in the state of Rhode Island. Kyeyoung
Park reminds us, however, that the liquor store—serving as one of the few
public places for people to meet—does not retail only alcohol, it retails pro-
duce as well as household goods, and, crucially, it allows customers to pay
with a variety of methods (checks, welfare checks, money orders, food
stamps).®! But it would be rather unkind to blame the Korean merchants for
the alcohol, for, to steal from Marx, narcotics among the poor function, like
religion, as the spirit of spiritless conditions, the opium of the people.
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Most Koreans don’t make it, and those who own stores in low-income
neighborhoods can’t make the margins for the American Dream. Seven hun-
dred Korean-owned stores opened in New York in 1994, and in the same year
nine hundred Korean stores closed down.®* Second-generation Koreans, es-
pecially those like the radical Young Koreans United (YKU), point out that
“Korean Americans see a direct connection between the presence of U.S.
troops in Korea and the lack of funds for domestic programs which are
clearly indicated by the events in Los Angeles last April.”®*
see a link between the harsh U.S. bombardment of their native land and of
the LAPD’s disregard for their property and bodies. LAPD chief Daryl Gates
“wanted the blacks to let out their outburst toward the Koreans,” said one
observer, “because he knew that the blacks didn’t feel very good toward the
Koreans. I do believe there must have been some conscious politics, because
[the police] just weren’t there.”®* Baby Nerve of the Watergate-Crips Blue

The merchants

said after the uprising that the “government is so crooked, the Koreans don’t
understand—the government gave you a loan and put you in our commu-
nity to set you up for this. Yes, you're in our community. You got tooken just
like we got tooken.”®> What Nerve didn’t get was that the Koreans may have
understood what was going on, but could not find a way to control the situa-
tion, except, as continues to happen, to leave the area.®

But what happens when people stay and work toward Angelou’s idea
of a common relationship. Seattle offers us a tentative model. In the 1930s,
Japanese and Chinese restaurants in the southside of Seattle welcomed black
rail workers and longshoremen, and one café “near the railroad depot devel-
oped a specialized menu of soul food to entice porters and ship stewards.”®”
When the Japanese were forced to leave, the African American migrants
from the U.S. South, betrayed by the false promises of the First Reconstruc-
tion, for the first time had property and a taste of freedom. “Who could ex-
pect this man,” asked Maya Angelou, “to share his new and dizzying impor-
tance with concern for a race that he had never known to exist?”* When the
Japanese returned to their neighborhoods, but not to their homes, they felt
from African Americans “persecution in the drawl of the persecuted.”® Even
after the loss of homes and the immanent tension of everyday life, Seattle
people of color still found means to create fealty. Activists in the community
formed the Jackson Street Community Council (JSCC) in 1946 “ostensibly
to support community businesses and voluntary social service agencies,” but
the real purpose was to create “however inadvertently, a model for intereth-
nic cooperation. Its officers rotated among its Japanese, Filipino, Chinese
and African American members, as did its Man of the Year selection.” The
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JSCC created an integrated telephone and address directory, and in 1952 it
selected four community queens, Foon Woo, Rosita DeLeon, Adelia Avery,
and Sumi Mitsui, each of whom represented a section of the complex com-
munity of color.”® This was a form of Titoist nationalism may be found up
and down the West Coast until the 1960s. Even in Los Angeles the Japanese-
American Citizens League, along with the Mexican American Political Asso-
ciation, stood together with the NAACP to oppose Proposition 14, the repeal
of the Rumford Fair Housing Act which was designed to create antiracist
equity in the housing market.”’ One symbol of the black-Japanese relation-
ship was the Holiday Bowl restaurant-bowling alley on Crenshaw Boule-
vard. Opened in 1958, the Holiday Bowl allowed fealty between people of
color to grow. Bowling leagues of the Japanese farmers bore such names as
the Gardener’s League, the Produce League, and the Floral League, but when
the black population moved into the area, the leagues became mixed. Doro-
thy Tanabe of the Floral League told a reporter that “my team has one black,
one Italian, another Japanese, and a Korean sponsor. We’re in first place

now‘))gz «

It’s like a United Nations in there,” waitress Jacqueline Sowell told
another reporter. “Our employees are Hispanic, white, black, Japanese, Thai,
Filipino. I've served grits to as many Japanese customers as I do black. It’s
much more than just a bowling alley. It’s a community resource.”®> On May
7, 2000, the Holiday Bowl closed its doors. Its new owner, Axiom Real Estate
Services, Inc. intends to build a strip mall on the site, another mark of the
alienation induced by capitalism.** The story of Seattle and parts of Los An-
geles is also a story of class. Roy Ottley informs us that the wealthy Japanese
Americans in Los Angeles do not form close relationships with the African
Americans, but the merchants and workers do.
As neighbors, they were rather warm toward Negroes. The Japanese, who
owned many business enterprises and pretty much controlled truck farm-
ing and the vending markets, employed considerable Negro help. Particu-
larly did friendships spring up between Nisei (second-generation Japanese)
and young Negroes, and intermarriage was frequent.”
Solidarity of the class, across color, grew not from any predisposition toward
class unity, but because the Japanese and the African Americans had to live
side by side, share a similar set of circumstances, and create a common cul-
tural world. Polycultural solidarity is not the melancholic hope for unity
that sometimes guides the imagination of the Left, but it is a materialist rec-
ognition that people who share similar experiences create the platform for
cultural interaction. This is an indication of the common relationship wist-
fully hoped for by Maya Angelou.
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Is “Immigrant’’ a Type of Race?

Customer (C): Aaay, yo.

Merchant (M): What, all oh my money grip, what’s up.

C: It’s me baby . . .

M: I love that type money, money coming at me . . .

C: What’s going on Ackmet you’ll got any good cheese steak?

M: Ackmet, what do you mean Ackmet? My brother my name is not Ack-
met. My name is Raoud.

C: Oh my fault Raul, what’s up baby, aaa . .. Let me get aaa . .. two Philly
cheese steaks.

M: Ok.

C: Salt, pepper, ketchup, mayonnaise, fried onions . . .

M: Hold up, what type of mutherfuckin’ cheese steak, what the fuck you
orderin’ some shit . . .

C: That’s a Philly cheese steak . . .

M: I don’t know that part, you put garlic, mayonnaise, bell pepper, and let-
tuce on a cheese steak. What, what you talkin . . .

C: No you totally off. Listen man you don’t know shit about Philly, dog . . .
M: Listen don’t keep . . .

C: You don’t know shit about 28th and Jefferson . ..

M: I know that part, my cousin stay that part. ..

C:21stand Sea . ..

M: My uncle build buildings there . ..

C:10th and Park. ..

M: Construction I'm building there too . ..

C: Lehigh Avenue.. ..

M: I wear Levi’s. You know I wear the Levi’s.

C: I said Lehigh Avenue.

M: You can’t tell me where I am from, 'm from Philly . ..

C: You're not from Philly . ..

M: Philly, and a Philly top of the line steak cheese . ..

C: You're from Bangladesh or some fucking where . ..

M: No, you get the fuck out and go fight the AK ...

C: Now you go to the AK shit again alright baby I'm gonna holler back at
you...

M: Ok, mutherfucker money fat grip tight jeans I'm from Philly . ..
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C: No Philly where we from . . .
M: No Philly is where I am from ...
C: Remember that nigger, fuck you and that cheese steak . .. *

The scene is well set. A small shop in the inner city of Philadelphia, with
two African American friends in search of the city’s distinctive sandwich,
the Philly cheese steak. They step inside and begin a conversation with a man
with a strong, but not immediately placeable, Asian accent (we hear soon
enough that he might be from Bangladesh). The man, early in the skit, has
a name that is mistaken and then pronounced in an unidentifiable fashion.
But this is commonplace banter until we get to the dispute about the recipe
for the sandwich, with the merchant eager to put garlic and bell pepper, signs
of spiciness. “You don’t know shit about Philly,” says the customer to the
merchant, and they proceed to argue about locality, about the places in the
city to which both claim title in different ways. The skit ends with stereotype
(talk of the AK-47 and of foreignness) and with an insistence that “Philly Is
Where I'm From,” the title of the song that follows the skit. Against the Ruff
Ryders’ statement of belonging, one could pose the 1987 Eric B. & Rakim
song, “It Ain’t Where You're From, It's Where Youre At.” To walk away from
origins and toward the place of residence does not, however, extricate us
from the perception of foreignness and of one’s title to place. When the
working poor has lost every other asset, it holds on to its place of residence
and life as the most precious resource ever. Bourgeois nationalism, since the
nineteenth century, emphasizes a connection between blood and soil, be-
tween the idea of jus soli and jus sanguinis, descent from place and descent
from blood. What we have from the Ruff Ryders is not so much this bour-
geois nationalism, but a subaltern nationalism, one that demands the pro-
tection of territorial sovereignty as the only resource at one’s command.
When all else has been stripped away, it is land (place) that must be defended.

And it is often the immigrant who is seen as colonizer, against whom
the battle rages. The immigrant of color enters the United States, vulnerable
to the whims of its rulers, but eager to make a living as recompense for the
sacrifices of the journey. Most of those who come upon the immigrant of
color rarely fail to recognize the foreignness, to remark about the place of
birth, the language or accent, sometimes the unfamiliar cultural practices.
And therefore, there is a kind of fellowship among immigrants, the recogni-
tion that when we ask one another, again in our heavy accents, “Where are

you from?” we’re not saying, “Why don’t you go back home?”*”
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In sociologist Jay MacLeod’s celebrated Ain’t No Makin’ It he argues that
the unemployed whites he encountered in the 1970s and 1980s seemed to live
without any sense of hope for their future, whereas the African American
youth felt optimistic. MacLeod contended that this disjuncture can be ex-
plained by multiple generations of failure among the white families, whereas
their black neighbors had only recently won the right to the franchise and
to equality.”® Now, almost four decades after the 1965 Voting Rights Act, one
might argue that the working poor born in the United States may have alto-
gether lost any sense of the American Dream, while the immigrants of color
hold on to that tarnished dream as a standard for their exertions. The immi-
grification of our cities has come about through minimal finances and with
enormous amounts of ingenuity born from the hope that here, in this coun-
try despite its many problems, one has the capacity to succeed. Waves upon
waves of immigrants bring this grand hope even though it is often van-
quished. The immigrant tries, at the same time, to claim Americanness, but
the native sees the immigrant of color as a settler, sojourner, perpetual for-
eigner. Mike Davis reports that the Latino entry into U.S. cities not only re-
stores “debilitated neighborhoods to trim respectability,” but it also means
the transformation of “dead urban spaces into convivial social places.”*® One
of those shops is the Quetta Halal Market opened in Philadelphia in 1975 by
Wali Muhammed Scott, an African American man. That Wali Scott named
his store after a town in Pakistan was perhaps a harbinger for Atiq Chau-
dhry, born of Pakistan, but now the owner of Pizza Pak II in Philadelphia.
Chaudhry found that many of his customers over the years have been Mus-
lims, so he pioneered the halal Philly cheese steak, and, he says, “business is
getting better and better.”'® Of the hundred thousand Muslims in the city
who worship at its thirty-four mosques, the retooled Philly cheese steak en-
ables them to refashion locality in their own image. When the Ruff Ryders
search for a Philly cheese steak sandwich in today’s Philadelphia, there is
a good chance that they’ll have to get it from Atiq Chaudhry—and it’ll be
halal.

When Atiq Chaudhry is told that he’s not from Philadelphia, perhaps
he should in the future tell his angry customer of Paul William Quinn (1800—
73), who was a leading member of the African Methodist Episcopal Church
in Pennsylvania, and who earned his title to the region by his commitment
to justice. Quinn was an extraordinary man, bishop in the AME, which gave
him the strength to fiercely combat racism. Slavery, he argued, is a “sin
against God and man. On occasion he would denounce the slaveholder in his
sermons; and he generally climaxed his remarks with his favorite expression,
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‘May God have mercy on him; I never will” ”!°! At the 1851 AME conference,
Quinn noted that “nine times out of ten when we look into the face of a
white man we see our enemy. A great many like to see us in the kitchen, but
few in the parlor. Our hope is in God’s blessing on our own wise, strong, and
well-directed efforts.”'> When he was heckled by racist slavers, he physically
threw them out of his presence. What is so astounding about Quinn is that
while he was a senior member of the AME and a fierce antiracist, he was an
immigrant from southern India. Evidence for this is faint, but respectable.
In 1854, Quinn “declared himself a British subject by birth.”*** “It was gener-
ally known in this community,” wrote the historian of the AME, “that Paul
Quinn was of foreign birth, but many of his forbears [sic], having no knowl-
edge of an India in Asia, believed him to be a West Indian.” One source says
that he was born in Calcutta, India. The Richmond Telegram (February, 28
1873) says that “his father and uncle were mahogany merchants, the latter
being very wealthy. From infancy the cruelties practiced by the Hindus upon
each other, both in peace and war, were revolting to him and this repugnance
was strengthened at about the age of 17 years by hearing Elizabeth Walker, a
Quakeress who went from England on a mission to India.” Quinn followed
Walker, came to England, then to the United States where he moved to East
Point, Pennsylvania, and “was received in the local AME Church.”'** Quinn,
a native of India, is now absorbed into the historical memory of African
Americans and given title to Pennsylvania principally because of his strong
commitment to justice for those who lived around him. If to assimilate (lit-
erally, to make similar) means to conform and to lose one’s sense of where
one comes from, then assimilation is not only impossible, but it is unpalata-
ble. To assimilate, to me, is close to the word habituate, to bring the body
into another disposition: to struggle with those around one to make one’s
social ecology conform to one’s values. Quinn habituated into the hearts of
his fellows. This is a worthy, if dated, example.

The contribution of immigrants like Chaudhry, Quinn, and countless
others, however, is rarely acknowledged. Instead, most immigrants experi-
ence sharp xenophobic sentiment in the manner of what Albert Memmi calls
the “racism of the impoverished” and what Etienne Balibar calls “working-
class racism.”'* It is the working class that comes into contact with those
relatively noncosmopolitan sections of the immigrants of color, and it is this
conclave of difference in a time of deindustrialization and NAFT Aization
that sparks economic resentments, cultural fears, and social anxiety.

On April 29, 2000, for example, Richard Baumhammers went on a kill-
ing spree.'® In the space of two hours he shot his Jewish neighbor (Nicki
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Gordon), two workers at the Ya Fei Chinese Restaurant (Ji-ye Sun and Thao
Pham), one African American (Garry Lee) who was in a storefront karate
school, and one Indian man (Anil Thakur) who was inside the India Grocers.
Another Indian man (Sandip Patel) was grievously injured. Chief Paul Wolf
of the Allegheny County Police in Pennsylvania noted immediately that “we
are taking the tack of ethnic intimidation, a hate crime.” Mr. Baumham-
mers’s lawyer took a different approach. “He clearly has an extensive history
of mental illness,” said William H. DiFenderfer, the well-named advocate.
Yes, without a doubt Mr. Baumhammers is sick. But he is not sick in the
manner portrayed by his lawyer, or by a section of the media. He is sick with
the disease of racist xenophobia that permeates our country and its system,
especially when promoted by politicians who use fear as a tactic to gain votes.
Guard the borders, expel unwanted immigrants. Send in the INS, the migra.
When the California right wing put forward Proposition 187, the number
of its anti-immigrant plebiscite is the same as the police code for murder.
Proposition 187 means both physical and social death for the immigrant. The
state wants us to work here, but it does not recognize us as human beings.
It wants our expertise, our patience, but it doesn’t want smelly food and
dusky faces.

There is no “safe haven” in the United States as long as racist xenophobia
is not tackled at multiple levels. From Queens, New York, to Scott, Pennsyl-
vania, xenophobia is at large. The 1996 Immigration Act, the New York City
administration’s anti-immigrant approach to taxi drivers and street ven-
dors, the U.S. coast guard and INS’s use of the so-called drug war to stand
aside as vigilante groups kill exploited Mexicans in border states: these are
all indications of widespread state-sanctioned racist xenophobia. Mr. Bau-
hammers, an immigration lawyer and second-generation Latvian immi-
grant, simply took some of the federal signals to their extreme.

There is and has always been a glimmer of hope. Seattle’s history offers
hope, the evolution of Malcolm X’s message offers hope, and among immi-
grants of color the process of habituation offers hope. During the 1935 Har-
lem uprising, a sign was posted in the window of a Chinese laundry shop
which read Me Colored Too.'”” Three decades later, in Watts, a shopkeeper
posted a sign that read Me Chinese, but Me Blood Brothers Too.'® And, then
three decades later, after the Diallo verdict, Dong Lee, a Korean store owner
in the Bronx, put a sign in his window that read Stop Police Brutality. Four
Cops Murdered Diallo. Weak Prosecution and Wrong Judgement.'® Mal-
colm X recalled being with his friend Shorty Henderson on Seventh Avenue,
in reminiscence of riots such as these: “And we laughed about the scared little
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Chinese whose restaurant didn’t have a hand laid on it because the rioters
just about convulsed laughing when they saw the sign the Chinese had hast-
ily stuck on the front door: ‘Me Colored Too. ”**° The solidarity of fear was
insufficient to young people like Malcolm X, since their notion of colored
and blood brothers was not simply about skin or ethnicity, but as well a fac-
tor of class. Those who can lay claim to being “blood” should also be able to
show that their only possessions in life are their chains, those clods of iron
that fetter their destiny and that they would willingly cast off even for the
saturnalia of violence (if not a more organized revolution).

The immigrant attempts to habituate through solidarity for the woes of
those who are one’s customers, but also those who are now one’s neighbors.
Despite the weight of structural forces that tend toward division (such as the
role of the stranger as merchant and the tendency toward the racist denial
of capital to the native working class), one can find many creative attempts
at solidarity that are not simply about the opportunistic protection of one’s
property during a riot. At these moments, with a sign in one’s window, the
merchant says, I am also like you. Even if this is an inaccurate sentiment (for
the merchant at least has a shop), it is a gesture of oneness that offers the
presumption of something more than foreigness. The “race of immigrant”
offers solidarity. At least this can be read from “Me Colored Too.”
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Kung Fusion

Organize the "Hood Under I-Ching Banners®

Although hot and humid as usual 1974 was not just another year for us in
Calcutta. The railway workers across India had been on strike and their bold-
ness worried the complacency of the elite. The short Maoist insurgency
called Naxalism came and went like a whirlwind. The Communist move-
ment grew apace and three years later would come to power over the state
administration and stay there winning six separate elections. And, across
from the New Market, Globe Cinema Hall showed Enter the Dragon starring
Bruce Lee.

There was something extraordinary about Bruce Lee. He was the “for-
eign” version of our own Amitabh Bachchan, the Big B, who that year gave
us such classics as Benaam and Roti Kapada aur Makaan, and who would in
the next year star in the greatest spaghetti Eastern of all time, Sholay. As far
as those foreign heroes were concerned (and foreign simply refers to English-
language films), my friends and I supped on James Bond with some satisfac-
tion. Enter the Dragon, however, was something else. I saw the movie several
times, blown away by the beautiful acrobatics of the celluloid freedom
fighter. Bond thrilled us with his gadgets, but we did not take kindly to his
easy victories against his adversaries who seemed to be either Asian or East-
ern European, straw figures standing in for Communists from Vietnam to
Poland. Bond was the agent of international corruption manifest in the Brit-
ish MI-5, while Bruce stood his ground against corruption of all forms, in-
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cluding the worst of the Asian bourgeoisie, Mr. Han. With his bare fists and
his nanchakus, Bruce provided young people with the sense that we, like the
Vietnamese guerrillas, could be victorious against the virulence of interna-
tional capitalism. He seemed invincible. We did not know that he was al-
ready dead.

Born in San Francisco on November 27, 1940, the Year of the Dragon,
Bruce made his first U.S. film, Golden Gate Girl, at the age of three months.
A child of Chinese opera stars (although his mother was a fourth German),
he moved to Hong Kong in his childhood, where he starred in over twenty
films, before returning to the United States as an undergraduate at the Uni-
versity of Washington. In Seattle, Bruce threw himself into the Asian Ameri-
can world, working in Chinatown as a busboy and as a teacher of his favorite
art, kung fu in the sticking hands method. He left college to marry Linda
Emery, a white American of Swedish English ancestry, against her family’s
wishes. They soon had a son, Brandon, and a daughter, Shannon. When
asked about “racial barriers,” he told a Hong Kong journalist in 1972 that “I,
Bruce Lee, am a man who never follows those fearful formulas . .. So, no
matter if your color is black or white, red or blue, I can still make friends
with you without any barrier.”? In fact, Bruce was one of the first martial
arts sifus (“masters”) to train non-Asians, including people such as Chuck
Norris, Roman Polanski, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar.

The anti-racism of Bruce was not matched by the world in which he
lived. “I am a yellow-faced Chinese, I cannot possibly become an idol for
Caucasians.” Since the late eighteenth century, when the first Asians arrived
in the Americas, the white patriarchs found their presence foul. Deemed to
be nothing but labor (as coolies), they came to be seen as fundamentally
alien rather than as assimilable immigrants. Representations of these for-
eigners exaggerated certain attributes to render them not only strange, but
also inferior. In the minstrel shows, Jim Crow and Zip Coon were joined by
John Chinaman. As historian Robert Lee notes, “Unlike the minstrel charac-
terization of free blacks, who were represented as fraudulent citizens because
they were supposed to lack culture, the Chinese were seen as having an excess
of culture.”* What was this excess of culture? If the republic saw itself as vir-
tuous and industrious, then it saw the Chinese, who themselves formed a
crucial part of the working class, as oozing cultural sloth mainly through
their language, food, and hair (the queue, or long ponytail). These cultural
stereotypes enabled the mockery of a people by suggesting that they could
never be part of the republic, since they had too much alien culture. This
was to change somewhat in the 1960s, as social movements against racism
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and state management of these movements helped produce what we know
today as multiculturalism. U.S. television, with The Green Hornet, 1966—67,
embraced Bruce to play the Asian, just as the state acknowledged the role of
Asians in the creation of a cold war United States. The passage of the 1965
Immigration Act signaled a shift in U.S. racism from outright contempt for
Asians, as evinced in the 1924 Immigration Act, to one of bemused admira-
tion for their technical and professional capacity. In the throes of the cold
war, and burdened by the lack of scientific personnel, the U.S. state and privi-
leged social forces concertedly worked to welcome a new crop of Asians
whose technical labor was to be their crucial passport to this New World.
This is not to say that Asians found life easy or that the U.S. state was the
paragon of generosity. Nevertheless, the opening afforded by the U.S. state’s
needs allowed immigrant Asians to imagine ways to import elements from
their diverse Asian societies into their new homes. The Asian American
movement, in tandem with the civil rights and other minority movements
fought for this cultural wedge. Yet, when Bruce’s bravado took him to Holly-
wood in 1966 to play Kato in The Green Hornet, his role did nothing to chal-
lenge the legendary stereotypes of the alien “Heathen Chinee” within Amer-
ica.”> As Kato, Bruce was welcome to be the mysterious clown, and sidekick.
“Hollywood sure as heck hasn’t figured out how to represent the Chinese,”
Canadian journalist Pierre Berton said to Bruce, who replied that “you better
believe it, man. I mean it’s always the pigtail and the bouncing around, chop-
chop, you know, with the eyes slanted and all that.”® The Green Hornet ended
production in July 1967 with a special program in which the champion crime
fighters teamed up with Batman and Robin. The script had the four heroes
fight one another to a draw, then join efforts to defeat the villainous Colonel
Gumm. Bruce, nonplussed, “maintained an icy silence, but his eyes burned
through the holes in the mask he wore” With the cameras on, he menacingly
stalked Burt Ward, who played Robin. Ward tried to plead that it was only
a TV show, but Bruce ignored him, and only when he was disturbed by a
noise off-stage did he back off and exclaim, “Lucky it is a TV show.”” But of
course it was more than that. Kato was still the Heathen Chinee. The Green
Hornet, Batman, and Robin respected his martial skills, but still they could
allow him neither to win nor be their equal. The cultural hierarchy of race
set in place for over a hundred years was not to be swept away by the entry
of a talented young Chinese American actor.

It is hardly a surprise then that in 1971, the studio considered Bruce to
play Caine in the television show Kung Fu (then called The Warrior), but
then rejected him as “too Chinese.” The dismissal sent Bruce packing to
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Hong Kong and into history. Kung Fu, on the other hand, became all that
Bruce disavowed. Set in the nineteenth century, the show has Caine (half
Chinese, half white) taking on racism by his own individual, superhuman
initiative; other Asians appear passive or as memories of a grand eralong past
and always exotic. The half-white man, a leftist Chinese American periodical
argued, is guided by “the feudal landlord philosophies of ancient China,”
and even nineteenth-century China “is pictured as a place abstracted from
time and place.” The Taiping and Boxer revolts have no room in what is es-
sentially a very conservative view of China and of social change.® Bruce
would not have played Caine in this light. “It was hard as hell for Bruce to
become an actor,” remembers Jim Kelly, the African American kung fu star
of Enter the Dragon:
And the reason why was because he was Chinese. America did not want a
Chinese hero, and that’s why he left for Hong Kong. He was down and out.
He was hurt financially. He told me that he tried to stick it out, but he
couldn’t get the work he wanted. So he said, “Hey, 'm gone.” My under-
standing, from talking to Bruce, was that the Kung Fu series was written
for him, and Bruce wanted to do that. But the bottom line was that the net-
works did not want to project a Chinese guy as the main hero. But Bruce
explained to me that he believed that all things happened for a reason.
Even though he was very upset about it, he felt that everything would
work out. He wasn’t going to be denied. I have so much respect for Bruce,
because I understand what he went through just by being black in Amer-
ica. He was able to find a way to get around all those problems. He stuck
in there, and wouldn’t give up. He knew my struggle, and I knew his.’

Bare Feet and Naked Hands

They say, Karate means empty hands,
So it’s perfect for the poor man.'

In the early 1970s, every “Oriental” was a “gook.” Born in the U.S. mendacity
against the Philippines and Latin America in 1898, the word gook was applied
equally to the Vietnamese guerrillas and to those Asian Americans drafted
into the U.S. army. During basic training, an instructor pointed to twenty-
year-old marine corps recruit Raymond Imayama from Los Angeles and
said, “This is what the Viet Cong looks like, with slanted eyes. This is what
agooklookslike, and they all dress in black.”!! “Japs are the next lowest thing
to niggers,” one fellow U.S. army recruit said to twenty-year-old Marcus Mi-
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yamoto.'? Miyamoto, born in the Manzanar internment camp in 1945, was
in the U.S. Marines in Danang in 1965—66. Imayama and Miyamoto are two
of many marines of color pushed to the front lines to fight a racist war. So
the war was racist, then, not just in its virulent attack on the Vietnamese, but
also in the way the United States Army used Asian and African Americans as
cannon fodder."

Steve Sanders, one of the founders of the Black Karate Federation (BKF)
in 1968 and a co-star of Enter the Dragon, learned his art as a marine on OKki-
nawa before being shipped off to Southeast Asia.

I didn’t enjoy being over there. Anybody who says he did is either a nut
who enjoys seeing people killed or a liar. I really don’t know why I was
there in the first place. I didn’t hate the North Vietnamese or the VCs.
They looked the same as the South Vietnamese who we were supposed to
be helping. How can you like one and hate the other? As far as 'm con-
cerned, those people just want to be left alone to do their own thing.'

Sanders is not alone in this view. Certainly we all remember Muham-
mad Ali’s public stance—TI ain’t got no quarrel with them Vietcong'>—but
less public figures also saw the irony and vigorously protested against serving
the U.S. government. In 1966 three army privates associated with the Com-
munist Party refused to ship out to Vietnam. James Johnson (African Ameri-
can), Dennis Mora (Puerto Rican), and David Samas (Lithuanian Italian),
in a joint statement, noted that “Negroes and Puerto Ricans are being
drafted and end up in the worst of the fighting out of proportion to their
numbers in the population; and we have first hand knowledge that these are
the ones who have been deprived of decent education and jobs at home.”
Furthermore, “We were told that you couldn’t tell [the Vietnamese] apart—
they looked like any other skinny peasant,” but “the Viet Cong obviously had
the moral and physical support of most of the peasantry who were fighting
for their independence.”'® Known as the Fort Hood Three, they represented
many troops who felt, in their skin, the horror of the war.

In April1967, the year Bruce made his mark on television, Martin Luther
King Jr. stood before a congregation at Riverside Church in New York City
and broke his silence about Vietnam.'” “We were taking the black young men
who had been crippled by our society and sending them eight thousand
miles away to guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found
in southwest Georgia and East Harlem,” he said. “If America’s soul becomes
totally poisoned, part of the autopsy must read Vietnam. It can never be
saved so long as it destroys the deepest hopes of men the world over.”'® To
speak out against the Vietnam War, to kick it against international corrup-



Kung Fusion: Organize the "Hood Under I-Ching Banners

tion—this was what it took to be a worthy nonwhite icon. And Bruce did it
without guns, with bare feet and fists, dressed in the black outfits associated
with the North Vietnamese army. For U.S. radicals, the Vietnamese became
a symbol of barefoot resistance. Early issues of the farm workers’ newspaper
El Malcriado called President Johnson the “Texas grower” and the Vietnam-
ese, “farm workers,” to make the transcontinental links that would give the
Mexican workers hope.*® Frustrated by her contemporary social movements
in 1968, Marilyn Webb of DC Women’s Liberation applauded the “Vietnam-
ese woman [who] has literally won her equality with a weapon in her hand
and through the sheer strength of her arms.”?° The Black Panthers, of course,
recognized this aspect of the Vietnamese struggle. Connie Matthews, a Black
Panther from San Jose, was eloquent on this theme at the Vietnam morato-
rium demonstration in October 1969. “The Vietnamese are a good example
of the people being victorious,” she said. “Because with all of America’s tech-
nology and her greatness she has been unable to defeat the Vietnamese. Every
man, woman and child has resisted.”*!

The Vietnamese seemed like the only force capable of being brave before
nuclear imperalism. As the “Man,” imperialism appeared untouchable to
millions of youths across the planet. How could the bare feet of the world
trounce B-52s, Agent Orange, fleets of destroyers, nuclear bombs, the mil-
itary-industrial powerhouse of the United States. Each time a people made
the attempt, from the Congo to Chile, the CIA’s technological sophistication
put paid to their efforts. The cultural symbol of the CIA was James Bond,
that overarmed agent of U.S.—UK imperialism, and he had to answer Bruce’s
Enter the Dragon with The Man with the Golden Gun (1974).**

U.S. imperalism was like a poison. Apart from napalm, the United
States used its arsenal of finance capital to undermine the sovereignty of the
nations of the Third World. From 1965 to 1973, aggregate manufacturing
profitability in the advanced industrial countries began to decline, a phe-
nomenon that was assisted by the oil shocks of this period. One of the strate-
gies for recovery conceived by the managers of the Group of 7 nations was
to export the crisis, to conduct the structural adjustment of the newly inde-
pendent nations, and to subsume all the economies of the world under the
Dollar-Wall Street regime.* Robert McNamara, fresh from his post sending
B-2 bombers to Vietnam, went to the World Bank, where he provided vast
funds to bolster new authoritarian regimes such as Indonesia, Brazil, and
the Philippines.>* The debt of the entire Third World has increased from
$100 billion in 1970 to $1.3 trillion in 1990. Whatever limited sovereignty was
produced by the newly independent nations (and their import substitution
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strategy) was usurped by multinational firms (who enjoyed the corporate
welfare of the IMF) and by the parasites who ruled the new nations. From
1962 to 1974 the register of revolutions held only one entry, South Yemen,
but “in 1974 the dam had burst.” In the next six years revolutionary move-
ments took power in at least fourteen states, from the overthrow of Haile
Selassie in Ethiopia to the victory of the New Jewel Movement (Grenada)
and the FSLN (Nicaragua), in 1979.%> The dollar wars against the currencies
of the poor increased the sense of powerlessness. Big capital wrenched the
reins of history from artisans and peasants, who saw technology as the en-
emy rather than as the puppet of financiers and plutocrats. Bruce, on the
screen, seemed to be able to ward off the evil of iron and steel, of dollar and
debt, with his bare hands.?®

What appealed to many young people, men and women, was the “sim-
plicity, directness and nonclassical instruction” of kung fu. “Ninety percent
of Oriental self-defense is baloney,” Bruce said, “It’s organized despair.”*
Kung fu, in Bruce’s vision, revoked the habit of hierarchy that swept up most
institutions. Frustrated with what his student Leo Fong called “chop suey
masters” who created an art for recompense, Bruce eagerly developed his
kung fu (in the wing chung style, which he called jeet kune do) against the
style of his fellow teachers whom he described as “lazy. They have big fat guts.
They talk about ch’i power and things they can do, but don’t believe in.”?®
Instead Bruce used weights and drank high-protein weight-gain drinks
(blended with ginseng, royal jelly, and vitamins). His virtuoso approach to
perfection, and culture, came across in his delicate fierceness on the screen.
Ifthe sifu rejected the authority that came with the sifi’s position and instead
fought for authority based on skill, then this was itself a rejection of the hier-
archy of tradition. Bruce did not claim his power from his inherited kung
fu lineage (his teacher, Yip Man, was master of the “sticking hands” method
of wing chung), but he wanted others to bow to his street-fighting prowess.
When asked if he was a black belt, Bruce was forthright. “I don’t have any
belt whatsoever. That is just a certificate. Unless you can really do it—that
is, defend yourself successfully in a fight—that belt doesn’t mean anything.
I think it might be useful to hold your pants up, but that’s about it.”* In
other words, anyone with dedicated tutelage can be a master, can be a sifu.

Kung fu gives oppressed young people an immense sense of personal
worth and the skills for collective struggle. Kung fu, Bruce pointed out in
his sociology of the art, “serves to cultivate the mind, to promote health, and
to provide a most efficient means of self-protection against any attacks.” It
“develops confidence, humility, coordination, adaptability and respect to-
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ward others.”*® Words like respect and confidence jump out at me immedi-
ately, for one hears the former from working-class youth and the latter from
their hardworking, but beleaguered teachers. These youth live within a cal-
culus of respect and disrespect, wanting the former, but alert to challenge
the latter. Their teachers want them to be confident. Kung fu allows for both
and don’t the kids know it. They are there on the weekends, for no “credit.”
And they fight not just for anything, but for righteousness.”*

The notion that anyone can be a sifu was powerful, and it became the
basis for the turn of many working-class youth to the martial arts. In the
ghettos of the United States, dojos and kung fu schools opened to eager stu-
dents. Cliff Stewart’s dojo opened in Los Angeles in the late 1960s. Stewart,
a founder of the BKE, set up the dojo for “the kids in our neighborhood.
Most of them couldn’t afford to travel to dojos in other parts of the city,” nor
could they afford the equipment required to participate in most sports ex-
cept basketball.’> Karate requires no fancy equipment, just a small space,
bare feet, and naked hands. The youth in the ghetto took refuge, said Steve
Sanders, in “pills and pot for a long time. Some were stealing to keep up their
habits. So I made a deal with them. I told them if they kept away from drugs,
they could come to my classes and train for nothing.”*> Many came and ex-
celled.

Fred Hamilton organized All-Dojo Karate Championships at places like
the Manhattan Center in New York City or at the Fordham University Gym-
nasium in the Bronx, where, for a few dollars, entire families could sit and
watch the black belts demonstrate their rough poetry in motion.** By then
most young African Americans knew of the deeds of the BKF (and its found-
ers, Steve Sanders, Jerry Smith, Cliff Stewart, and Don Williams). Staff Ser-
geant George Harris was the first African American judo champion for the
air force. In 1971, jujitsu artist Moses Powell was the first African American
to perform at the United Nations and by 1973 became a featured performer
in Aaron Banks’s Oriental World of Self-Defense. That same year, Howard
Jackson from Detriot, Michigan, took the world of kung fu by storm, win-
ning the Battle for Atlanta and becoming the first African American to be
ranked number one in the sport’s history. Tayari Casel, a student of Jimmie
Jones of Chicago, later, experimented with kupiganangumi, a “rhythmical
and acrobatic martial art developed by African slaves and their descendants
and ch’ang ch’uan,” when he won the Battle of Atlantain 1976.%> Each of these
men continue to develop their martial arts skills to build community power.
Powell has developed a style known as sanuces-ryu (he works with “ex-of-
fenders, teaching them self-respect, self-control and honesty through the
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martial arts” and he works “with disadvantaged youth and senior citi-
zens”).>®
land in the arts of kupigana ngumi, a Swahili phrase that means “way of
fighting with fist.” He urges the development of a healthy lifestyle, discipline,
and community values.”” The Black Karate Federation continues to preach
the path of karate as the path to a disciplined and just community. It seeks
to “faciliate a sense of unity among a diverse community, provide leadership
and guidance for youth and their families, narrow the gap between cultures,
gender and age groups, create a greater sense of awareness of both physical
and mental health.”*®

What was astounding about the BKF and several other U.S. dojos was
their openness to women. Bruce himself was not keen on women in the
dojos. Of women fighters he said that “they are no match for the men who
are physiologically stronger, except for a few vulnerable points. My advice is

Meanwhile, Mufundisi Tayari Casel trains young people in Mary-

that if they have to fight, hit the man at his vital points and then run. Women
are more likely to achieve their objectives thorough feminine wiles and per-
suasion.”* You can imagine what Pauline Short thought of these words.
Called the “Mother of American Karate,” Short opened her first karate
school in Portland, Oregon, in 1965, which catered entirely to women. Or
one can sense the fury of Ruby Lozano, the Filipina, who won one of the
twelve awards for Outstanding Filipinos Overseas from the government of
the Philippines in 1974 for her karate prowess. And what about the fiery reac-
tion from Graciela Casillas, born in Bellflower, California, in 1956 and karate
champion by the late 1970s. And, finally, what of Judith Brown’s suggestion
that women should live in all-female celebate communes and practice ka-
rate, a weapon in the arsenal of a strong, liberated woman.* The BKF wel-
comed women into the schools, just as the black kung fu movies took pains
to represent women as fighters in their own right.*!

In addition to the master of the local dojo, there were black kung fu
heroes like Jim Kelly, bigger than life on the movie screen, tangling with
women just as fierce as he. Born in Paris, Kentucky, in 1946, Kelly came to
kung fu through karate, and by the 1970s Kelly cemented his place among
the top rank of martial artists at Ed Parker’s famous tournaments (where
Bruce first did an exhibition in 1964). When they worked together on Enter
the Dragon, Kelly’s skills impressed. Bruce admired the soul that Kelly put
into his chi’i and let him choreograph his own fights (others tended to make
martial arts entirely mechanical if they were not supervised).** The ability
to transmit “soul” was central to Kelly, whose mix of pleasure and skill had
thrilled young aficionados in his day. Consider the famous act of bluster
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from Kelly (as Williams) in Enter the Dragon. When the evil Han asks Wil-
liams about his fear of defeat, he responds that “I don’t waste my time. When
it comes, I won’t even notice. I'll be too busy lookin’ good.” You can imagine
entire sections of the theater breaking into spontaneous applause. As writer
David Walker recounts in his essay “Jim Kelly and Me,”
I wanted to be Jim Kelly. Sure I wanted to be Bruce Lee too, but I wasn’t
Chinese and that seemed like an obstacle that I wouldn’t be overcoming
anytime soon. I promptly began growing my hair into an Afro. “Man, you
come right outta some comic book” became my catch phrase. And once
Halloween rolled around, I slipped into yellow pajamas, pencilled in some
sideburns, and I hit the trick-or-treat trail decked out as my main man.*
With plots that revolved mainly around efforts to smash unjust power
lords, Kelly’s bare-fisted bravado was at its best. When a white supremacist
organization plans to poison African Americans through the water supply,
Kelly is onto them (Three the Hard Way, 1974). As Black Belt Jones, Kelly first
takes on the Mob and a corrupt city government. Two years later, in Hot Po-
tato, he goes after a corrupt wing of the U.S. military. In Black Samurai
(1977), Kelly is Bond (Goldfinger, 1964)—as he infiltrates a secret island get-
away of a crime syndicate to rescue his girlfriend.** Of course in Black Belt
Jones,” Gloria Hendry, who plays the lead, Sidney, is a sifu in her own right.
When Jones (Kelly) gets a message that the bad guys are on the move, he gets
ready to leave Sidney to do the dishes as he goes off to do combat. Sidney,
incensed by his sexism, borrows his gun and “does” the dishes with a round
of well-aimed fire. This is the film of black liberation.*®

Panthers and Dragons

Liberation wasn’t restricted to the screen. From 1968 until the late 1970s, the
terrain of left political struggle in the U.S. was populated by energetic orga-
nizations formed to combat the problem of racism and its effect on commu-
nities. In 1967, Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton’s manifesto Black
Power argued that just coalitions can be built only if each party within the
compact is empowered—“before a group can enter an open society, it must
first close ranks”*’—Oppressed groups were to form their own organizations
to hold discussions that could not be held before the eyes of all people, and
to forge the strength for mutual respect in broad coalitions.*® While some
activists in the late 1960s took the position that the most oppressed must lead
the movement, most of those among the oppressed, as a prelude to a united
front, created organizations under the banner of the Third World. Inspired
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in part by the struggles of others in China, Vietnam, and Africa, the Black
Panther Party for Self-Defense, formed in 1967, led the way, but right on their
heels came groups such as the Young Lords Organization (which began in
1956 as a gang before being rectified by Cha Cha Jiménez in 1967), the Brown
Berets (a Chicano formation in 1968), the American Indian Movement
(formed in Minneapolis in 1968), the Red Guard Party (a group of Chinese
Americans in San Francisco in 1969), and the I Wor Kuen (from New York’s
Chinatown in 1969).* Poor white folk formed the Patriot Party. In 1968 Ber-
nardine Dohrn of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) was of the view
that “the best thing that we can do for ourselves, as well as for the Panthers
and the revolutionary black liberation struggle, is to build a fucking white
revolutionary movement.”*® Against the liberalism of support came the rev-
olutionary instinct of self-interest politics here in the guise of the Weather
Underground. Four other women of the SDS sounded the clarion call for
an autonomous women’s organization when they wrote in mid-1967 that
“we find that women are in a colonial relationship to men and we recognize
ourselves as part of the Third World.”*!

If the Black Panthers inspired the multicolored Left, they in turn had
been inspired by Chinese Communism.”> When Bobby Seale and Huey P.
Newton formed the Black Panthers in October 1966 they took much inspira-
tion from Mao’s radical critique of imperialism. The Chinese Communists,
during the Yenan period (1937—46), learned that the party must harness the
strength of the people and allow creative popular energy to determine social
organization. “Our culture is a people’s culture,” noted Mao in 1944. “Our
cultural workers must serve the people with great enthusiasm and devotion,
and they must link themselves with the masses, not divorce themselves from
the masses.”” Such values motivated Bobby Seale and Huey Newton, and
they also had an impact on Amiri Baraka, who knew of the Black Panthers
during a teaching assignment at San Francisco State in 1967. Baraka founded
the Congress of African Peoples on Maoist principles; in 1978, as the Revolu-
tionary Communist League [Marxist-Leninist], it merged with the I Wor
Kuen and the Chicano August Twenty-Ninth Movement to create the ill-
fated U.S. League for Revolutionary Struggle.>* For Seale and Newton, fur-
thermore, Maoism provided a way to raise easy cash: they went to China-
town, ordered and bought boxes of Mao’s Red Book, took them over to the
UC Berkeley campus, and sold them for a profit. This money enabled them
to buy guns and other equipment for the party. Mao was in the Black Pan-
thers, just as the Black Panthers opened themselves up to other organiza-
tions.
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And each of these organizations did more than just recognize an affinity.
They worked closely with one another in a piecemeal coalition. The Young
Lords worked in close concert with I Wor Kuen, and in 1971 Central Com-
mittee member Juan Gonzalez traveled to San Francisco’s Chinatown to
meet with Asian revolutionaries and others.” When Native American radi-
cals took Alcatraz in 1970, a detachment of Japanese American radicals un-
furled a huge banner that read Japanese Americans Support Native Ameri-
cans, painted signs that said This Is Indian property and Red Power, and
brought them food.>® The Palestine Liberation Organization offered their
solidarity with Native Americans too; Stokely Carmichael offered the key-
note statement at the Arab Student Convention in 1968; the Black Panthers
took up the cause of the forty-one Iranian students set for deportation from
the United States because of anti-shah activities; and the Wei Min made lib-
eration struggles of the Ethiopian Students Union of Northern California
their common cause. It was a vibrant world of internationalism through na-
tionality, in other words, of a particular universalism.”” When DeAnna Lee
asked Bobby Seale in 1970 if he had a message for Asians, he said that “I see
the Asian people playing a very significant part in solving the problems of
their own community in coalition, unity and alliance with Black people be-
cause the problems are basically the same as they are for Brown, Red and
poor White Americans—the basic problem of poverty and oppression that
we are all subjected to.”*® Amy Uyematsu at UCLA had an even larger
worldview, declaring in 1969 that “yellow power and black power must be
two independently-powerful, joint forces within the Third World revolution
to free all exploited and oppressed people of color.”* These movements ac-
knowledged the strategic importance of unity, and they knew that unity
could not be forged without space for the efflorescence of oppressed cultures
and the development of their leadership.

Of course, an alliance of blacks and Asians was sometimes resisted. Mor-
itsuga “Mo” Nishida was raised in Los Angeles, joined a gang (the Constitu-
ents from the westside on Crenshaw), and moved into the orbit of black radi-
calism. But he was not welcomed: “We ain’t black so we get this, especially
from non-California bred blacks who don’t understand the Asian oppres-
sion and struggle, so to them, if you're not black then you're White. So we
getting all kind of bullshit like that”® Yet, the complexity of segregated
neighborhoods in the United States meant that the idea of an exclusive na-
tion could not always be actively sustained. Asians along the West Coast of
the United States lived among blacks, so that when the Black Panther Party
was formed, Asians gravitated to it (in much the same way as Asians of an-
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other generation worked within the civil rights ambit). Yuri Kochiyama had
already made contact with Malcolm X, and in the late 1960s, several Asians
joined the Panthers, including Richard Aoki (made immortal by Bobby Seale
as “a Japanese radical cat,” who “had guns for a motherfucker”®'), the Chi-
nese Jamaican filmmaker Lee Lew-Lee, and Seattle activist Guy Kurose.®
Aoki, raised in the Topaz Concentration Camp and then in west Oakland
with Huey Newton and Bobby Seale, was a charter member of the Black Pan-
thers and its field marshal, who went underground into the Asian American
Political Alliance at UC Berkeley. Three decades later, Aoki said that “if you
are a person of color there’s no other way for you to go except to be part of
the Black liberation struggle. It doesn’t mean submerge your own political
identity or your whatever, but the job that has to be done in front, you got
to be there. And I was there. What can I say.”*

One of the classic examples of this alliance is the relationship between
the Red Guard and the Black Panthers. According to former Red Guard
member Alex Hing, Asian women from San Francisco’s Chinatown made
the Black Panthers in Oakland aware of the disaffected young people from
their neighborhood, many of whom assembled at a pool hall owned by a
cooperative called Leway (or Legitimate Ways).®* The Panthers visited them,
and worked alongside some of them to create a radical nucleus that would,
in 1969, emerge as the Red Guard.®> In Los Angeles, similar developments
among lumpen Asian youth led to the creation of two formations, the Yellow
Brotherhood and Asian Hardcore,® while in New York City the I Wor Kuen
emerged as a Maoist outfit of Chinatown.®” Radical Chinese youth on both
coasts renamed 1969 (the Year of the Rooster) the Year of the People Off the
Pigs, a salute to the style of the Black Panthers and against the oppression
within Chinatown. Always restricted to not more than a few hundred
youths, the Red Guard tried to develop some programs to reach out to the
community in a manner similar to that of the Black Panthers. The Guard
attempted to make commercial street fairs into community fairs. They tried
to dethrone the dominance of the right-wingleadership within Chinatown,
they created a Breakfast for Children program and when this did not work
began to feed elders in Portsmouth Square Park. They fought against the op-
pressive police and worked hard to undercut the racism of the white teachers
and tourists. They fought to maintain a tuberculosis center and a Buddhist
temple, and set up alegal clinic (Asian Legal Services). At the same time the
Guard publicized the efforts of other politicized communities and distrib-
uted progaganda on behalf of the Cultural Revolution in China, against the
Vietnam War, and in favor of the Black Panthers.®® The Red Guard, unlike
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many of the campus-based groups, “was born out of the poverty and repres-
sion of the ghetto,”® which enabled it to make connections with the other
antipoverty, anticapitalist organizations that struggled among the working
class and working poor in their communities.

The milieu of the Red Guard, the Brown Berets, and the Black Panthers
was one of an enchanted solidarity against capitalism. Since the economic
system was prone to crisis, Alex Hing of the Guard told Asian students at
UCLA in 1970 that Asians must prepare for its eventuality. Since Asians are
only a small population in the United States, and since “most Asians don’t
know the front end from the back end of a gun,” an alliance with the op-
pressed working class seemed the only avenue for the “survival of Asians.””°
If ethnicity was not sufficient in tactical terms for survival, in strategic terms
to bind around ethnicity would make it hard to be critical of “Uncle Char-
leys” like Dr. S.1. Hayakawa, president of San Francisco State, as well as of
the right-wing Chinatown leadership. Jack Wong, of Chinatown, said that
Hayakawa’s obdurate stand against the students of color during the 1968
strike at the school was “just another instance of a yellow man being used
by the whites.””" A critique of the Asian Right from within the Asian com-
munity facilitated Black Panther David Hilliard’s comment that “we can run
Hayakawa not only off this campus, but we can run him back to imperialistic
Japan. Because the man ain’t got no motherfucking power. He’s a bootlicker.”
Not only could Hilliard make this statement thanks to the opening afforded
by the Red Guard’s critique of Hayakawa, but in response to Kim Il Sung’s
call to combat imperalism and the “ideological degeneration” among the
oppressed peoples.”> The Guard produced a space for the Left to undertake
a clear distinction between an antiracist nationalism and one that protected
the Right from any criticism on the grounds of national assertion. But, as
many people have said in retrospect, the Guard failed to create a mass base,
perhaps mainly due to its views of the Guard as an army, but also because
of the tendency among the Chinese Americans to withdraw from engage-
ment with the state—in New York and in San Francisco, the Asian Left had
to deal with the military formations of the police as well as of the Asian mid-
dle class, such as the right-wing Chinatown elite’s gangs, the Flying Dragons
and the White Shadows.”?

Army machismo came in part from the Black Panthers, but also from
the widespread sense of wonder that the Vietnamese forces could penetrate
the defenses of the U.S. army during the famous 1968 Tet offensive. With Tet,
young Asian Americans ceased to feel the burden of a stereotypical submis-
siveness, and many of them refashioned themselves around the symbols of
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Asian resistance to imperialism, particularly those of the Cultural Revolu-
tion—the Mao jackets, the Red Book, the slogans. The U.S. army’s attempt,
after Tet, to retake control over the war led to a genuine moral failure (in the
village of Ben Tre a U.S. major provided the famous line, “It was necessary to
destroy the city in order to save it”). Disgusted by this, many young Ameri-
cans turned to the struggles within that omnibus category the Third World
to find the agent of revolutionary struggle (Cuba, Vietnam, Algeria), and
they drew upon that category to create the tentative united front for their
own struggles at home. In 1970, the U.S. People’s Anti-Imperalist Delegation
traveled to North Korea and Vietnam under the leadership of Eldridge
Cleaver, minister of information of the Black Panther Party. Two Asians
made up the ten delegates: Pat Sumi, a member of the Movement for a Dem-
ocratic Military, and Alex Hing, of the Red Guard. Writing of their experi-
ences in Asia, Sumi and Hing noted that the struggle in the United States had
to be moved from being antiwar to antiimperialist, from one that wanted to
“bring the troops home” to one that opened “up the resources of Amerika
to the rest of the world.””*

Two years later, Bruce Lee would give us the perfect allegory both of
Asian American radicalism and of the Vietnam War with The Way of the
Dragon (also called Return of the Dragon). Here Bruce (as Tang Lung, or
China Dragon) works at a Chinese restaurant (the ultimate stereotype of
skillful servileness), but in the back alley he trains the waiters in martial arts
to repulse the thugs whose harassment has hurt business. The godfather of
the thugs hires a few heavies to deal with Bruce, a hapkido expert (Wong
In Sik) and two U.S. karate champions (Bob Wall and Chuck Norris, now
Walker-Texas Ranger). He dispatches both Wall and In Sik, representatives
perhaps of the ordinary U.S. soldier and of the South Korean army. With
Norris (named Colt—4s5 perhaps?), Bruce takes his time, but as he demol-
ishes him, the fight, set in the Coliseum in Rome, becomes a battle between
Western civilization and Chinese civilization, between the paper tiger of U.S.
imperialism and the rising tide of the Red East.” Bruce, in the context of the
Red Guards and of the North Vietnamese army, appeared on the screen to
young Asian Americans as “the brother who showed [America that] Asian
people can kick some ass.””®

From Baku to Bandung: Third World Solidarity

When Bruce planned Way of the Dragon, he told his mother, “Mom, I'm an
Oriental person, therefore, I have to defeat all the whites in the film.””” At
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the time, the United States had dropped eight hundred thousand tons of
bombs on Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. Bruce’s victory over Norris/Colt
would be an act of solidarity with the army in black pajamas. In June 1972,
in Bombay, in another show of unity, a group of Dalits formed the Dalit
Panthers. Named in honor of the Black Panthers, they hoped to celebrate
and emulate the ethic of the panther, who, as they argued, fights without re-
treat. The Dalit Panther manifesto offers an immense sense of political com-
radeship:
Due to the hideous plot of American imperialism, the Third Dalit World,
that is, oppressed nations, and Dalit people are suffering. Even in America,
a handful of reactionary whites are exploiting blacks. To meet the force of
reaction and remove this exploitation, the Black Panther movement grew.
From the Black Panthers, Black Power emerged. The fire of the struggles
has thrown out sparks into the country. We claim a close relationship with
this struggle. We have before our eyes the examples of Vietnam, Cambo-
dia, Africa and the like.
When representatives of the Black Panther Party (David Hillard and Elbert
Howard) met the representatives of the National Liberation Front of Viet-
nam in Montreal, the Vietnamese said, “He Black Panther, we Yellow Pan-
ther!” and the Black Panthers replied, “Yeah, you're Yellow Panthers, we’re
Black Panthers. All power to the people!””

To appreciate the vitality of the idea of Third World solidarity, we will
need a detour into its modern history. That Ho Chi Minh once hung out in
Garveyite halls in Harlem should perhaps be part of this story, as should the
Maoist inflections in both the National Liberation Front (of Vietnam) and
Black Panther politics. In 1965, Ho Chi Minh and the black radical Robert
E Williams spent an evening together during which they “swapped Harlem
stories; Ho recounted his visits to Harlem in the 1920s as a merchant seaman
and claimed that he had heard Marcus Garvey speak there and had been so
inspired that he ‘emptied his pockets’ into the collection plate.”” The story
could very well be about the conversations between Nkrumah of Ghana and
Stokely Carmichael or any other black radical who visited the Ghanaian
leader, who had also spent a formative period of his life in Harlem and Phila-
delphia.®® The radical visions that emerged in the twentieth century enabled
the sense of enchanted comradeship of the 1960s and 1970s, a legacy worth
revisiting in this new century.

Talk of Ho Chi Minh and Robert Williams leads me toward Lenin’s fa-
mous articles from the early 1900s that exalted the Asian rebellions, this in
light of Japan’s defeat of the Russians in the 1904 war. “There can be no doubt

[ 141



142 ] Everybody Was Kung Fu Fighting

that the age-old plunder of India by the British, and the contemporary strug-
gle of all these ‘advanced’ Europeans against Persian and Indian democracy,
will steel millions, tens of millions of proletarians in Asia to wage a struggle
against their oppressors which will be just as victorious as that of the Japa-
nese. The class conscious European worker now has comrades in Asia, and
their number will grow by leaps and bounds.”®! The internationalism of the
world Communist movement produced several institutions dedicated to
building solidarity across the world, the First Congress of the Peoples of the
East in Baku (1920), the Indian School at Tashkent which became the Insti-
tute of the Study of the East (1921) and then the University of the Toilers
of the East, the League Against Imperialism (1924), the Conference of the
Oppressed People in Brussells (1927), and then into the 1940s, the various
peace and youth festivals.®?

Intellectuals of the Afro-Asian world found immense political, moral,
and intellectual resources in the tradition of Marxism and Communism,
something that has been wonderfully catalogued in recent years.®* The depth
of this connection is forgotten or else minimized by the example of George
Padmore’s resignation from the CPUSA or Aimé Cesaire’s celebrated letter
to Maurice Thorez resigning from the Communist Party of France. Cesaire
wrote in that letter, “What I want is that Marxism and Communism be har-
nessed into the service of colored people, and not colored people into the
service of Marxism and Communism.” There is a falseness to this statement
because Marxism and Communism both emerged from the labors of “col-
ored people” (whether as the materials for Marx’s analysis of the world sys-
tem or at the debates in the Comintern between the Indian Communist
M. N. Roy and Lenin or else in the developments of communisms outside
Europe whose heritage continues till this day). But what those who quote
from Cesaire fail to reveal is that in the very same letter he wrote, “There
exists a Chinese communism. Though I have no first hand acquaintance
with it, I am strongly prejudiced in its favor. And I expect it not to sink into
the monstrous errors that have disfigured European communism.”®

“Black Maoism,” whose contours we traced earlier, was enabled by the
strong antiracist position taken by Mao’s China: as the Communists took
power over China, the party abolished the idea of “race,” suspended anthro-
pology departments (which had a propensity toward a racist form of physical
anthropology), and proscribed them until 1952. In 1963, at the urging of his
guest Robert Williams, Mao offered a strong statement in favor of the black
liberation movement to call on “the workers, peasants, revolutionary intel-
lectuals, enlightened elements of the bourgeoisie, and other enlightened
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personages of all colours in the world, white, black, yellow, brown, etc., to
unite to oppose the racial discrimination practiced by U.S. imperialism and
to support the American Negroes in their struggle against racial discrimina-
tion.”®> The Chinese Communist position reveals for us the centrality of po-
litical engagement over cultural history.%

During the onrush of anticolonial national liberation (which began
with India and Pakistan in 1947), African and Asian leaders spoke in glowing
terms of their need to cooperate. In late 1946, Nehru wrote to six East African
leaders in solidarity with their struggles (“the voice of India will always be
raised in the cause of African freedom”) and he suggested that “African stu-
dents should come to the universities and technical institutes of India.”®” In-
deed, Nehru was instrumental in putting Indian resources at the service of
African independence, whether these were economic or political.® In the
1940s and 1950s, Nehru was a regular speaker at historically black colleges in
the United States, where in tribute his suit became the vogue (only when
Nkrumah came to these colleges wearing the same suit was its name changed
from the Nehru jacket to the Nkrumabh jacket).

With the Communists in power from 1949, the new Chinese republic
attempted to solidify its relationship with Africa. In the early 1960s, political
scientist Immanuel Wallerstein noted that

The Soviet Union is to Africans, particularly black Africans, simply
another part of the Western world. It is China, not the USSR, that fasci-
nates. China is not a white nation. It is more militant than the USSR on
colonial questions. It is a poorer country, and its efforts at economic devel-
opment are more relevant to Africa’s problems, the Africans think. Above
all, China has been a colony of the West, or at least a semi-colony.*
From 1959, the Peoples’ Republic of China began to offer technical assistance
to and cooperative market arrangements with a number of African nations
(as well as military training to those who still fought colonial powers).
Guinea was the first country to create close economic ties with the PRC
through interest-free loans and instruction in rice-growing techniques.”
The African reaction to Chinese Communism is best captured in President
Julius Nyerere’s 1965 speech to welcome Chou En-lai to Dar es Salaam. After
praising the Long March, Nyerere noted that both China and Africa are on
a joint long march, “a new revolutionary battle—the fight against poverty
and economic backwardness.” But the war was not only economic, because,
said Nyerere, Tanzania had to defend against neocolonialism, and carefully
take assistance from others, for “neither our principles, our country, nor our
freedom to determine our future are for sale.”®! China was well aware of this,
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for when Chou and President Mobido Keita of Mali signed the “Eight Princi-
ples” of aid in 1964, point four specifically stated that “the purpose of the
Chinese government’s foreign aid is not to make the recipient countries de-
pendent on China but to help them embark on the road to self-reliance and
independent economic development step by step.”* Assistance from India
or China came only because, as Nkrumah made clear during his 1958 trip to
India, the struggle for Indian independence was longer and the people were
able to prepare themselves for it. In Ghana, “the change was comparatively
sudden” and “we had to start from scratch to manage our own affairs.”*?
The links between Asia and Africa in the middle of the previous century
came on the terrain of a sort of anti-colonial solidarity. In 1955, representa-
tives from twenty-nine African and Asian nations gathered together in the
small Indonesia town of Bandung to celebrate that heritage.”* There were
also representatives from the United States. Flushed with success from the
ongoing anticolonial movement, a community of leaders, behind whom
stood masses of people, came together with a loose agenda, but with consid-
erable self-confidence. President Sukarno of Indonesia noted that the partic-
ipants are united “by a common detestation of colonialism in whatever form
it appears. We are united by a common detestation of racialism.” Further-
more, Sukharno pointedly noted that unity at Bandung was not one of race
or religion, since “conflict comes not from variety of skins, nor from variety
of religion, but from variety of desires.” Therefore the anticolonial heritage
and suspicion of neocolonialism was the principle ethic for unity.”” Bandung
left an impressive mark on peoples of Africa and Asia, despite the impossi-
bility for such a platform to mean much in the intense suspicion of the
cold war era. Ideological differences between countries (variety of desires)
and the arrangements made by nations with the superpowers prevented any
combined action, except occasionally at the United Nations (for crucial anti-
colonial votes, on world disarmament as a moral force, for aid to newly free
countries, and decisively, through agencies to ameliorate or check the multi-
national corporations).”
At Bandung, Nehru remembered the centrality of the Middle Passage

to any project to craft solidarity across the tide of color.

There is nothing more terrible, there is nothing more horrible than the

infinite tragedy of Africa in the past few hundred years. When I think of it,

everything else pales into insignificance; that infinite tragedy of Africa ever

since the days when millions of them were carried away in galleys as slaves

to America and elsewhere, the way they were treated, the way they were

taken away, 50 percent dying in the galleys. We have to bear that burden,
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all of us. We did not do it ourselves, but the world has to bear it. We talk
about this country and that little country in Africa or outside, but let us
remember this Infinite Tragedy.”
Nehru’s contribution continued the anticolonial relationship of Indian na-
tionalism with the U.S. black left, one that was wiped out by the U.S. state
in the 1950s.%

However, U.S. black representatives failed to grasp the depth of struggle
as they perversely defended the U.S. record on civil rights and attacked
China’s communism. From the mid-1940s, the U.S. state department culti-
vated certain African American artists and writers to muddy the critiques of
U.S. racism that mainly came from the USSR.* Several black artists and
writers colluded with the U.S. government out of fear or to gain access to
the world stage. At Bandung, African Americans such as Congressman Adam
Clayton Powell Jr. and Max Yergan vigorously praised the U.S. governmental
system, perhaps to shore up their own political futures upon return. Even
arch anti-Communists among the Asians, such as Sir John Kotelawla of Cey-
lon, held their tongues as Chou En-lai took a conciliatory position. But Pow-
ell and Yergan let loose much to the consternation of their Asian allies.'®
Richard Wright, like Yergan, had been a Communist in his youth. In the
1950s he joined with the liberal anti-Communist wing (and contributed to
their celebrated collection The God That Failed), but, unlike Yergan, Wright
was always an unpredictable political writer. At Bandung he was not taken
by Powell and Yergan, yet he too seemed to miss the point when he claimed
that Sukarno was “appealing to race and religion” or when he wondered how
Chou felt “amidst the ground swell of racial and religious feeling.”!*' But
by the Vietnam War, a conflict with no forseeable ending, black and Asian
American activists would become more radical and more united than they
had ever been, finally empowered by a sense of Third World solidarity.

Everybody Was Kung Fu Fighting, ca. 1974

As Enter the Dragon came to us in Calcutta, a song also broke through the
tedium offered by Musical Bandbox, a Sunday afternoon program on All-
India Radio. It was a rather trite song: Everybody was kung-fu fighting,
hunh, Those cats were fast as lightning, hunh. Nothing to it, really. But
Biddu, an exemplary Indian who lived in England and produced Tina
Charles’s Disco Fever and Nazia Hasan’s Disco Dewanee, wrote the tune,
hence its appearance on Indian radio. Sung by Carl Douglas, an African
American whose entire career was forged around the gimmick of kung fu
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music (“Dance the Kung Fu” and “Shanghai D”), the song belongs in my
memory bank alongside an atrocious tribute to Muhammad Ali with that
infectious line from the master, “Fly like a butterfly, sting like a bee.”**? Trip-
ping on Carl Douglas and Biddu, we read the papers for news of the im-
pending fight between Muhammad Ali and George Foreman in Zaire, the
famous “Rumble in the Jungle” in the autumn of that year.'®*
ship to championship,” the promoters declaimed. “We were taken from Af-
rica as slaves and now we’re coming back as champions.” Ali was only thirty-
two, a year younger than Bruce. And Ali was as politically incensed about
racism and imperialism as Bruce was. Bruce was trained to hate white su-
premacy in the hovels of Hong Kong. Ali’s life in the U.S. South prepared
him to strike tough jabs for the Black Power movement. It was Alj, after all,
who denounced the U.S. imperialist engagement in Southeast Asia with the
memorable line, “No Vietcong ever called me nigger” Although Bruce Lee
was also a boxing champ in Hong Kong (and the 1958 Crown Colony Cha-

From slave

Cha Champion), he spent much of the 1960s watching films of Ali boxing.
“An orthodox boxer, Ali led with his left hand. Since Bruce was experiment-
ing with a right lead stance he set up a mirror so that he could watch Ali’s
movements and practice them the appropriate way.”'* In an instance of clas-
sic cross-fertilization, the great boxer Sugar Ray Leonard told an interviewer
in 1982 that “one of the guys who influenced me wasn’t a boxer. I always loved
the catlike reflexes and the artistry of Bruce Lee and I wanted to do in boxing
what he was able to do in karate. I started watching his movies before he
became really popular in Enter the Dragon and I patterned myself after a lot
of his ways.”'%

So what are the implications of the world of polycultural kung fu?
Color-blind capitalists wish to make a profit from its appeal, often by the
opportunistic combination of ethnic niche markets (when Jackie Chan and
Chris Tucker appear together in the 1998 Rush Hour, and soon in Rush Hour
I, or else when Sammo Hung and Arsenio Hall did time in CBS’s Martial
Law, or the ultra-commodified Tae-Bo of Billy Blanks'*®). Primordialists
(and “perfectionists”) argue that the artistry originates in either Africa or
Asia. “It was Africa and not Asia that first gave martial arts to the world,”
wrote Afrocentric scholar Kilindi Iyi, “and those same African roots are
deeply embedded in the martial arts of India and China.”'%” Iyi looks at an-
cient murals from Beni Hasan, Egypt, to make his claim, but he could equally
make the point that the similarities between Capoeira Angola and kung fu
can be traced to those enslaved Africans who created the Brazilian art in the
1500s, nurtured it in the senzalas (“slave houses”), and developed it into a
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symbolic as well as a physical response to the atrocity of a racist slavery. The
language of Capoeira, indeed, is replete with Bantu words, and the move-
ments of Capoeira resemble the southern Angolan dance of n’golo (“zebra
dance”).!%8

If Iyi looks to Africa for the origins of martial arts, others do the same
with Asia. Most histories of kung fu tell the story of Bodhidharma, an itiner-
ant Buddhist monk who introduced the monks of the Shaolin Temple in
China to the martial arts of his homeland, southern India. Bodhidharma
may be the son of the King of Kancheepuram in the region of today’s Tamil
Nadu (as some Japanese manuscripts claim), and it is said that he imported
the arts of Kalarippayattu to China from Kerala, in the southwest of India.'®
Bodhidharma’s Hseih Mai Lun (“Treatise on the Blood Lineages of True
Dharma”) lays out a philosophy of the ch’i (“life force”), and how it must be
kept active to ensure that monks don’t sleep during meditation.!*° The desire
to seek origins in what might be complex cultural diffusion or else indepen-
dent creation is certainly not of much help. However, we might say that the
martial arts traditions such as kung fu developed in a manifold world that
involved, in some complex way, Kalarippayattu of Kerala, Capoeira Angola
of Brazil, and the various martial arts of Africa. Kung fu is not far from Af-
rica, nor from the favelas (“slums”) of Brazil.'"!

Iyi, along with Afrocentric historians Wayne Chandler and Graham Ir-
win, makes the mistake of finding racial links when I am more tempted to
avoid that complex soup of “descent,” whatever that may mean. They argue,
for instance, that Buddha, the man whose tradition produces kung fu, was
of African “descent.”''? The school of Kamau Ryu System of Self-Defense
claims that Bodhidharma was “black with tightly curled knots of hair and
elongated ear lobes which are traditional African traits.”'"* The incessant in-
terest in origins bespeaks a notion of culture as an inheritance that is trans-
mitted across time without mutation, and is the property of certain people.
There are numerous reasons to claim origins and to mark oneself as authen-
tic if one belongs to an oppressed minority. Minority groups may mobilize
around the notion of an origin to make resource claims, to show that despite
the denigration of the power elite, the group can lay claim to an aspect of
civilization and the cultural currency attached to it. Furthermore, to demar-
cate oneself from the repressive stereotypes, the oppressed frequently turn
to their “roots” to suggest to their children that they have a lineage that is
worthy despite racism’s cruelty. These are important social explanations for
the way we use both origins and authenticity (to protect our traditional
forms from appropriation by the power elite). As defensive tactics these
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make sense, but as a strategy for freedom they are inappropriate. In a prosaic
moment in 1919, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote of the “blood of yellow and white
hordes” who “diluted the ancient black blood of India, but her eldest Buddha
sits back, with kinky hair.”!'* Du Bois’s gesture toward Buddha was not nec-
essarily a claim to the racial or epidermal lineage of Buddha, but it was a
signal toward some form of solidarity across the Indian Ocean and between
Asians and Africans in diaspora. In his 1928 novel Dark Princess, the Indian
Kautilya seals her bond with the African American Matthew through a ruby
that is “by legend a drop of Buddha’s blood”; in time, their child, “Incarnate
Son of the Buddha,” will rule over a kingdom fated to overthrow British
rule.!’> Matthew, for Du Bois, was a symbol of anti-imperialist solidarity,
and the claim to Buddha indicated a search for the cultural roots of solidarity
not too dependent on the mysterious world of biology.

In our own day, community scholars like Q-Unique of the Arsonists
come at kung fu from the lens of hip-hop. He believes that Bruce Lee should
be remembered as “the first to teach non-Asians Martial Arts and to be the
first big Asian actor,” and “that right there is enough to tell me that you
should be able to believe in yourself to be able to climb the highest moun-
tain. Or just go against whatever is thrown your way. You should be able to
look at adversity in its face and believe in yourself to get what you want. And
that’s what Bruce Lee ultimately taught me: What I do with my MCing skills
is sort of like what he did with his Martial Arts. You study everybody’s tech-
niques and you strip away what you don’t find necessary and use what is nec-
essary and you modify it. You give it your own twist. He used Jeet Kune Do.
Mine is Jeet Kune Flow.”''¢ The polycultural view of the world exists in the
gut instincts of many people such as Q-Unique. Scholars are under some
obligation to raise this instinct to philosophy, to use this instinct to criticize
the diversity model of multiculturalism and replace it with the antiracist one
of polyculturalism. Culture cannot be bounded and people cannot be asked
to respect “culture” as if it were an artifact, without life or complexity. Social
interaction and struggle produces cultural worlds, and these are in constant,
fraught formation. Our cultures are linked in more ways than we could cata-
log, and it is from these linkages that we hope our politics will be energized.
The Third World may be in distress, where the will of the national liberation
movements has put the tendency to anti-imperialism in crisis, and where
the Third World within the United States has often been overrun by the dy-
namic of the color blind and of the desire to make small, individual gains
over social transformation. Nevertheless, the struggle is on, in places like
Kerala and Vietnam, but also within the United States as the Black Radical
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Congress greets the Asian Left Forum, the Forum of Indian Leftists, the
League of Filipino Students (among others), and as all of them join together
against imperialism, against racism. History is made in struggle and past
memories of solidarity are inspiration for that struggle. Indeed, the Afro-
Asian and polycultural struggles of today allow us to redeem a past that has
been carved up along ethnic lines by historians. To remember Bruce as I do,
staring at a poster of him ca. 1974, is not to wane into nostalgia for the past.
My Bruce is alive, and like the men and women before him, still in the fight.
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