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i Homi Bhabha has played a central role in articulating a response
i from black intellectuals in Britain to the publication of Salman
Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses. His statement, which emerged from
the group ‘Black Voices’, in New Statesman & Society (3 March
1989) argues for a position that refutes both fundamentalism and its
liberal response. In the statement he poses the question: ‘So where
do we turn, we who see the limits of liberalism and fear the
absolutist demands of fundamentalism?” The following interview
attempts to provide some kind of theoretical chart for that journey.

o e,

(For Ben, who would have understood.)

Jonathan: In your essay ‘Commitment to Theory’! you analyse the
processes of cultural change and transformation. Central to this
analysis is your distinction between cultural diversity and cultural
difference, and alongside your emphasis on difference are the
notions of translation and hybridity. Could you say something about
these terms you use?

Homi Bhabha: The attempt to conceive of cultural difference as
& opposed to cultural diversity comes from an awareness that right
through the liberal tradition, particularly in philosophical relativism
and in forms of anthropology, the idea that cultures are diverse and
that in some sense the diversity of cultures is a good and positive
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thing and ought to be encouraged, has been known for a long time.

It is a commonplace of plural, democratic societies 10 say that they

can encourage and accommodate cultural diversity.
In fact the sign of the ‘cultured’ or the ‘civilised’ attitude is the
ability to appreciate cultures in a kind of musée imagingire; as
though one should be able to collect and appreciate them. Western
hip is the capacity to understand and locate cultures in

connoisseurs
-frame that acknowledges their various historical

a universal time
and social contexts only eventually to transcend them and render

them transparent.

Following from this, you begin to see the way in which the
endorsement of cultural diversity becomes a bedrock of multicul-
tural education policy in this country. There are two problems with
it: one is the very obvious oneé, that although there is always an
entertainment and encouragement of cultural diversity, there is

always also a corresponding containment of it. A transparent norm is
dominant culture,

constituted, a norm given by the host society or

which says that ‘these other cultures are fine, but we must be able to
locate them within our own grid’. This is what 1 mean by a creation
of cultural diversity and a containment of cultural difference.

The second problem is, as we know very well, that in societies
where multiculturalism is encouraged racism is still rampant in
various forms. This is because the universalism that paradoxically
permits diversity masks ethnocentric norms, values and interests.

The changing pature of what we understand as the ‘national
population’ is ever more visibly constructed from a range of different
sorts of interests, different kinds of cultural histories, different post-
colonial lineages, different sexual orientations. The whole nature of
the public sphere is changing so that we really do need the notion ofa
politics which is based on unequal, uneven, multiple and potentially

antagonistic, political identities. This must not be confused with some
form of autonomous, individualist pluralism (and the corresponding
notion of cultural diversity); what is at issue is a historical moment in
which these multiple identities do actually articulate in challenging
ways, either positively or negatively, either in progressive Or regress-
jve ways, often conflictually, sometimes even incommensurably — not
some flowering of individual talents and capacities. Multiculturalism
represented an attempt both to respond to and to control the dynamic
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the task of the translator?) to suggest that all fo(;nga(;lfs(l:?ltlltotﬁemafeoig
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some way related to each other, because culture is a signifying or
symbolic activity. The articulation of cultures is possible not because
of the familiarity or similarity of contents, but because all cultures
are symbol-forming and subject-constituting, interpellative
practices.

We are very resistant to thinking how the act of signification, the
act of producing the icons and symbols, the myths and metaphors
through which we live culture, must always — by virtue of the fact
that they are forms of representation — have within them a kind of
self-alienating limit. Meaning is constructed across the bar of
difference and separation between the signifier and the signified. So
it follows that no culture is full unto itself, no culture is plainly
plenitudinous, not only because there are other cultures which
contradict its authority, but also because its own symbol-forming
activity, its own interpellation in the process of representation,
language, signification and meaning-making, always underscores the
claim to an originary, holistic, organic identity. By translation I first
of all mean a process by which, in order to objectify cultural
meaning, there always has to be a process of alienation and of
secondariness in relation to itself. In that sense there is no ‘in itself”’
and for itself” within cultures because they are always subject to
intrinsic forms of translation. This theory of culture is close to a
theory of language, as part of a process of translations — using that
word as before, not in a strict linguistic sense of translation as in a
‘book translated from French into English’, but as a motif or trope as
Benjamin suggests for the activity of displacement within the
linguistic sign.

Developing that notion, translation is also a way of imitating, but
in a mischevious, displacing sense — imitating an original in such a
way that the priority of the original is not reinforced but by the very
fact that it can be simulated, copied, transferred, transformed, made
into a simulacrum and so on: the ‘original’ is never finished or
complete in itself. The ‘originary’ is always open to translation so
that it can never be said to have a totalised prior moment of being or
meaning - an essence. What this really means is that cultures are
only constituted in relation to that otherness internal to their own
symbol-forming activity which makes them decentred structures —
through that displacement or liminality opens up the possibility of
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Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses has all been said and discussed before
(about the interpolations in the Koran, the status of those
interpolations, the ‘Satanic Verses’ as illicit intervention and so on).
What is interesting is how, using another kind of language of
representation - call it the ‘migrant metaphor’, call it the
postmodern novel or what you will - and giving a context of other
forms of allegorisation, the metropolitanism of the modern city,
contemporary sexuality etc, the knowledges and disputes about the
status of the Koran become quite different things in The Satanic
Verses. Through that transformation, through that form of cultural
translation, their values and effects (political, social, cultural)
become entirely incommensurable with the traditions of theological
or historical interpretation which formed the received culture of
Koranic reading and writing,

To think of migration as metaphor suggests that the very language
of the novel, its form and rhetoric, must be open to meanings that
are ambivalent, doubling and dissembling. Metaphor produces
hybrid realities by yoking together unlikely traditions of thought.
The Satanic Verses is, in this sense, structured around the metaphor
of migrancy. The importance of thinking migration as literary
metaphor leads us back to the great social offence of the novel (the
way it has been read and interpreted, literally, as a Satanic challenge
to the authority of Islam), but also permits us to see how it is the
form of the novel has been profoundly misunderstood and bas
proved to be politically explosive — precisely because the novel is

about metaphor.

Jonathan: Before we talk about The Satanic Verses, I'd like to
return the distinction you make between identity and identification.

Gould you expand on this?

Homi Bhabha: I felt that the possibility of producing a culture
which both articulates difference and lives with it could only be
established on the basis of a non-sovereign notion of self. It seemed
to me that the way in which left politics deals with that is simply by
replacing the essentialism of the self, the autonomous identity, with
an essentialist cultural and political identity -'class’” most often. So

that the ‘individualist’ subjectivity of the self is decentred if you like,
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we both in one or another subtle way send
hat we're dissociating ourselves from it and
send signals to our own liberal alter egos that we aredsuo’:thl‘{l-i(ne,
people because we are even going to support what we on ike.
Within that liberal wing of the controversy then, there 1; a :ﬁry
interesting sort of fail-safe strategy which is more comp exf tialn
saying ‘we stick to our liber.al \.'al‘ues . In termsl oall d;a
‘fundamentalist’ position (as it is simplistically and'“{rong )l,l c38e ,
you are quite right —even according to the latest opinion p}(l) , pe1t~
cent of British Muslims think that the death penalty is tﬁa corrtecd
one for Salman Rushdie.* But I think the case has alsof i ustrzz1 e
how within the Shi’ite sect (which is too easily and too o teﬁ rea.t as
‘fundamentalist’) there are a number' of other positions. bozv‘tlhls
true that those positions are not dominant at the moment but i : asl
raised — and this is where I think I woulc'l make a claim, }::. p}x;ac ica
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fundamental belief and the world in which fundame‘ntahsfn asd 0
exist now. It is worth mentioning at this point that Zlauddthar lilr
has recently argued in The Listener (25 January 1990) that the

‘ ’ t of that body of classical
fatwah [‘death sentence’] emerges }fil(:h of that body. < othical

juridical opinion known as figh, w

teachings of the Koran ‘and many of the laws derived from it are

i for modern Muslim societies’. _
lrrglgx‘iaen(:f this has directly affected the material situation, but'ﬁ: we
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interpretation, but at the level of effectivity — how these ideas can

i i t of these
fected upon a social context and what the social contex of th
loas is). So ereas ‘fundamentalism” has

ideas is). So in a rather startling sense, wh ‘
been so easily relegated to some archaic past, we now begin to see

don’t like it, the more
signals to the Iranians t

214

The Third Space

how it is a player in contention in a very modern political game and
in fact how many contemporary political moments both make a
space for it and limit it. The effective historical context of The
Satanic Verses conflict is British Bradford, not Shi’ite Iran.

Jonathan: You are arguing then that the problem of modernity has
been its inability to deal with archaic cultural forms that it sees as
being opposed to itself. What concerns me about all forms of
essentialism, and its more conservative cousin — fundamentalism — is
that they deny difference and erase their practices of discrimination
and domination. Could you comment on this theme? I suppose, for
‘me, the Rushdie affair has brought this up most of all, but so also has
the rise of Christian fundamentalism.

Homi Bhabha: Can I just clarify that what to me is problematic
about the ‘understanding of the ‘fundamentalist’ position in the
Rushdie case is that it is represented as archaic, almost medieval. It
may sound very strange to us, it may sound absolutely absurd to
some people, but the point is that the demands over The Satanic
Verses are being made now, out of a particular political state that is
functioning very much in our time, if not in an immediately
recognisable intellectual space. Besides this, many of the Muslims
making the demands are not a million miles away, they are not part
of another kind of social and cultural world, another society — they
happen to live in Bradford. I think that we wilfully misunderstand
the issue by relegating them to some distant past from which their
voices seem to be emerging in a completely untimely, despotic cry

for blood.

Jonathan: In that case, the question of modernity raises a real
problem for the left which has always tried to align itself with an idea
of progress, linked to that tradition of Western philosophical
liberalism which you described and criticised before.

Homi Bhabha: Exactly, it has to keep asserting how modern and
how rational it is, and has assumed moreover that these things
were identical. But as a critique of the left and its enthusiastic
espousal of forms of rationalism and modernity, I think that the
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question to ask is about the left not being able to cope with certain
forms of uncertainty and unfixity in the construction of political
identity and its programmatic, policy implications.

Jonathan: But the espousal of essentialism, the insistence that one
possesses the truth, demands the fixity of cultural identity. How do
your notions of hybridity and difference cope with making alliances
with constituencies whose values are, for want of a better word,

fundamentalist?

Homi Bhabha: I think very easily, because the notion of hybridity
(as I make clear in the piece ‘Commitment to Theory’ to which you
referred earlier) is about the fact that in any particular political
struggle, new sites are always being opened up, and if you keep
referring those new sites to old principles, then you are not actually
able to participate in them fully and productively and creatively. As
Nelson Mandela said only the other day, even if there is a war on
you must negotiate — negotiation is what politics is all about. And we
do negotiate even when we don’t know we are negotiating: we are
always negotiating in any situation of political opposition or
antagonism. Subversion is negotiation; transgression is negotiation;
negotiation is not just some kind of compromise or ‘selling out’
which people too easily understand it to be. Similarly we need to
reformulate what we mean by ‘reformism’: all forms of political
activity, especially progressive or radical activity, involve refor-
mations and reformulations. With some historical hindsight we may
call it ‘revolution’, those critical moments, but what is actually
happening if you slow them up are very fast reforms and
reformulations. So I think that political negotiation is a very
important issue, and hybridity is precisely about the fact that when a
new situation, a new alliance formulates itself, it may demand that
you should translate your principles, rethink them, extend them. On
the Left there’s too much of a timid traditionalism — always trying to
read a new situation in terms of some pre-given model or paradigm,
which is a reactionary reflex, a conservative ‘mindset’.

Jonathan: My earlier question about alliances with fundamentalist
constituencies had in mind the topical and attractive idea of a
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re-d/g_reen alliance. It seems to me that there is a powerful element
within the contemporary explosion of green consciousness that
represents a search for fundamental values, for the idea of the sacred

— the sanctity of mother earth, the turn awa
' ) y from culture t
as the font of knowledge. 0 nature

Homi Bhabha: Now in terms of something like Green politics, I
think the situation is very complex, because the great spur to Green
pol.itics, however it's coming out now, has been the nuclear threat
wl'uch was given an eerie prophetic prefiguring in Chernobyl. I
think we have not fully assessed the psychological and indeed
political effects of something like Chernobyl. With an earthquake
you can feel that it's part nature, part culture, whereas with
Cherr}obyl it’s entirely culture, entirely science, entirely of our
plan'mng and our making. (Not that the disaster is of our planning

but in terms of general perspectives.) The fact that both Chemobyi
and Bhopal - those monumental environmental tragedies — are
accidents, makes the Green argument even more compelling; we
need to look at the history of those accidents. The extent to which
Green politics emerges out of such a history and such a critique of
rati.opz'llity and scientific progress is a very good thing. If, as Green
politicians are prepared to say, Green politics is not compatible with
a capitalist view of social development, to that extent too it’s a very
good antidote to another prevalent ideology (that Patrick Wright has
written about’) which informs the English notion of self, and the
whole notion of an Arcadian past. You have it in literature with F.R.

Leavis; you even have it crawling round the edges of E.P. Thompson
sometimes; and you certainly have it in Enoch Powell, where the
English countryside becomes inextricably entwined with the
Empire, an idea of organic community and so on. It’s a very good
antidote, because Green politics takes the language of that kind of
Arcadianism and turns it against itself, A properly constructed
socialist Green Party would naturally provide a critique of the claims

of modern, technological-industrial, capitalist development which is

ruining the planet; but it would also deconstruct the obfuscatory

nostalgic Arcadianism of the Conservatives. ’

]onathan:‘ We've talked about the significance of Green politics and
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new cultural and religious forces in this country as a challenge to
modernity. I'd like to refer to your comment that the founding
moment of modernity was the moment of colonialism. In a Marxism
Today interview® you said ‘the colonial moment is the history of the
West'. Can you elaborate on this remark?

Homi Bhabha: I think we need to draw attention to the fact that the
advent of Western modernity, located as it generally is in the 18th
and 19th centuries, was the moment when certain master narratives
of the state, the citizen, cultural value, art, science, the novel, when
these major cultural discourses and identities came to define the
‘Enlightenment’ of Western society and the critical rationality of
Western personhood. The time at which these things were
happening was the same time at which the West was producing
another history of itself through its colonial possessions and
relations. That ideological tension, visible in the history of the West
as a despotic power, at the very moment of the birth of democracy
and modernity, has not been adequately written in a contradictory
and contrapuntal discourse of tradition. Unable to resolve that
contradiction perhaps, the history of the West as a despotic power, a
colonial power, has not been adequately written side by side with its
claims to democracy and solidarity. The material legacy of this
repressed history is inscribed in the return of post-colonial peoples
to the metropolis. Their very presence there changes the politics of
the metropolis, its cultural ideologies and its intellectual traditions,
because they — as a people who have been recipients of a colonial
cultural experience — displace some of the great metropolitan
narratives of progress and law and order, and question the authority
and authenticity of those narratives. The other point I'm trying to
make is not only that the history of colonialism is the history of the
West but also that the history of colonialism is a counter-history to
the normative, traditional history of the West.

The migrant metaphor 1 discussed before suggests, by analogy,
that the Western, metropolitan histories of progress and civitas
cannot be conceived without evoking the savage colonial
antecedents of the ideals of civility and the mythology of
‘civilisation’. By implication, it also suggests that the language of
rights and obligations, so central to the modern discourse of
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citizenship, must be questioned on the basis of t
d1;cr1mmatory l_egal and cultural status assignezlletzn?nnilgax}:::ts ::3
;?dggofi‘e’:(_h;:ﬁ:}:ahons who find themselves, inevitably, on the other

In other words, the postcolonial perspective for i
the profounfl limitations of a consenrs)uall:md collusic\:eeS illf)et?af esttlalrl:;lé
of community. It insists — through the migrant metaphor — that
cultux:al and political identity is constructed through a process of
otherl.ng. The time for ‘assimilating’ minorities to holistic and
organic notions of cultural value has passed — the very language of
cultural community needs to be rethought from a postcolonial
perspective. A comparison which is ‘closer to home’ would be the
prof:m.md -Shlﬁ in the language of sexuality and self effected by
feminism in Sh.e 1970s, and by the gay community in the 1980s.

Western ‘civility’ claims, in a world-historical sense, to have
§uperceded a}l th’is, maintaining that the perceived cultural values of
fundamentalism’ form part of a past history which is understood
knqwn gnd located through the aegis and frameworks of Western
rah'oyahsm and historicism. But the critique mounted by Green
pOl'lthS, and the challenge of radical Islam, flatly contradict that
cla‘lm — albeit in very different ways.

Fundamentalist’ demands may sound archaic but they are put
today as part of a cultural and political system that is fully
contemporary. One has to take responsibility for precisely that type
of cultural incommensurability and antagonism that my notion of
cultural difference attempts to develop.

]on.a.than: I'd like to complete this interview with reference to
politics, specifically to the role of intellectuals. Can you expand on

Fhe comment you made about the place and time of the ‘committed
intellectual’?

qui Bhabha: Well, that comment was made in a piece where I was
trying to say that committed intellectuals have a dual responsibility .
They have a responsibility to intervene in particular struggles ym
particqlar situations of political negotiation, but that is not to say that
there is a way of intervening by actually changing the ‘object’ of
knowledge itself, by reformulating the concept of society within
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which certain demands are made; and I was suggesting that there
were therefore two possible forms of activity. I was also attacking a
sense that people felt that unless theoretical ideas immediately
translated into political action, then they were in some way
valueless. Of course the word to focus on here is ‘immediately’,
because very often people say ‘well, how does this cash out?”. You
articulate a particular theoretical position, the next question will be
“n that case, how do you explain the miners strike? or ‘how would
you explain agitation on London Transport?”. Now I don't believe
that this should be a test of the political relevance of a theoretical
position, because it may be perfectly possible to suggest two
coexistent kinds of activity in which the redefining of larger political
concepts is crucial.

Jonathan: This is an intervention in that third space ...

Homi Bhabha: Yes, it’s also an intervention in that third space. I
mean, for instance, if you just begin to see what’s happening in
Eastern Europe today — that’s a very good example: people are
having to redefine not only elements of socialist policy, but also
wider questions about the whole nature of this society which is in a
process of transition from a communist-state, second-world,
iron-curtain frame of being. Socialism in both the East and the West
is having to come to terms with the fact that people cannot now be
addressed as colossal, undifferentiated collectivities of class, race,
gender or nation. The concept of a people is not ‘given’, as an
essential class-determined, unitary, homogeneous part of society
prior to a politics; “the people’ are there as a process of political
articulation and political negotiation across a whole range of
éontradictory social sites. “The people’ always exist as a multiple
form of identification, waiting to be created and constructed.

This sort of politics, articulating minority constituencies across
disjunctive, differential social positions, does not produce that kind
of vanguardist ‘lead from the front’ attitude. If you have this notion
of ‘the people’ as being constructed (through cultural difference and
hybridity as 've suggested above), then you avoid that very
simplistic polarity between the ruler and the ruled: any monolithic
description of authoritative power (such as ‘Thatcherism’), based on
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that kind of binarism, is not going to be a very accura ion
xlﬁif hlse::rcl;ilai)i'sl;saligenin% in aihe world. If inrs};ead yoieh;ige: :ﬁ)cilgf

es the ambivalent nature of that relationship, which
understands political subjectivity as a multi-di tonal conflictus
forfn of identification, then Thazherism lil:t:hi“r?:xgse‘%grl a rcx(\):x:rflil‘)cema}'
artlculzjlted constituencies — from working-class and petit-bour ;o(i)s
formatlon.s right up to the expected Tory hierarchies andg the
co.rr{mer.cmlfindustrial world. You also begin to see how this ‘general
will’, this consensual bloc could be disarticulated. What wg see i
not only political rationality at work, but the ‘political uncons‘cious’s
the symbolic representation of a Great Britain which might in fact
be, after a decade of Conservative government, a rather Little
country, a modest economic enterprise in Big troub,le.
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