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Introduction
In this study I bring together two enormous and apparently distant topics: the subject, on the one
hand, and the international division of labor, on the other. I hold that a historically responsive and
epistemologically productive discussion of subjectivity cannot be exempted from a consideration of
the international division of labor. This claim becomes acute when such inquiries into subjectivity
are specifically concerned with differentiated historical experience across the globe, as is the case
with postcolonial discourse. 1
Hence, I am not concerned with the subject in general, but with the subject of postcolonial
discourse, that is to say, with the subject positions created, presupposed and/or legitimated in texts
of postcolonial theory. Such discourses are my objects of study. I employ the methodology of
cultural analysis as developed by Dutch theorist and critic at the University of Amsterdam
(Netherlands), Mieke Bal (2002), in order to approach those texts not only as theory, but also as
expressions of geo-economically and institutionally situated cultures of knowing. 2 I sustain that to
analyze the literary, historical and ideological dimensions of these discourses is to confront them
with the limits that determine their epistemic horizons and, thus, to open up not only the political
but also the dialogic intellectual possibilities that they potentially enable as well as withhold.
In these ways, I approach academic texts as cultural objects. Hence, I am not concerned with
phenomenological subjects per se, but with the way these interact with and shape the subject
positions that are deployed in texts. In this interaction, subjects are differentially legitimated as
possible sites of circulation and accumulation of cultural capital. The author figure, or what I will
designate as the universal subject position, emerges at the convergence between a historical subject
and the articulating principle of a text. 3 Since the reliance on this extra-textual agency is cultural
capital’s ultimate source of legitimacy, the universal subject position is the most privileged of
1

With “postcolonial discourse,” I refer to the written production of the academic field best known as “postcolonial
theory,” “postcolonial criticism” or simply “postcolonialism.” Until further clarification, I use these terms
indistinctively.
2
In this study, I introduce contemporary authors – usually only if and when they will reappear – by pointing to their
disciplinary and national backgrounds, as well as to their present academic affiliations. The aim is to give readers from
different fields an idea of where the author in question is speaking from. It is critical to add that national (and
disciplinary) identities today may scarcely give an accurate account of the actual geo-historical experience and cultural
legacy of individuals. Nonetheless, some telling general patterns emerged in researching this information, such as the
fact that the nationalities of “Western” contemporary authors are rarely, if ever, made available, while the national
identities of “non-Western” authors are widely publicized. My first mention of non-contemporary authors includes their
life-span dates; my first reference to academic institutions clarifies their location. These introductions apply for the
study as a whole, not for each chapter.
3
On this understanding of authorship, see Foucault 1977: 124-127.

2
textual subject positions. 4 As a treasured site of cultural capital, access to the universal subject
position is unequally distributed across the international division of labor.
The international division of labor is a generally underestimated analytical category in the
humanities. This may be gleaned, for example, from the work of Simon Critchley (2007), working
at the NSSR. That underestimation is problematic in the work of this well-known British
philosopher insofar as it contradicts his stated alliances. 5 Since postcolonial criticism is particularly
concerned with the unequal legitimation of culture at a global scale, such an underestimation
perhaps becomes even more problematic when it is practiced by postcolonial theorists. In what
follows, I explore that possibility.
In the section below, I explore the history and ideological interests surrounding the notion of
the postcolonial, while clarifying my own usage of the term. In the subsequent section, I situate my
work in the context of previous critiques in the field to establish its particular relevance. Discussing
the different sites of enunciation from which previous critique has been made, I reflect on another
central concept in this study: the subject of discourse. The section that follows that discussion is a
situated investigation of the other major operative concept I employ: the new international division
of labor. The final section explains what I mean by “Unrealized Promises” and offers a tour of the
chapters.

“Postcolonial” as a Floating Signifier
In approaching the term “postcolonial” as an object of analysis, I benefit from Mieke Bal’s
Traveling Concepts (2002). The book has been extensively consulted as a methodology for
interdisciplinary research in the humanities. I profit from the possibility it offers to observe, rather
than bring about, the traveling of concepts across time, place, and cultures of knowing. The
observation of concepts is productive, because “while concepts are products of philosophy and tools

4

Bourdieu locates the actual subject as the ultimate source of legitimacy of socially valued artistic products: “Most
properties of cultural capital can be deduced from the fact that, in its fundamental state, it is linked to the body and
presupposes embodiment. The accumulation of cultural capital in the embodied state, i.e., in the form of what is called
culture, cultivation, Bildung, presupposes a process of em-bodiment, incorporation, which, insofar as it implies a labor
of inculcation and assimilation, costs time, time which must be invested personally by the investor.” (1986: 224)
5
NSSR stands for the New School for Social Research; it is located in New York, U.S.A. Since the underestimation of
the international division of labor as an analytical category within the humanities is a generalized fact and not an
exception, I could have named as examples practically any philosopher or literary critic, whether renown or not,
whether working in First or Third World academic circles. Yet, I have chosen to exemplify this condition by means of
Simon Critchley’s Infinitely Demanding (2007), for reasons that will become clear in my discussion of it in Chapter
Five.

3
of analysis, they are also embodiments of the cultural practices we seek to understand through
them” (Bal 2002: 21). Because my observation of the concept requires that I use it as a tool as well,
and this inevitably from my historical standpoint, I imagine my own practice as a participant
observation of the term “postcolonial.” 6 As I research, record and analyze some histories of the
concept’s travels, while simultaneously making use of it, I intend to let that object “speak back,”
thriving on the contradictions that it presents, rather than shying away from them (Bal 2003: 39-40).
The term “postcolonial” has been carefully defined by an array of authors, including Ella
Shohat (1992), Anne McClintock (1992), Ania Loomba (1998a), and Achille Mbembe (2001). 7 As
the numerous and elaborate attempts at defining the concept testify, “postcolonial” is a term that
strongly resists definition. Even though these authors all engage in meticulous explorations of the
term, my list of examples is, in a sense, rather arbitrary, for practically any book or article bearing
the term (or some modification thereof) offers a particular definition. This bears out the fact that
the adjective encompasses so much that it tends to shed meaning. As Peter Hitchcock, a British
cultural theorist at the City University of New York, has pointed out, the “biggest drawback in
postcolonialism and therefore in the identity of postcoloniality is the almost exponential growth of
meanings attributable to it” (2003: 306).
Here, I will not attempt to define the concept myself, nor even to unscramble problematic
conflations such as the term’s double affiliation as a marker of time and place, on the one hand, and
as designating a symbolic condition, on the other. Rather, benefiting from an epistemological
strategy designed by U.S.A. queer performativity theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1950-2009),
that is, her understanding of “unknowing” as a “privilege,” I explore where, how and why the term
resists definition, and to what effect (1994). This approach is particularly pertinent for a term like
“postcolonial,” which has been attributed such a multiplicity of meaning. As Ernesto Laclau has

6

I have brought to bear the concept of “participant observation” on my discourse. At least since the publication of Time
and the Other (1983) by cultural anthropologist at the University of Amsterdam, Johannes Fabian, the concept has
proven to be problematic. Still, I have decided to foreground it, rather than push it away. Hence, it could be said that I
critically engage with ethnography as a specific methodology within the anthropological discipline. Yet, the procedures
of anthropology and cultural analysis differ. While in anthropology “you have to choose a field, apply a method, and
construct an object,” in cultural analysis the field “is not delimited,” “by selecting an object you question a field” and
methods become “part of the observation” (Bal 2002: 4). In the inter-disciplinary travel of “participant observation,” a
more specific change also takes place. In its context of departure (that of ethnography), “participant observation” relates
to the otherness of subjects, while here the otherness of objects (concepts) is at stake. Below, I inquire into the
dialectical tension between the two.
7
Shohat is an Israeli cultural analyst working at New York University; McClintock is a British-Zimbabwean gender
studies scholar at the University of Wisconsin-Madison; while Indian postcolonial theorist, Ania Loomba, also works in
the U.S.A., at the University of Pennsylvania. Finally, Cameroonian political scientist, Achille Mbembe, is based at the
Wits Institute for Social and Economic Research, in Johannesburg, South Africa.
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pointed out, the battle for ideological hegemony may often be traced in the history of concepts that
in time become floating or empty signifiers (1997). 8 Hence, more than in defining “postcolonial,” I
am interested in exploring how the instabilities, contradictions, and ambiguities that prompt the
concept to escape definition articulate wider discursive and extra-textual configurations of power.
As I have suggested, one of the most problematic aspects of the term is its double usage as
descriptive of a geographical space in a determinate historical period, on the one hand, and as
descriptive of an abstract condition of being and knowing, on the other. The suffix –ism is
sometimes employed to substantivize the adjective and refer to the academic field that addresses
both. 9 Yet “postcolonialism,” just like “postcolonial,” may refer both to a specific historical period
and to formerly colonized space, on the one hand, or to an abstract symbolic condition, only
vaguely associated with that geo-historical location, on the other. The respective entries in the
Oxford English Dictionary (OED) expose this duality. The term “post-colonial” is defined as
“[o]ccurring or existing after the end of colonial rule; of or relating to a former colony. In later use
also: of or relating to the cultural condition of a former colony, esp. regarding its relationship with
the former colonial power.” This double meaning is echoed in the OED entry for “postcolonialism,” which reads, “[t]he fact or state of having formerly been a colony; the cultural
condition of (a) post-colonial society.”
The most recent meaning of both forms of the term came into use when the field of
postcolonial studies itself came into existence. Insofar as postcolonial theorists addressed the
abstract condition, naming it for the first time and constituting it as an object of study, it may be
said that postcolonial theory preposterously constituted – in the sense that it named and made
legitimate – the postcolonial condition. 10 Hence, the postcolonial, as an abstract condition of being
and knowing, is inextricably linked to postcolonialism as an academic field. As will be discussed
below, this proximity has crucial implications for the centrality of the subject in postcolonial theory
and, particularly, for where that subject is situated in a geo-economic totality. For the time being,
8

Despite later variations, in 1997 Laclau maintains that floating and empty signifiers are, for all practical purposes, the
same: “In the case of a floating signifier we would apparently have an overflowing of meaning while an empty signifier,
on the contrary, would ultimately be a signifier without a signified. But if we analyze the matter more carefully, we
realize that the floating character of a signifier is the only phenomenic form of its emptiness” (1997: 306). Laclau is an
Argentinean-born political theorist working at the University of Essex, U.K.
9
The adjective may also be placed after the article “the” for the same purposes. Here I deal with the terms
“postcolonialism” and “postcolonial”; the significance of converting “postcolonial” into “the postcolonial” will be
addressed later.
10
Although such a condition preexisted the act of naming, the fact that the condition is in itself symbolic gives this
explanation grounds beyond a mere nominalism. Here I profit from Spivak’s (1993a) approach to nominalism. Here and
below, I profit from Bal’s (1999) concept of “preposterous history.”
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allow me to call attention to the fact that the double meaning of “postcolonialism” as a cultural
condition and as an academic field is rarely problematized. This is strange, given the frequent
distinctions made between the usage of the term as a time/place marker and as referring to a cultural
condition (see, for example, Desai 2001: 11-13 and Mbembe 2001: 102-103).
As it is presently my interest to trace the history of the term in its actual usage, let me
suspend other factors and push further into a sort of nominalism. If there has been no actual
distinction between the postcolonial as a condition of being and knowing on the one hand, and the
postcolonial as an academic field on the other, then there is no actual distinction between the two.
Hence, I may rephrase the conflation I signaled before as that taking place between “postcolonial”
as a time and place marker, on the one hand, and “postcolonial” as describing an academic field (i.e.
a culture of knowing) on the other.
To address that conflation, I expand on each of the two referents involved. As descriptive of
an academic field, “postcolonial” (as in “postcolonial theory,” “postcolonial criticism” or
“postcolonial studies”) refers to an inter-disciplinary intellectual endeavor in the humanities that
deals with the cultural legacies of colonialism. Although, in principle, postcolonialism may extend
outside the humanities, the contribution of social scientists to the field – such as that of U.S.
anthropologist at the NSSR, Ann Laura Stoler (2004) – is relatively scarce. Likewise, the work
produced by the Subaltern Studies group of Indian historiographers, while an inspiration for mayor
postcolonial theorists like Gayatri Spivak, lies outside the field. Ramón Grosfoguel observes that it
is partially due to this background in the humanities that postcolonial criticism has tended to
prioritize culture over economy and agency over structure in its analyses (2003:13). As Young
summarizes, the terrain that such analyses cover centrally includes questions of colonialism and
neo-colonialism, ethnicity, gender and the nation-state (2001: 11). 11
Although postcolonial theorists claim precedence in earlier organic intellectuals such as
Martiniquean psychiatrist Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) or Tanzanian political theorist Julius Nyerere
(1922-1999), this appropriation is contested by those working outside the field (see Young 2001:
68, 274-292; cf. Parry 2004: 13). Edward Said’s Orientalism (2003), first published in 1978, is
considered the founding work of postcolonial criticism. Like Said, a Palestinian-born, United
States-based academic, postcolonial theorists are traditionally (expected to be) of “non-Western
origin,” while most of them work in First-World – particularly U.S.A. – universities; the latter being
11

Both Ramón Grosfoguel and Robert Young are based in the U.S.A. Grosfoguel is a Puerto Rican sociologist affiliated
to the University of California, Berkeley. Young, a U.S.-born postcolonial theorist, is currently working at New York
University.
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the place where the field emerged and was consolidated. As Young suggests, the term initially
referred to “non-Western” scholars in “Western” institutions exclusively (2001: 61; 2008). As Arif
Dirlik claims, only in the mid eighties did the term begin to be used to refer to a corpus of criticism
and “to describe academic intellectuals of Third World origin” (1994: 330). 12
As a geo-historical marker – as in “the postcolonial era,” or “postcolonial countries” – the
term came into use as a result of the formal end of colonialism in numerous countries of Africa, the
Asian subcontinent, South East Asia, the Middle East and the Caribbean. Most of these
decolonization processes took place between 1922 and 1975, especially after World War II, and
reached their apex during the 1960s. As Dirlik notes, the term came to substitute “Third World”
(1994: 332). “Third World” was employed to refer to non-aligned “developing” countries during the
Cold War era (Ahmad 1992: 292-97). The term covered approximately the same geographical area
as “postcolonial,” but was discarded, among other things, for its teleological implications (Pletsch
1981, Young 2001: 4-5). 13 I connect the decline of that category to its origin in the world order prior
to the fall of the Berlin wall and to contemporary skepticism with regard to both generalized
abstractions and economic narratives. Dirlik attributes the fading use of the term to its untenability
in the context of global capitalism, since in it “the nation-state [is] taken for granted as the global
unit of political organization” (1994: 330).
Aijaz Ahmad accounts for the central role played by nationalism in every one of the
competing (Soviet, Nehruvian and Maoist) versions of the “Three Worlds Theory” (1992: 308). 14
Ahmad considers that even today “the already existing structures of the nation-state are a
fundamental reality” and hence “the struggle for even the prospect of … transition presumes a
national basis” (318, emphasis in text). Yet, as in the case of Dirlik, Ahmad’s emphasis is on the
fact that today “the nation-state has ceased to be the discrete site for the reproduction of advanced
capital” (313, emphasis in text). But the changing role of the nation-state must be distinguished
from the possibility of a continued pertinence of the Third World category. As Ahmad’s account of

12

Dirlik is a Turkish historiographer specialized in Chinese history; he taught in the U.S.A, at Duke University and the
University of Oregon; though still active, he is now retired.
13
I use the term “Third World” as “a matter simply of common parlance,” a usage “which makes no theoretical pretence
and applies the nomenclature ‘Third World’ simply to the so-called developing countries” (Ahmad 1992: 307).
Nonetheless, as the political analyst and literary theorist at the Centre of Contemporary Studies in New Delhi, India,
Aijaz Ahmad also explains, “this term, ‘Third World’, does not come to us as a mere descriptive category, to designate
a geographical location or a specific relation with imperialism alone. It carries within it contradictory layers of meaning
and political purpose” (307). For a full length analysis and historization of the term as a theoretical category see Ahmad
1992: 287-318.
14
See also Ahmad 1992: 287-318, esp. 304-311.
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the political and academic history of the term exposes, the global scale of the world economy was a
(if not the) major factor in the emergence of the “Three Worlds Theory.” 15
Although “Third World,” as a term referring to poor, non-aligned countries does
characterize a geo-political zone as “backward” on an evolutionary scale, the term reflects not only
a teleological framework, but also the realities of a historical project that was cut short by the
advent of neo-liberalism. I am referring to the project often described as akin to the Keynesian
socio-political model and known as Third-World developmentalism. 16 Naomi Klein describes this
project as it was brought about in Chile, Argentina, Uruguay and Brazil during the Post War period:

During this dizzying period of expansion, the Southern Cone began to look more like
Europe and North America than the rest of Latin America or other parts of the Third World.
The workers in the new factories formed powerful unions that negotiated middle-class
salaries and their children were sent off to study at newly built public universities … By the
1950s Argentina had the largest middle class on the continent, and next-door Uruguay had a
literacy rate of 95 percent and offered free health care for all its citizens. Developmentalism
was so staggeringly successful for a time that the Southern Cone of Latin America became a
potent symbol for poor countries around the world: here was proof that with smart, practical
policies, aggressively implemented, the class divide between the First and Third World
could actually be closed. (2007: 67)
Yet, it was not. As Klein argues, the international division of labor persisted and was aggravated by
the demolition of the developmentalist project and the advent of neo-liberalism, both promoted by
the Chicago School of Economics on the basis of Milton Friedman’s theories. 17
Klein affirms that “in 1953 and 1954, the CIA staged its first two coups d’état, both against
Third-World governments that identified far more with Keynes than with Stalin” (71). Fully fledged
15

As I have suggested, Ahmad exposes but does not explicitly emphasize the economic dimension of the category. That
emphasis is mine and partly due to the fact that Ahmad points to the strictly economic significance of the term when
employed as a descriptive category, a usage of the term to which I restrict myself (see fn. 13). Furthermore, Ahmad
points to the articulation between national Third-World economic interest and those of imperialist powers as a central
factor in the constitution of the Three Worlds ideological formation. Also, as Ahmad signals, the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund played crucial roles in its development. On a correlated issue, the author is critical of the
“Three Worlds Theory” because, in its ideological ambiguity, it has tended to be used by those unwilling to commit
politically (1992: 292).
16
British economist John Maynard Keynes (1883-1946) argued that leaving decisions up to the private sector alone
would lead to inefficiency at the macro-economic level. Hence, he advocated (moderate) government intervention.
Keynes’ theory accounted for the U.S.A.’s Great Depression. Roosevelt’s New Deal is informed by Keynes’ theory. In
the Post World War II era, Keynesian policies were widespread in Ango-America and Western Europe. Up until the
1970s, these capitalist social democracies had low unemployment rates and modest inflation (Colander and Landreth
1996, Davidson 2008).
17
U.S.A. economist Milton Friedman (1912-2006) taught at the department of economics of the University of Chicago
in the U.S., giving rise to the neo-liberalist school of thought. The school actively participated in the imposition of
Friedman’s economic model in Third-World countries.
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neo-liberalism was to follow. As the Canadian journalist goes on to argue, 1973 was the genesis of
the contemporary economic order insofar as the U.S.A. financed coup in Chile put an end to
developmentalism and forced the country to serve as a laboratory for Friedman’s economic model
of unrestricted capitalism (72-80). The experiment would be extended to a global scale; more
vigorously so after the fall of the Berlin Wall because, as Klein indicates, capitalism no longer
needed to compete against “more appealing ideolog[ies]” (66).
Displacing the term “Third World” as a form of reference to so-called developing countries,
“the postcolonial” has become predominant in Anglophone academic circles in the humanities
today. This change takes the emphasis away from economic factors. As a temporal marker, “the
postcolonial” covers precisely that era that Klein defines as the one in which the free-market model
emerged and was consolidated. 18 Partially explaining this is the changing role of the nation-state.
Ramón Grosfoguel describes the place of the state in dependency theory, the analytical counterpart
of the developmentalist project: 19

Dependentistas [dependency theorists] reproduced the illusion that rational organization and
development can be achieved from the control of the nation-state. This contradicted their
position that development and underdevelopment are the result of structural relations within
the capitalist world-system. Although dependentistas defined capitalism as a global system
… they still believed it was possible to delink or break with the world system at the national
level. This implied that a socialist revolutionary process at the national level could insulate
the country from the global system. However, as we know today … [n]o “rational” control
of the nation-state would alter the location of a country in the international division of labor.
(2003: 16-17)
It is evident from Grosfoguel’s account that the state was a foundational building block of the
project. This may be explained by the fact that contemporary nation-states in Latin America have
existed for a relatively long period. Over time, the nation-state form has become locally
appropriated. National frontiers reflect a more solid historical experience, and are less likely to be
perceived as artificial, imposed constructs, as is the case in recently decolonized spaces.
In Africa, the continent in which the colonizers most blatantly ignored pre-existing ethnic
and geo-cultural demarcations, European powers drew borders that responded exclusively to their
18

As I have suggested, as a historical marker the “postcolonial” came into use to refer to the formal end of colonialism
in numerous countries of Africa, Asia and the Caribbean. These decolonization processes took place between 1922 and
1975, but the bulk of them occurred during the 1960s and shortly thereafter.
19
The dependency school of political economy in Latin America may be regarded as the analytical counterpart of the
developmentalist project because, socio-institutionally and geo-historically, it coexisted with the latter and had
ideological affinity with it.

9
own interests, particularly in relation to the power struggles leading up to World War I and the
negotiations thereafter. 20 However, even in Africa, nationalist developmentalism was a locally
adopted project. Nyerere’s “African Socialism” in Tanzania during the sixties and seventies is the
classic example.
Postcolonial theory, emerging in association with recent decolonization processes, addresses
the state as a site of power. But its critique of the nation-state is not always balanced by a parallel
(strategic and de facto) belief in it, as was the case with dependency theory. In postcolonial
criticism, the emphasis is instead on deconstructing the nation-state and on exposing its
arbitrariness. However, a number of postcolonial theorists do criticize the assumption that ThirdWorld nation-states are simply reproducing Western models. In this regard, postcolonial theory is
informed by the work of the Subaltern Studies group, particularly by texts such as Partha
Chatterjee’s The Nation and its Fragments (1993). Nonetheless, even in those cases, postcolonial
criticism tends to leave aside, as Grosfoguel indicates, the nation-state’s entanglement with the
global market as well as the role of economics in the exertion of power (2003: 11-21).
Timothy Brennan, based in the University of Minnesota, points to some of the implications
of those dismissals in analyses of the contemporary world order. In a section of his book Wars of
Position (2006), which is entitled “Statelessness: that is, the American State,” the U.S.A cultural
critic points to the persistence of the state today, despite its alleged caducity. Brennan argues that
the U.S. increasingly functions as a single global state. Since its power is economic rather than
politico-institutional, it is less visible and hence more pervasive (228-232). This view is echoed by
Naomi Klein, who describes the last thirty-five years in world history as the period in which the
corporatist state emerged and was consolidated. Klein defines the contemporary phenomenon of the
“corporatist state” as an increasingly hollow structure at the service of trans-national economic
interests. 21 Brennan proposes that criticism of the nation-state should distinguish between states
created by imperialist expansion and those created by the people resisting that expansion (2006:
231). Likewise, he advocates a consideration of the state not only as the legitimized monopoly of
violence, but also as potentially holding the possibility of protecting the weak and functioning as
their refuge (230). 22
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For a full discussion of the repartition of Africa see Digre 1990.
See Klein 2007: 241, 291, 372-80, 449-455, 502. The corporatist state is a mechanism at the juncture of private
economic interest and public institutional politics.
22
I am paraphrasing from the definition of the state put forward by German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) in
“Politics as Vocation” (2004).
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In Grosfoguel’s analysis quoted above, he would appear to take into account Brennan’s
recommendations. Grosfoguel exposes not only the contradictions of dependency theory but also,
from the vantage point of historical retrospection, the external geo-economic conditions that
determined them. In this way, he signals the international division of labor as the de facto blind spot
in national revolutionary movements in Latin America during the Post World War II era. One of the
two terms that concern me here, “Third World,” contains that contradiction, for it points to the
decisive condition created by the international division of labor; yet, it does so in the language of
First-World supremacy. 23
But the term “postcolonial” that came to replace it does not resolve that tension. It erases the
international division of labor as an analytical category and introduces as its central referent
colonial power. 24 With respect to the temporal question, it does not move away from teleology, but
modifies it by converting with its prefix the aspirations implied by “Third World” into things of the
past. 25 It is therefore no surprise that the greatest attention in discussions of the term has been given
to the fact that the “post-” prefix relegates “colonialism” to the past tense and, in this way, obscures
the persistence of present day economic imperialism or neo-colonialism. 26
Having pointed to the temporal haziness of the “postcolonial,” let me deal with the
ambiguities regarding its geographical coverage. In their Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, Peter
Childs and Patrick Williams, respectively working at the University of Gloucestershire and
Nottingham Trent in the U.K., point to the great elasticity of the term in that regard. As these British
literary scholars argue, while for some the term is limited to the countries decolonized from
European powers during the 20th Century, for others it may be expanded to include areas that do not
fall under that category, and that are at great variance with each other in terms of their colonization
histories and present status concerning world power. Examples range from China, Ireland and all of
the Latin American nations, to Australia, New Zealand, Canada and even the U.S.A. (1997: 10-12).

23

This may be read as what Gayatri Spivak terms “a critique of what one cannot not want,” whereby the subaltern has
no choice but to phrase her demands in the dominant ideology or language, through a “citing of the enlightened
episteme.” (1993a: 46)
24
As I have written above, the OED defines the term as: “[o]ccurring or existing after the end of colonial rule; of or
relating to a former colony. In later use also: of or relating to the cultural condition of a former colony, esp. regarding its
relationship with the former colonial power.”
25
The temporal formulation of the “postcolonial” thus echoes the declaration of U.S. political economist Francis
Fukuyama, that we have reached the end of history. As Klein indicates, Fukuyama’s statement was first pronounced
during a lecture that took place at the University of Chicago in 1989, funded by Milton Friedman’s associate John Olin
(2007). Fukuyama’s statement has and may continue to provoke meaningful reflection. Yet, to forget its site of
enunciation is also to forget the role of our own forgetfulness in our present understanding of history.
26
See, for example, Appiah 1991, Shohat 1992, McClintock 1994 and Young 2001: 57-69.
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Because of that ambiguity, “the postcolonial” cannot adequately substitute the “Third
World,” for it may include a number of First-World nations as well. But even if taken in its strict
historical emergence, “the postcolonial,” as referring to what Indian postcolonial theorist at
Columbia University (U.S.A.), Gayatri Spivak calls “recently decolonized space” cannot cover the
same geographical area as the “Third World,” for it leaves out the whole of Latin America, to name
a major example (1993a: 47-48). This spatial indeterminacy points to the fact that “the postcolonial”
is always-already a relative category, depending on the place from which it is enunciated. In
consequence, a given space’s “otherness” to the “West” is privileged as the criterion for defining it
as “postcolonial,” more so than anything intrinsic to the territory.
Therefore, the movement from “Third World” to “the postcolonial” involves a movement
away from the global economy as defining factor and towards an implicit Western “self” as the
pivot in relation to which the geo-cultural “other” is defined. This has led Rey Chow, a Hong Kong
cultural critic at Brown University in the U.S., to denounce the postmodernist tendency to confuse
an abstract “otherness” with a concrete geo-cultural other. Chow considers that in substituting the
latter with the former, First-World scholars in the humanities may give the appearance of an
emancipatory politics while accomplishing a conservative, self-interested aim (1998: xvi-xxi).
Chow’s analysis takes me back to the double meaning of “postcolonial” (as a time/place marker and
as an abstract condition) that opened up this discussion. I now conclude that the double meaning of
“the postcolonial” is significant of an actual conflation between the two entities. As Chow claims,
“the postcolonial,” as an academic field, tends to stand in for – and thus block from view – “the
postcolonial” as a geographically distant other. At stake is the struggle for hegemony between the
universal and particular forms of “otherness.”
Anthony Appiah reveals the implications of reducing the postcolonial to an abstract function
while simultaneously converting it into a mark of particular difference. This British-Ghanaian
philosopher accounts for “the postcolonial” in terms of its dependence on “the postmodern.” The
chapter of his 1992 book in which he discusses the issue is entitled “The Postcolonial and the
Postmodern.” There, Appiah does not explore what “postcolonial,” “postcolonialism” or
“postcolony” mean. Yet, he gives a thorough, nine page-long discussion of what “postmodern”
“postmodernism” and “postmodernity” are (226-35). This analysis is then briefly extended to its
implications when considering the term “postcoloniality” (240, 250). The term “postcolonial”
appears scarcely; its use is limited to that of a time and place marker (238-41, 247, 249, 251, 253).
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The substantivized form of the term, “the postcolonial,” does not appear once. But the title of the
chapter, “The Postcolonial and the Postmodern,” begs the question: What is “the postcolonial”?
As suggested by my description of Appiah’s chapter, “postcoloniality” and “the
postcolonial” are reliant on “postmodernity” and “the postmodern” to achieve theoretical
articulation. The postcolonial appears to have no conceptual autonomy, but only to name a variation
of the postmodern, determined by geo-historical particularity. Not only is the term postcolonial
limited to an indication of time and space, but also the fact that the conceptual discussion of the
chapter is monopolized by the postmodern automatically aligns the other concept in Appiah’s title
with the case-specific analyses that constitute the rest of his chapter.
In exposing the term’s lack of independent conceptual authority, Appiah reveals the
centrality of geo-politics for its configuration. Its role as a universal being foreclosed, the
postcolonial is always already reduced to a particular. This does not mean that the postcolonial can
be defined in terms of specific historical, geographical or cultural conditions, for it is not an actual
geo-historical space as much as a sign of the particular: a function of the postmodern. The
postcolonial, as postmodernism’s subset corresponding to the geo-cultural other, does not designate
fixed space, but is a movable category responding to the changing requirements of specific
postmodernist discourses. From Appiah’s approach, it would appear that the postcolonial is
postmodernism’s a posteriori construction of concrete – though indeterminate – geo-cultural space
as “other.”
Appiah’s analytical procedure stages the term postcolonial as inherently vacuous. As Morin
argues, the lesser the amount of external dependencies, the lesser the autonomy (2005). 27 By its
single reliance on the postmodern, the postcolonial is staged by Appiah as devoid of conceptual
autonomy and hence susceptible to co-optation. In this way, Appiah points to “the postcolonial” as
especially prone to hegemonic appropriation. In other words, Appiah exposes how “the
postcolonial” functions as a floating signifier. 28
A parallel process takes place in Childs and Williams’s An Introduction to Post-Colonial
Theory (IPT; 1997). In that book, however, the exposure of “the postcolonial” as a floating
signifier does not take place in the foreground. The cases differ in a further sense. In the case of
27

Edgar Morin is a French philosopher and sociologist. According to Montuori, Edgar Morin is “widely recognized as
one of the most important French and indeed European thinkers to emerge in the 20th century.” But while “France and
Latin America” are “two of the places where his work is most popular,” Morin’s work has had a considerable lesser
impact on the English-speaking world (2004: 349, 355). The way in which the Anglophone bias of much postcolonial
theory has delimited the field’s intellectual discussions is touched upon in Chapter Three.
28
Following Laclau, I contend that floating and empty signifiers are, for all practical purposes, the same; see fn. 8.
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IPT, the term seems to become meaningless due to the saturation of widely varying significations
demanded of the concept. This over-signification turns into its opposite, vacuity. Hence, in the
uses of “postcolonial” in IPT, we observe “destruction of meaning through its very proliferation,”
which, Laclau suggests, is the regular process by means of which a signifier becomes a floating or
empty one (Laclau 1997: 305). Appiah’s chapter does not exhibit this customary process. Instead,
Appiah implicitly characterizes the term’s multiple commitments as a mere effect of its structural
reliance on the postmodern. In this way, he short-circuits the regular process and directly stages the
term’s lack of meaning. The reliance of the postcolonial on the postmodern that Appiah exposes
informs my understanding of the concept throughout this study.
Let me now turn to how, why and to what effect the term postcolonial is emptied of meaning
in IPT. Childs and Williams’s first chapter is entitled “Introduction: Points of Departure.” It is
subdivided into five sections: “When is the post-colonial?,” “Where is the post-colonial?,” “Who is
the post-colonial?,” “What is the post-colonial?” and “Conclusions?.” 29 Rather than offering an
upfront definition of the term, Childs and Williams present a history of the different answers that
have been given to these questions. Their introductory chapter serves to establish the difficulty of
pinpointing any clear answer. Moreover, the interrogatory mode of the subtitles – particularly the
last one – stresses the difficulty of arriving at a solid definition of the term that would remain stable
across different cultures of knowing.
Three questions have to be addressed – when, where, and who – before the reader can get to
the what of postcolonial theory. The first three questions are deployed as prerequisites to the later.
This would hardly have been the case if the adjective in the volume’s title had been almost any
other. One can hardly conceive of An Introduction to Literary Theory or, to make up another
example, An Introduction to Psychoanalytic Theory, expanding on a fifteen page discussion of the
when, the where and the who to get to a five page discussion of the what. Although a historical
grounding of the theory’s origin and development could be appropriate in those cases, the
difference would be that those subsidiary questions would hardly be taken as that which defines the
theory as a theory.
Theory, by definition, strives towards the universal, particularly if we understand it as the
rooting of a practice “in a system of some conceptual generality” (de Man 1996: 201). Postcolonial
theory is committed to that tendency, on the one hand, and to the historical particularity that shapes
29

When directly discussing Childs and Williams’s formulations, here and below, I keep to their spelling of “postcolonial,” with a dash. However, elsewhere in this Introduction I use the standardized “postcolonial” as in the other
chapters of this study.
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it, on the other. The political and ideological struggle between the universal and the particular
within the field is one more reason why the debate surrounding the term postcolonial has
concentrated on the implications of the post- prefix. In other words, the when of the postcolonial –
rather than the what – has taken center stage. The how of postcolonial theory is significantly absent
from Childs and Williams’s list. Being a field, and not a discipline, postcolonialism (like feminism,
for example) is conceived as a unity in terms of its object rather than its method of study.
Nonetheless, I contend that an analysis of the how of postcolonial theory is crucial for an
understanding of its political, ideological and epistemological limits and possibilities. This question
will be addressed below.
In the meantime, let me point out that it is my intention to address the two other subsidiary
questions that shape the what of postcolonial theory: “Where is the post-colonial?” and “Who is the
post-colonial?” In exploring how the where and the who partially constitute the what, I address
what I have identified as one of the major under-explored ambiguities of the term: its conflation of
specific geographies and historical agents, on the one hand, with an abstract way of constituting and
relating to knowledge on the other.
As Walter Mignolo, an Argentinean semiotician at Duke, has pointed out, while it is
important to distinguish the geo-economic location from which a scholar in the field speaks, that
speaker’s “locus of enunciation” is to be defined “not so much in terms of national identities” but in
terms of “who is writing about what where and why?” (1993: 122). Thus, my interest is not in the
where in itself, but in terms of how that where partially constitutes the who. I will not explore the
two questions separately but focus on their juncture: how the postcolonial who is shaped in terms of
its where (and vice versa). To ask “where?” requires an understanding of a spatial totality in and
through which specific localities may be defined. While postcolonialism usually defines that totality
in terms of the West vs. Other dichotomy, here I define that totality in terms of the divide by which
another opposition – that of the First vs. Third World – is structured: the international division of
labor.
I do not aim at a generalized overview of the who and the where of “the postcolonial” nor at
an exploration of how these questions may be answered across time and place at large. My project
is a situated analytical endeavor. I focus on how the who and the where of the postcolonial are
mobilized and realized in a number of specific texts in postcolonial theory. Next to my inclusion of
texts by major postcolonial theorists active in the field today, such as Gayatri Spivak, Homi
Bhabha and Robert Young, I have strategically chosen texts by authors that are ambiguously
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categorized as postcolonial theorists, such as Anthony Appiah, and discourses by others who are
clearly not postcolonial theorists, such as Néstor García Canclini, Julius Kamberage Nyerere,
Salvador Allende and Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos.
Hence, my exploration is situated at the confines of what may and what may not be
conventionally considered the who and the where of postcolonial criticism. In this way, my objects
probe the limits of that corpus and will allow me to reflect on its mechanisms of legitimation. The
specific ways in which these authors meet and/or exceed not only the historical sites of
enunciation, but also the research interests, the discursive modes and the foundational
methodological groundings traditionally associated with postcolonial theory, will be considered
throughout the chapters. In other words, the how will play a key role in demarcating the limits of
the postcolonial corpus.
My focus on the how of postcolonialism is partly inspired by Hitchcock’s proposition to take
postcoloniality as a genre (2003). He traces the underlying logic of genre and class as forms of
categorization across different spheres, the one literary, the other political. Hitchcock also traces
the intersections of politics and genre. He considers it surprising that the question of genre has been
largely ignored in the field since “so much of what postcolonial studies is recognized for is based
on literary analysis.” Hence, the situation arises where “generic definitions are simply drawn from
Western theory and then applied in a suspiciously general fashion all over the globe” (317). In this
way, the author claims, “the African novel, for instance, is celebrated precisely for its ‘local color’”
(323). In Hitchcock’s example, form is aligned to the West and content to Africa. In view of this
common association, Hitchcock proposes to approach postcoloniality as a genre as a way in which
“to wrest the discourse of genre from a place where postcolonial expressivity is merely the
primitivist’s dream” (323).
When Hitchcock proposes to understand postcolonialism as a genre he is referring to fiction,
not criticism. Yet, his formulations are sufficiently ambivalent to allow the reader to imagine the
possibilities of taking postcolonial theory as a genre in its own right. This is specially so when we
take into account Todorov’s definition of genre, which Hitchcock cites: “a genre, whether literary
or not, is nothing other than the codification of discursive properties” (321). Taking this definition
into account, my first four chapters may be read as an approach to postcolonial criticism as a genre.
Although in my fifth chapter I exceptionally approach a postcolonial literary rather than theoretical
text, it too can be read in that light. This is because, as Hitchcock observes, again with reference to
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Todorov, “a discourse on genre can be coterminous with the genre (that is, the notion of genre is
not simply metadiscursive)” (321). 30
Before elaborating further, I return to the vacuity that characterizes the term postcolonial. In
contrast to the work of Appiah, and to that of Childs and Williams, both of which expose the
external determinations conditioning the (in)significance of the term, Arif Dirlik, in his 1994 essay,
takes the analysis of external determinations further in order to shed light on what the condition of
interiority of the postcolonial is. He sets out to “review the term postcolonial, and the various
intellectual and cultural positions associated with it, in the context of contemporary transformations
in global relationships” (329, emphasis in text). Dirlik distinguishes different usages of the term:

(a) as a literal description of conditions in formerly colonial societies, in which case the term
has concrete referents, as in postcolonial societies or postcolonial intellectuals; (b) as a
description of a global condition after the period of colonialism, in which case the usage is
somewhat more abstract and less concrete in reference, comparable in its vagueness to the
earlier term Third World, for which it is intended as a substitute; and (c) as a description of a
discourse on the above-named conditions that is informed by the epistemological and
psychic orientations that are products of those conditions. (1994: 332, emphasis in text) 31
The author approaches the concept as a historical entity and points out three conflated senses. He
establishes that postcolonial can refer to a specific person or group of persons; to a (vaguely
defined) contemporary global situation; or to a discourse, which both addresses that situation and is
produced by it. Hence, Dirlik distinguishes on the basis of the different ontological registers
encompassed by the term. His clause (a) describes concrete socio-historical agents, (b) points to an
abstract condition, and (c) refers to discourse. The ontological status of “postcolonial” as a type of
“discourse” is less substantial than its acception as “intellectuals” or “societies,” but more
substantial than its acception as a generalized “condition.” Dirlik implicitly proposes the last
register as a mediator between the former two (i.e. discourse as at once conditioned by, and
conditioning of, extra-discursive realities). Because of his approach to the concept as a historical
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Hitchcock’s references are to Genres in Discourse by Bulgarian literary theorist at the Centre National de la
Recherche Scientifique (National Center for Scientific Research), Paris (France), Tzvetan Todorov.
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Dirlik clarifies that “[e]ven at its most concrete, the significance of postcolonial is not transparent because each of its
meanings is overdetermined by the others” (1994: 332). Although Dirlik doesn’t spell out his methodology, an
introductory footnote does clarify his purpose to concentrate on “the reception of the term postcolonial” (328). I
consider Dirlik’s findings to be largely a result of his focus on the relationship between the “ambiguity imbedded in the
term postcolonial” and “the condition of its emergence, that is, … global capitalism.” (330, 331; emphases in text)
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entity, I take Dirlik’s quote as the starting point for my own situated analysis of the concept’s
varying usage.
However, it is still necessary to address a further conflation that is not discussed in Dirlik’s
quote. Notice that he does not distinguish qualitative differences when the term is applied to
different entities within the same ontological register. Thus, for example, he includes both
postcolonial intellectuals and postcolonial societies under the same clause (a). The crucial element
not distinguished here is the contrast in structural positions comprehended under the same
category. 32 The tension and convergence between these two positions will be a focal point
throughout this study. As I inquire into the role of place (i.e. “Where is the post-colonial?”) in
subject constitution (i.e. “Who is the post-colonial?”), I analyze conflations between the
postcolonial-as-academic and the postcolonial-as-subaltern. 33
Before specifying my usage of these terms, allow me to return one last time to Childs and
Williams (1997). While they entitle their book An Introduction to Post-Colonial Theory, their
introductory chapter significantly represses the noun described by “Post-Colonial” (“Theory”), and
converts the adjective into a noun by introducing the pronoun “the” (i.e. “Who is the postcolonial?,” “Where is the post-colonial?”). 34 To employ Dirlik’s terminology, I would say that
Childs and Williams’s definition of “the post-colonial” is “overdetermined” by their employment of
it as an adjective descriptive of a particular kind of theory in their book title (Dirlik 1994: 332).
This conversion of the adjective into a noun, a customary usage, adds more complications to
the threefold referential ambiguity of the term established by Dirlik. In the usage I am presently
discussing, the noun substantive that is supposed to follow the adjective is obliterated. Hence, it
begs the question of the subject. The phrase “the postcolonial” may be predicated as a subject in
both senses of the term: either a who (a person) or a what (a theme).
By taking the grammatical place of a noun, “the postcolonial” potentializes the
overdetermination already operating in the adjective. It involves not only an indeterminacy of
different ontological levels of reference and, when referring to concrete individuals and societies,
32

Dirlik does, however, strongly insist on this distinction elsewhere. Actually, ignorance of “the differences of power
that go with different locations” is perhaps his strongest critique of postcolonial criticism throughout the article (1994:
343).
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Although sometimes the contrast could be best defined (as it is largely done by Spivak, 1993a) as that between “the
postcolonial-as-intellectual” and “the postcolonial-as-subaltern,” I use the term “academic” as I am referring to the
institutionalized nature of cultural capital, rather than to an intrinsic condition; to what Bordieu terms institutional as
opposed to embodied forms of cultural capital (1986).
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Emphases added. This strategy of elusion is significant of the problematic conflations posed by a term that makes it
very difficult to distinguish between object and subject of study, as it designates both instances simultaneously or
alternately on an arbitrary, circumstantial basis.
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not only an indeterminacy of the geo-historical and socio-economic specificity of those subjects,
but also an indeterminacy between an attribute and a noun, between a description of the thing and
the thing itself. Of course, in this case, quality and entity are equally insubstantial in the sense that
they are both linguistic signs. However, this does not mean that the transposition of one and the
other is inconsequential. On the contrary, the introduction of this qualitatively different level at
which the ambiguity is played out is significant in a field in which language – as well as its (lack
of) access to historical realities – is a central issue. 35
With the conversion of the adjective “postcolonial” into a noun the instability of the term is
augmented. “The postcolonial” is ambiguous with regard both to its positive content and its
grammatical place of inscription. It is this indeterminacy and its implications that I want to
address. Hence, in this study I do not repeat Childs and Williams’s question, “Who is the postcolonial?” but ask instead “Who (or what) is the subject of postcolonial discourse?” My
formulation is responsive to Gayatri Spivak’s paradigmatic understanding of subject constitution
within postcolonial theory, in which discourse plays a central part (1994). My inquiry into the
subject as a function of discourse places my exploration at the juncture between stated and implied
agencies, the place where the conflation between the discourse’s author and its narrated subjects
usually takes place. 36
Having addressed the ambiguities inherent in the term postcolonial, as well as the angle
from which I will approach it throughout this study, let me draw this discussion to a close by
defining my own usage of it in a pragmatic way. With “postcolonial theory” and “postcolonial
criticism” I refer to written and orally delivered texts in the academy that are institutionally and
authorially categorized as “postcolonial” theory or criticism. I often use the terms “theory” and
“criticism” not as exact synonyms, but as proximate, as is customarily done when referring to
contemporary Anglo-American philosophical endeavors. 37 When I wish to distinguish my own
view of these texts from their conventionalized status as either theory or criticism, I refer to them as
postcolonial “discourses.” Hence, the term “postcolonial discourse” refers to the quality of these
texts as cultural and literary objects, political and ideological acts. With the term, I do not mean to
imply that their value as theory or as criticism is exclusively extrinsic, but simply to suspend the
35

The relationship between language and subject constitution in the context of postcolonial theory will be discussed in
the following section. For the moment, suffice it to say that the centrality of representation to postcolonial theory may
be appreciated in the founding work of the field, Said’s Orientalism (2003 [1978]), while Spivak’s classic “Can the
Subaltern Speak?” (1994 [1985]), exposes the intricacy between language and subjectivity.
36
I understand “author” as the organizing principle of a text conflated with an extra-discursive agency (see fn. 3).
37
See Chow 1998 and Chapter One.
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dilemma in order to look at them provisionally from another angle. Besides the socio-institutional
criterion for the definition of postcolonial, the central element in my definition of a particular
theoretical or critical discourse as such is whether it employs language as a foundational category.
Hence, a methodological presupposition – the how of postcolonial theory – is the key criterion for
categorization.
With “postcolonial critic” or “postcolonial theorist,” I refer to authors who are
conventionally categorized within the field and who identify themselves as such. I also employ the
term “the postcolonial-as-academic” synonymously. The postcolonial theorists I have chosen to
examine most extensively in this study are: Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha, Anthony Appiah and
Robert Young. All of them are active in the field today, all reside in the U.S.A. and, except for one,
are of “non-Western” origin. I also refer to them as occupying the postcolonial subject position, in
their capacity as authors of the texts I analyze. As far as academics whose work is explored at
length here are concerned, García Canclini is the only exception to the postcolonial corpus. I have
included analyses of his work in order to delimit the frame of that corpus, for he deals with roughly
the same subject matters yet from a different perspective. He is an Argentinean cultural critic at
UAM, Mexico City. 38 He does not identify as postcolonial, nor do critics place him as such. Yet, as
may be appreciated in Chapter Three, it is the how of his work, rather than the who or the where,
that most clearly marks his position of exteriority. 39
With “postcolonial other” (sometimes: “the postcolonial-as-subaltern”), I refer to the
subjects who are the objects of analysis of postcolonial theory. As “the other” is a relational
category, the actual social agencies to which it refers vary enormously. Although all the
“postcolonial others” considered in this work reside in the Third World, thus occupying the space
usually viewed by postcolonial theory as the space of geo-cultural difference, they are situated at
contrasting positions of power. They range from Spivak’s “subaltern” in her 1994 essay, who, by
definition, cannot access the subject position (i.e., the position of enunciation), to heads of state,
such as Julius Nyerere of Tanzania or Salvador Allende of Chile.
My inclusion of discourses by Nyerere and Allende is partly due to the fact that, in both
cases, the Third-World state they represent functioned as an enclave of resistance to transnational
capital. Hence, they disrupt the commonplace association between State and oppression which, as
38

Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana (Autonomous Metropolitan University).
Yet the how of a theory can never be fully separated from its where and its who. The relationship between the how of
a theory, on the one hand, and its where and its who on the other, appears as most intricately interwoven when, as I have
proposed, we understand theory as pertaining to particular cultures of knowing.
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Brennan signals, serves to obscure the role of economics in the exertion of power (2006). Actually,
the overthrow of the Chilean project in 1973 inaugurates the neoliberalist era and roughly coincides
with the change from the “Third World” to “the postcolonial” paradigm. 40 Both Tanzania in the late
1960s and Chile in the early 1970s may be read as examples of what Klein calls Third-World
developmentalism (2007). Yet both these projects also disrupt the practices that, as Ahmad argues,
are traditionally associated with Third-World developmentalism insofar as in neither case was there
a substantial displacement of the anti-imperialist movement from the popular masses to a nationalist
bourgeoisie (1992: 293).
The other reason for including discourses by these statesmen is that, as its name suggests,
postcolonial theory is traditionally concerned with dominance associated to political forms of
authority. The cases of Nyerere and Allende strongly undo the association between political power
and power as such, while making urgent the question of taking geo-economic forms of dominance
into greater consideration. Although Nyerere, for example, is far removed from Spivak’s
paradigmatic figure of the subaltern, in geo-economic terms his distance with renown First-World
academics is perhaps equally great in the opposite direction. For now, suffice it to say that
Nyerere’s salary in 1967 (before he reduced it by 20% because he already earned 25 times more
than the average worker in his country) was 5,000 Tanzanian shillings a month, which, calculating
an average inflation rate of 7.5%, would equal around 650 Euro today; significantly less than the
minimum wage in any First-World country. 41 This marks Nyerere’s subject position not only in
terms of a limited capacity of acquisition and disposition at a global scale, but also in terms of the
scarce value that his position represents. By comparing discourses by the two presidents with those
of academics, I seek to address how postcolonial discourse functions as a site of selective creation
and foreclosure of value, as well as the intricacies between authorship and authority in postcolonial
texts. Since some academics may at times have a greater incidence in world-wide ideological
hegemony than certain institutional political authorities in the Third World, which are often targeted
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Taking “the postcolonial” in its historical sense, I aim to explore how and to what effect it has displaced the paradigm
of the “Third World,” becoming the hegemonic narrative of an era. The displacement of “Third World” by
“postcolonial” coincides with the so-called linguistic turn in contemporary thought, reacting to economic determinism,
yet maintaining the binary opposition and teleology that were the objects of its critique.
41
Given that no exact figures are available for currency inflation rates in Tanzania prior to 1980, my conversion is only
approximate. The 5,000 Tanzanian shillings figure was obtained from Lewis 1998: 133.
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as sites of such power, I now turn to the subject position to which the (postcolonial) academic has
access. 42

The Subject of Discourse
This work is a critique of postcolonial theory. It is not the first, nor will it be the last. Why bother,
then, to write it at all? Let me begin by suggesting that the existing critique of the field may be
grouped into two distinct traditions: the self-critical tradition, and the materialist critique of
postcolonial theory. Dividing that corpus into two single categories is, of course, an oversimplification. Many of the works I categorize are hybrids, benefiting simultaneously from both
traditions. Some authors that I locate in the first of those, like Rajagopalan Radhakrishnan or
Gayatri Spivak, seriously engage with dialectical materialism. Yet, they continue to rely on
language as a foundational category. This single factor – whether or not an author employs
language as a foundational category – is my central criterion for categorization. Foundational
categories situate the author ideologically; they point to the specificity of the blind-spots inherent in
any point of view. Dialectical materialism, in the works of the authors I have just mentioned,
however present, is seldom, if ever, the structuring principle of their approach. 43
The self-critical tradition is the critique of postcolonialism that is constitutive of postcolonial
theory itself. Robert Young characterizes it as styled in the form of a mise-en-abyme:

The production of a critique of Orientalism even today functions as the act or ceremony of
initiation by which newcomers to the field assert their claim to take up the position of a
speaking subject within the discourse of postcoloniality. It goes without saying that, as
Eagleton has remarked, the statutory requirement of this initiation rite is that the newcomer
denounces one or preferably several aspects of the founding father’s text, criticizes the very
concept of the postcolonial and then asserts that he or she stands outside it, in a position of
critique (Eagleton 1998: 24). This ritual has now even developed into a mise-en-abyme
repetition effect, whereby the new critic makes his or her intervention by criticizing not only
Said, but all previous commentators as well … (2001: 384)
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As Brennan (2006) has argued, the reduction of power to (Third-World) State power is common in postcolonial
theory. Yet, as will be exemplified in Chapter Five, with an analysis by Critchley (2007), it is more likely to occur when
authors that are not specialists in the field deal with it.
43
I use the term “seldom” for it is debatable whether texts such as Spivak’s “Scattered Speculations on the Question of
Value” (1985), or “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1994), employ language as a foundational category. In both cases – and
more explicitly so in the former – Spivak combines Derridean with Marxist frameworks. As may be exemplified by the
contrast between the first and last parts of “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” Spivak tends to rely on Marxist frameworks
when dealing with theory, yet tends to rely on Derridean frameworks in her actual analysis of case studies.
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The ritual described by Young has been practiced by countless postcolonial theorists. Perhaps the
most classic examples are McClintock’s “Angel of Progress: Pitfalls in the Term Post-Colonialism”
(1992), and Shohat’s “Notes on the ‘Post-Colonial’” (1992), both published in an issue of Social
Text dedicated to the subject, which has by now become legendary. Other notable examples are
Loomba (1988a), Appiah (1991), Radhakrishnan (2000), Mbembe (2001) and Desai (2001). This
ritual has also been practiced by major postcolonial theorists, whether early or late in their careers.
Some cases in point are Homi Bhabha in The Location of Culture (1994), Gayatri Spivak in A
Critique of Postcolonial Reason (1999), and even Young himself in White Mythologies (1990).
Notice that, in Young’s account of postcolonialism’s arrival at a mise-en-abyme, what is at
stake is the newcomers’ thrust to “assert their claim to take up the position of the speaking subject”
within the field. Access to the locus of enunciation is crucially at stake for the constitution or
foreclosure of the subject status in postcolonial discourse. Furthermore, taking up the position of the
speaking subject comprises both a performative thrust, regarding postcolonial theorists themselves
(who strive to access Western academic audiences), and a thematic thrust, concerning the subjects
that these theorists (endeavor to) represent. The contradictions produced by these two thrusts – that
of the subject position performatively constituted in the traces of the author’s act of writing, and that
of the (subaltern) subject positions established at the constative dimension of discourse – are a
major focal point in this study.
The mise-en-abyme effect can also serve to describe, even if partially, the subject status. The
concept, colloquially translated from the French as a “placing into the abyss” is defined by the OED
as: “([a] term denoting) self-reflection within the structure of a literary work; a work employing
self-reflection.” Self-reflexivity is a constitutive characteristic not only of this trope, but also of the
individual subject. Slavoj Žižek, based at the University of Ljubljana, Slovenia, comments:

[T]here is no positive substantial determination of man: man is the animal which recognizes
itself as man, what makes him human is this formal gesture of recognition as such, not the
recognized content. Man is a lack which, in order to fill itself in, recognizes itself as
something. (2006a: 44) 44
44

In the section from which this passage is extracted, the Slovenian philosopher is arguing against “the standard
deconstructionist criticism according to which Lacan’s theory of sexual difference falls into the trap of ‘binary logic’”
(38). For Lacan, argues Žižek, “the original split is not between the One and the Other, but is strictly inherent to the One
… the original couple is not that of two signifiers, but that of a signifier and its reduplicatio, that is to say, the minimal
difference between a signifier and the place of its inscription, between one and zero” (32). To substantiate his position,
Žižek focuses on what he terms the parallax gap, where “[p]arallax means that the bracketing itself produces its object”
(57, emphasis in text). Examining the role of this gap in the constitution of subjectivity, he proposes that the gap appears
at three levels, “that of the Universal-Particular-Individual” (44). The passage I have quoted in my text above is the one
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Žižek’s description of a constitutive lack, (apparently) filled in by an act of recognition, could just
as well have referred to the commonplace trope usually deployed to visualize mise-en-abyme: that
of a person standing between two mirrors, seeing an infinite reproduction of her own image. 45
Self-reflexivity is not only a defining characteristic of a mise-en-abyme, and of the subject
status that differentiates humans from other animals, but also stands in close association to the
meta-position associated with theory. In the OED entry quoted before, notice how the definition in
itself is self-reflexive. This effect is reached by means of the meta-comment in between parenthesis:
mise-en-abyme is a term denoting a phenomenon, but also a term denoting that very act of
denotation.
As Bal suggests, “what the French call a mise en abyme” is “a microstructure that contains a
summary of the overall fabula in which it functions” (1987: 75). This figure:

… tells metatextually its own version of the fabula, its own story, by repeating the fabula.
The figure integrates the mirroring between the imaginary and the symbolic reflection. In
the mirror, the subject recognizes itself as a topic, by the mutual focalization of the
mirroring and the mirrored subject. In intellectual reflection, the speaking/thinking subject
reflects on its own status, thus becoming in its turn an object, radically different. (1987: 88)
As I discuss in Chapters One and Two, fractal-like figures, in which self-similarity occurs across
scales, are one of the most characteristic rhetorical mechanisms employed in postcolonial
discourses. There, I also discuss the relation between the imaginary and the symbolic reflections.
The ambiguity between both that Bal points out is precisely that which is at stake in the conflation
of internal and external otherness, denounced by Chow when she argues that First-World scholars in
the humanities deliberately confuse “otherness” as an abstract function with the concrete geocultural other (1998: xvi-xxi). In both cases, external otherness is a means more than an end in
itself. As Bal indicates, “[t]he dramatic confrontation with the same by the perception of the
different is staged in the mise en abyme”; furthermore, “[l]anguage is the source and the means of
this paradox” (1987: 88, emphases in text). Likewise, the academics that are the target of Chow’s
critique rely on the actual process of difference and deferral involved in their own writing practice
to displace the geopolitical other.
in which Žižek accounts for the dimension of the Individual. (Hence, his usage of the term “man” rather than “subject”
may be understood, although this does not justify the use of the generic masculine.)
45
The mirror as such is the metaphor regularly used to describe the mise-en-abyme. See Bal 1987: 88.
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Language thus plays a pivotal role in destabilizing the subject-object relationship. It is “the
source and the means” of this destabilization, insofar as it is the act and place of “mirroring” (Bal,
1987: 88). Commenting on a contemporary artwork that benefits from the mise-en-abyme
mechanism, Bal argues that:

There is no longer any telling apart of the historically remote object and the historically near
subject of interpretation, for the subject in turn has become an object of interpellation, and
henceforward these positions of object and subject have become caught in the movement
that inscribed the act of viewing in time. (1999: 36)
As I indicated previously, postcolonial theorists are caught between two (apparently)
incommensurable thrusts: to occupy the (academically legitimized) position of speaking subjects,
and to liberate their objects of study from their condition as objects. This is a presumably
impossible task because the latter are always merely represented, not enunciating themselves. The
trope, as Bal shows, allows for a solution of that contradiction (at a certain level), for it inscribes
both subject and object in the act of viewing. In the case of postcolonial theory this would be in the
act of enunciation. Hence, the trope allows them to relate on commensurable terms. 46 Yet the mirror
only allows this to happen insofar as it is “itself iconic of the indistinguishable boundary” between
reality and representation (Bal 1999: 228). 47
By way of Bal’s analysis of the trope, I have elaborated on the figure of the mise-en-abyme
used by Young to describe postcolonial theory because self-reflexivity is one of the most distinctive
traits in the field. As I have suggested, the importance of self-reflexivity within postcolonial
discourse is not limited to the explicit reference to previous works in the field, issue on which
46

This is how postcolonial theorists solve the contradiction between their two antagonistic thrusts, to access the position
of enunciation, and to claim equal access for their represented subjects. But this solution is circumscribed to the level of
language as a representational system and to the level of their own writing performance “that inscribe[s] the act of
[enunciation] in time” (Bal 1999: 36). When these registered acts of enunciation are taken in a wider context,
inequalities are likely to surface because the addressed other and the represented other in postcolonial texts rarely
coincide. While there is a relative proximity between the postcolonial authors as socio-historical agencies and the
enunciating principle of their texts, there is an insurmountable rift between the “other” of language as a representational
system and the specific socio-cultural “others” discussed in postcolonial criticism. The otherness at stake in the mise-enabyme is a differential, abstract category. As Bal indicates, the metaphorical driving motif of the mise-en-abyme, the
mirror “can be used as an allegory, that eminently cultural mode of signifying through otherness” (228). Here otherness
appears as a logical counter-device in the production of signification. Yet, in the practice of mise-en-abyme within
postcolonial theory, both language’s other and the socio-cultural other must find expression in the same arena: that of
language. Thus, the practice runs the risk of minimizing – or obfuscating – the gap between otherness as an abstract
category and the socio-cultural other.
47
Concerning the characterization of the postcolonial as a mise-en-abyme, let me only add that “as a disturber of
chronology,” the figure points to the struggle for hegemony between the “postcolonial” and the “Third World,”
discussed in the previous section (Bal 1987: 87).
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Young centered. The figure of the mise-en-abyme characterizes the modus operandi of postcolonial
theory in more general terms. It also reappears in the constitution of the place of the (speaking)
subject and in the theoretical status of the written production of the field.
Thus, for example, as I will explore in Chapter Three, self-reflexivity is the key rhetorical
mechanism that Spivak deploys in “More on Power Knowledge” (1993a). There, the author’s
emphasis on the performative dimension of language allows her to foreground the epistemic and
political limits of her own location and the arbitrariness of her medium of expression. Thus, in the
work in question, the mise-en-abyme functions as a rhetorical tool, as an epistemic perspective and
as a political strategy.
Another case in point is Dipesh Chakrabarty. 48 When discussing his book Rethinking
Working-Class History (1989), the author proposes that “all history is written across a barrier of
difference,” because the subject and the object of that history are never the same. This is the case
even with autobiography, due to the objectification to which the writer of an autobiography subjects
himself (1998: 5). Therefore, “all history writing is cross-cultural,” and, since it is through the act of
interpretation that this cross-culturality occurs, the question of culture in historiography is
necessarily “a question of the hermeneutics of historical understanding” (1998: 40, 5). Chakrabarty
elaborates with reference to his personal experience:

… I could not write a history in which I did not at all address the problem of writing that
history. In other words, I knew who I was and where I came from. That relationship of
proximity but that lack of intimacy, which I had to the working class people, was critical for
me to think about in writing a history of these people. So half of my book is about navel
gazing. It is about trying to think “what is the problem of writing about these people whom I
know proximally but not intimately?” … The general point I am making is that … if my first
proposition that every history is cross-cultural, that writing histories invariably involves the
gesture of interpreting … holds, then some degree of self-reflexivity is absolutely critical in
the writing of any history. (1998: 9, 10)
As Chakrabarty suggests, self-reflexivity, when taken as a means more than an end in itself, is
informative not only of the subject who writes, but also of the object about which she writes, insofar
as it establishes the particular angle from which the object is illuminated.
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Chakrabarty is a Subaltern Studies Bengali historiographer at Chicago University. Although the Subaltern Studies
group is, strictly speaking, not a part of postcolonial theory, Chakrabarty has incurred in both. He is a founding editor of
Postcolonial Studies and his book Provincializing Europe (2000) is one of the major contributions to the field.
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Self-reflexivity, as a methodological instrument in (history) writing, is not necessarily about
the author. Handled with the focused intent that Chakrabarty displays in the quote, it is about the
relationship between the two entities involved. And it is only insofar as they are groups set in
relationship to other groups, that class or cultural difference are constituted as such. Hence, to focus
on the relationship between the historically situated writer and his equally situated object of study is
to focus on the historical realities by which their difference is produced. In this way, self-reflexivity
may be a political act and a political statement about that act. Furthermore, to the extent that it
implies taking into account all elements involved in the historiographical act of interpretation, selfreflexive writing may enable a greater methodological accuracy. In sum, in works such as that of
Chakrabarty (1989) or Spivak (1993a), self-reflexivity can be of major epistemological import,
while also serving to make circumscribed yet crucial political commentary.
Only when the mise-en-abyme staged by the postcolonial theorist is productive in these ways
do I call it self-reflexivity. I distinguish between self-reflexivity and self-referentiality. Selfreflexivity, constitutive of the subject and of the meta-position in language or theory, opens up a
critical distance allowing a return to the same but with a qualitative difference. However, there can
also be a degeneration of self-reflexivity into an empty gesture, into a mere simulacrum, which I
call self-referentiality. Self-referentiality is a self-legitimating endeavor. Jonathan Culler writes of
this tendency within post-structuralism at large. 49 In “Structure of Ideology and Ideology of
Structure,” he declares that deconstruction does not transcend ideology. The theorist begins by
establishing that, while structuralism aims at dismantling ideology, post-structuralism attempts to
supersede such truth-finding (1973: 471). However, he argues, being itself inescapably based on
ideological assumptions, post-structuralism fails in its attempt. In uncritical poststructuralist theory,
this attempt at self-transcendence is acted out by means of recursive self-referentiality. To subvert
its representational tendencies, post-structuralism discursively deconstructs its own statements (47177). The ultimate aim of that approach, states Culler, is self-legitimization (480-81). Hence, postfoundational discourses – including postcolonialism – are still founded on what Culler has called
the “ideology of the sign” (473).
Culler’s conception of post-foundational discourses as relying on an “ideology of the sign”
points to the key element of what I have termed the mise-en-abyme critical tradition of postcolonial
theory. Whether it be in the form of self-reflexivity or in the form of self-referentiality, the mise-en49

Culler is a U.S. literary theorist who works at Cornell University, U.S.A. On a separate subject, as I suggested by way
of Appiah above, postcolonialism is often considered a subset of post-structuralism.
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abyme form of critique is axiomatically characterized by one central feature: that of having
language as its foundational category. As I elaborate in Chapter One, texts written in the traditions
of self-reflexivity and self-referentiality express their reliance on language as a foundational
category in different ways. While the self-reflexive practices may be associated to what Culler has
termed the “ideology of the sign,” self-referential practices, guided by a hyper-literal impulse and
fixated on the material support of language fall under the category of what I will term the “ideology
of the signifier.”
This distinction responds to the fact that self-referential textual practices tend to exacerbate
the materiality of the smallest units of technical mediation. It would not be fair to pinpoint selfreferentiality here, as I did with self-reflexivity, by means of an example. This is because selfreferentiality is by definition hermetic. Thus, it can only be deemed such when measured in relation
to the context from which it is extracted. Many an isolated quote would appear as self-referential
when taken out of context. Therefore, I only refer the reader to the instances of self-referential
practices within postcolonial theory that are explored in Chapters One and Two of this study.
With self-referential discourses I refer to those that, to avoid metaphysical claims, rely on
the chain of signifiers exclusively, but in doing so end up displacing belief onto the signifier as
such. 50 In other words, certain contemporary (postcolonial) authors, in their quest to question the
unreliability of their medium of expression and the possibility of representation that it presupposes,
assert the materiality of that medium itself as the only (accessible) reality.
Historically, the focus on language, or what is known as the linguistic turn in contemporary
thought, served to question the presuppositions of grand meta-narratives that where written as if
they were not enunciated from a particular place. Self-referential practices incur the same fault from
the opposite standpoint. In foregrounding the rift between reality and language, they question the
possibility of accessing anything beyond language, including their own sites of enunciation or
subject positions. Hence, they tend to be framed in such a way that it would appear that there is no
subject behind them and no history around them, or no access to either, which, for all practical
purposes, amounts to the same. 51 The simulacrum of language as a subject-free arena can be
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According to Lacan, meaning is produced not by virtue of each isolated signifier, but because of the connection
between them, or by what he terms the signifying chain, whereby “no signification can be sustained other than by
reference to another signification” (1977a: 740). Hence, “the chain of signifiers” refers to signifiers that produce
meaning by virtue of their combination along a chain that is regulated by the laws of a closed order.
51
As Kaja Silverman argues with reference to the French-Algerian philosopher, Louis Althusser (1918-1990), ideology
and the category of the subject are closely imbricated (1992: 23). This is why the apparent eradication of the subject in
self-referential discourse may ultimately be read as an attempt to transcend ideology.
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maintained because the signifier has a self-reflexive effect. Hence, in self-referential discourses the
universal subject has not disappeared; it is merely reified in the signifier.
In other academic fields, self-referential textual practices may be limited to taking the
signifier for the thing. In other words, self-referentiality may be expressed only as a reductive
mechanism, but with no intrinsic political implications. When it comes to the field of
postcoloniality, to this reduction is added yet another: that of (mis)taking linguistic otherness for
geo-cultural otherness. But, furthermore, this metonymic displacement is enacted across different
material supports of language. In postcolonial theory, racialized, gendered bodies play a crucial
role, not only as objects, but also as bearers of culturally established meanings. Hence the body
often acts as a form of language within the field. 52
That trait in self-referential postcolonial theory relates to one of the most reiterated
accusations made to the field: that it tends to disregard historical reality. 53 Terry Eagleton, a British
literary critic working at Lancaster University (U.K.), starts the article to which Young refers above
with the following ironic comment: “There must surely be in existence somewhere a secret
handbook for aspiring postcolonial theorists, whose second rule reads: ‘Begin your essay by calling
into question the whole notion of postcolonialism’” (1998: 24). Eagleton points to this distancing as
a way of claiming to be unpolluted by the ideologically problematic issues associated with the field.
Yet, he suggests, the strategy is merely a rhetorical concealment of the fact that authors are
repeating the same violence they denounce:

It is de rigueur, then, to begin one’s postcolonialist book or essay by pointing to the
lamentable inadequacy of the term, thus stealing a march on other, supposedly more gullible
souls, while obediently reproducing exactly what they are up to themselves. The term
“postcolonialism” won’t do because it falsely homogenizes a set of diverse conditions;
because it throws up all sorts of hair-raising chronological difficulties; because it suggests a
confident posteriority to a condition which still prevails in transformed disguise; because it
passes cavalierly over those sectors of the globe that are still fully-bloodedly colonial …
because it is postmodernism’s way of taking care of everything south of Palermo … Having
inserted one’s weighty caveats, one then naturally proceeds, in the next paragraph, to a
discussion of what one has just described as non-existent. (24)
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Spivak’s subaltern, Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri, the quintessential figure of the postcolonial other, dramatizes the fact that
on the postcolonial terrain the material support of language is oftentimes bodily rather than literary. For an analysis of
Spivak’s 1994 essay in this regard, see Chapter One.
53
See, for example, Dirlik 2004, Brennan 2001, Parry 2004 and Hitchcock 2007.
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The sarcastic tone of Eagleton’s commentary, informing the tensions between postcolonial and
materialist critics, will be addressed below. Meanwhile allow me to focus on his paraphrasing of the
drawbacks of the term, where Eagleton foregrounds some of the contradictions inherent in selfreferential postcolonial criticism. The fundamental of these is the contradiction between what
postcolonialist theorists say and what they actually do; that is, the contradiction between the
constative and the performative dimensions of language. As I have suggested, this contradiction is
not only coincidental, but constitutive of self-referential postcolonial criticism.
Most important here is Eagleton’s observation that postcolonial theorists unproblematically
engage in an analysis of something they have declared non-existent. Eagleton’s accusation points to
the absurdity concomitant with an enhanced practice of self-referentiality. As I have indicated, due
to their radically literal impulse, self-referential discourses cannot see beyond the chain of signifiers
that constitutes language as a closed system. Hence, they admit to the existence of the subject, but
purely as a logical and structural necessity, reducing the subject to its grammatical function. So, the
self-referential tendency within postcolonialism forecloses the possibility of dialogue for it admits
of one single subject position: that of the text’s enunciator.
Traditionally, postcolonial criticism is supposed to be concerned with discourses articulated
from places other than the First-World academy. So, the reduction of the historical subject to the
grammatical one forecloses dialogue. It makes these discourses, articulated from the First-World
academy, schizophrenic ones, for there is but one subject position possible. The quote from
Eagleton points to the quasi-schizophrenic character of the hyper-literal practices of the mise-enabyme critique of postcolonial theory as a result of their obsessive self-engagement and disregard of
historical reality; this, to the degree that the very existence of their object – or lack thereof –
becomes inconsequential.
I have so far pointed to the aspects of postcolonial theory that either enable (i.e. selfreflexivity) or foreclose (i.e. self-referentiality) the possibility of dialogue with its exteriority. In
order to account for how external factors participate in the possibility or foreclosure of that
dialogue, I now turn to the critical tradition to which Eagleton belongs. As I indicated at the
beginning of this section, the existing critique of the field may be grouped into two traditions. The
second tradition is what I term the materialist critique of postcolonial theory. Very few scholars in
the humanities today, especially those working in interdisciplinary fields rather than traditional
disciplinary frameworks, would acknowledge an idealist position. There is an ongoing battle
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amongst scholars from contrasting ideological and methodological backgrounds to gain hegemony
over the limits and possibilities of signification that “materialism” covers. 54
Hence, it is important that I clarify what I mean by the term in the present context. With the
materialist critique of postcolonial theory, I refer to the work of authors whose foundational
category is external to language. Generally, such authors do not identify themselves as postcolonial
theorists, whether their critique of the field is merely incidental (such as that of Terry Eagleton
[1998] or Fredric Jameson [1991]), or whether they deal with the same geo-cultural areas, subjectmatters and/or problematics as postcolonial theory, but from a largely different perspective. In the
latter group I would include authors like Aijaz Ahmad (1992), Arif Dirlik (1994), Timothy Brennan
(2001), Benita Parry (2004) and Peter Hitchcock (2007). What I call the materialist critique of
postcolonial theory borrows considerably from Marxist and post-Marxist frameworks. In contrast to
so-called “new materialisms,” it is not concerned with the bodily dimension of things per se, nor
with analyzing the cultural and phenomenological intricacies of the issues that are addressed, but
rather with the positioning of these issues within larger historical, socio-economic and ideological
frames. 55
At least since the publication of Marxism, Modernity and Postcolonial Studies (2002), a
collection of essays edited by Crystal Bartolovich and Neil Lazarous, there have been incipient
attempts to bridge the divide between the mise-en-abyme critique and its materialist counterpart.
Individual authors such as Harish Trivedi (2008) have taken from both traditions for the purpose of
situated analyses of so-called non-Western cultural objects, yet a fully-fleshed discussion between
the two groups has by no means been achieved. While pertinent critique has been offered by those
writing outside the field, this critique is often disregarded as “economic reductionism” by those
comfortably identifying themselves as postcolonial theorists. Ramón Grosfoguel, a world-system
scholar whose later work has increasingly integrated postcolonial approaches, stages the conflict
between the two traditions in the following way:

Postcolonial critics characterize the capitalist system as a cultural system. They believe that
culture is the constitutive element that determines economic and political relations in global
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The recent proliferation of so-called “new materialisms,” parallel to the persistence of the term in its original usage by
(post-)Marxist scholars may be read in this light. Resignifying “materialism” in view of the present historical context
may yield productive results. Yet, as Laclau indicates, the resignification of a term is never an exclusively
epistemological, but also a political act (1997).
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Some diverse examples of new materialism are Brown 2001, Felman 2003 and Bennett 2004. Brian Massumi, while
being a mayor exponent of new materialism, also engages significantly with more classic materialist modes of analysis
(2002).
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capitalism (Said, 1979). On the other hand, most world-system scholars emphasize
economic relations as constitutive of the capitalist world-system. Cultural and political
relations are conceptualized as instrumental to, or epiphenomenon of, the capitalist
accumulation processes. The fact is that world-system theorists have difficulties theorizing
culture and postcolonial theorists have difficulties theorizing political-economic processes.
The paradox is that many world-system scholars acknowledge the importance of culture but
do not know what to do with it or how to articulate it in a nonreductive way; whereas many
postcolonial scholars acknowledge the importance of political economy but do not know
how to integrate it to cultural analysis. Thus both literatures fluctuate between the danger of
economic reductionism and the danger of culturalism. (2008a: 100)
World-systems analysis, with Immanuel Wallerstein as its major exponent, is one of the many
possible materialist arenas from where critique of postcolonial theory may and has been exerted.
But even if it is only one among the several post-Marxist strands, world-systems theory is the one
most often compared and contrasted with postcolonialism. The reason for this is that both
approaches have the same object of investigation, global relations, but see it from contrasting
ideological and disciplinary perspectives. What for the former is the core/periphery articulation is
seen by the latter as a West/non-West relation. As Grosfoguel points out, the ideological disparity
may be traced in their contrasting founding principles. Meanwhile, the contrasting methodologies of
each may be largely attributed to their disciplinary biases: while most postcolonial scholars are
educated in the humanities, most world-systems analysts have a background in the social sciences.
I find Grosfoguel’s analysis of these opposing approaches useful insofar as it frames the
opposition in terms of the founding principles of each as ideology and the respective teleologies that
derive thereof. I also coincide with Grosfoguel’s own position in this respect – that “the culture
versus economy dichotomy is a ‘chicken-egg’ dilemma, or a false dilemma, that comes from what
Immanuel Wallerstein has called the legacy of nineteenth century liberalism” (2003: 14). Yet, I
challenge two of his assumptions in the quote above. The first is a commonplace assumption, and
by no means particular to the Puerto-Rican theorist. I am referring to the fact that he phrases the
opposition in terms of culture vs. economy rather than language vs. economy. I sustain that the
latter formulation is much more pertinent, firstly because, as Grosfoguel himself argues, economics
is a cultural phenomenon too. Furthermore, linguistic and economic forms of analysis, as relatively
autonomous and relatively abstract systems, can be compared, while “culture” refers to the
phenomenon addressed by both. 56
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As opposed to Grosfoguel’s usage of the term, I believe that cultural analysis proper would refer to an open ended
form of analysis which could, in principle, integrate linguistic as much as economic conceptual categories.
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The second, and perhaps most important, contestation is that Grosfoguel’s phrasing,
particularly in his first statement, implies that postcolonialists view capitalism as a singular cultural
system. Although exceptional texts, such as Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Speak?” do suggest that,
for all practical purposes, there is a single culture, insofar as there is a single legitimate culture, I
sustain that postcolonialism functions around the notion of cultural difference. What French theorist
Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) has called différance, implying difference and deferral as produced by
language, is central to postcolonial frameworks of analysis. 57 Postcolonialism deals with a duality
if not a plurality of “cultures.” It cannot at any point be reduced to the question of culture, without a
parallel understanding of culture as difference, for to view the world in terms of a single culture
(called capitalism) is to have one’s grounding outside language. An understanding of cultural
difference as a mere effect produced by a global totality such as capitalism situates class antagonism
at a global scale, not a function of language, at the basis of its explanations.
In contrast, the understanding of the subject as a function of language is at the basis of
postcolonialist analyses of cultural difference. Dirlik criticizes this approach because:

Since postcolonial criticism has focused on the postcolonial subject to the exclusion of an
account of the world outside the subject, the global condition implied by postcoloniality
appears at best as a projection onto the world of postcolonial subjectivity and epistemology
– a discursive constitution of the world … (1994: 336)
Dirlik argues that this has, in turn, lead to a refusal to situate subjects in geo-economic terms (335).
This is the case not only for the postcolonial subjects analyzed, but also for the postcolonial
intellectuals themselves, “[n]ow that postcoloniality has been released from the fixity of ThirdWorld location, the identity of the postcolonial is no longer structural but discursive” (332).
As indicated by Dirlik here (as well as by Loomba 1998a: 245-254, and Parry 2004),
postcolonial criticism’s traditional affiliation with the “linguistic turn” in Western thought, and the
negligent complicity with global capitalism this may imply, is the central issue in contemporary
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See Derrida 1982: 18. The concept of différance is often implied but sometimes also openly addressed in works of
postcolonial theory. It plays a key role in Gayatri Spivak’s “Scattered Speculations on the Question of Value” (1985),
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translation of Derrida’s Of Grammatology into English that brought her to fame when it was first published in 1974.
Other concepts coined by the French philosopher, such as that of the “dangerous supplement” occupy an important
place in the work of postcolonial theorists such as English literature and African studies specialist at Tulane University
(U.S.A.), Guarav Desai (2001).
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debates within the field. The approaches of the mise-en-abyme and materialist critiques of
postcolonialism can each be associated with one of the two logics described by Žižek:

the opposition of two logics, that of antagonism and that of difference, is the deployment of
a logically preceding term, of the inherent “pure” difference, the minimal difference which
marks the noncoincidence of the One with itself. This noncoincidence, this “pure difference”
can either unravel into a multitude of entities forming a differential totality, or split into the
antagonistic opposition of two terms. (2006a: 36)
While materialism subjects global culture to the logic of contradiction, postcolonialism subjects it to
that of difference.
In this study, I propose to explore the epistemological interest and political productivity of
each of these two approaches as well as that produced by the combination of both. As Brazilian
critical pedagogy theorist Paulo Freire (1921-1997) holds, language, as praxis, can only be dialogic.
Both activism, as the sacrifice of reflection, and verbalism, as the sacrifice of action, foreclose the
possibility of that praxis (1972: 75-76). Rather than continue to reinforce the idea that language (or
culture, when understood as referring to subjective experience and the sphere of representation), on
the one hand, and economics, on the other, are mutually exclusive opposites, or the associated claim
that political productivity and theoretical complexity are inversely proportional possibilities, I wish
to contribute to the debate by putting to the test a different understanding of the same problem.
I take off from the hypothesis that the limits to postcolonial criticism’s political productivity
have not been imposed by its focus on language, but by four other associated issues. The first of
these is the granting of a foundational status to language, which is not the same as a mere focus on
it. While the former implies a methodological (or even ideological) presupposition, the latter only
reflects a thematic interest. Second, I take issue with the particular understanding of language that is
presupposed. This is to say that I explore the consequences of the field’s tendency to rely on
language as an abstract self-regulating system, rather than on discourse as a set of specifically
located practices that co-constitute the world. The focus on language as an enclosed order implies a
displacement of attention from historically particular expressions to a systemic totality. That
displacement is further obscured when the notion of “the particular” is reified in the totality’s modes
of internal differential particularity. Third, because the abstraction of language (understood as
accessible) from its historical locatedness (understood as inaccessible), produces a hiatus between
language and reality, the question of the political is preempted by the question of the possibility of
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access to reality – the political allegedly being the exclusive domain of the latter. Hence, I am
concerned with the displacement of political to ontological questions; with the conversion of issues
of structural position into issues of phenomenal realization or potentiality. The fourth and final
tendency that I view as imposing a limit to the field’s political productivity is that it often grants a
priori a differentiated epistemological authority to the diverse sets of texts that the postcolonial
critic deals with. 58 The first three tendencies I have outlined will become clear in reading Chapters
One and Two, where they are elaborated. Below, I focus on the fourth point exclusively.
The different sets of texts involved in the critic’s operations are: Western theory, nonWestern literary objects, and her own written production. The postcolonial critic’s text is normally
conceived of – if not actually functioning – as an intermediating agent between the highest (i.e.
Western theory) and the lowest (i.e. non-Western object) levels of epistemological legitimacy. 59
Typically, the non-Western literary object is treated according to all the nuances of post-modernist
and post-structuralist paradigms: authorship, autonomy and originality are questioned; différance,
dissemination, performativity and the permeability of boundaries are foregrounded. The nonWestern literary object is portrayed primarily in terms of its political (understood as extra-textual)
implications, and regarded as a strategy that plays with always-already existing meaning rather than
as a site that may contribute to the construction of a meaning relevant beyond its immediate site of
production. 60
In contrast, the texts which postcolonial criticism takes as its theoretical sources are
approached from a different perspective. Theory is usually treated according to modernist and
structuralist understandings. Any text in postcolonial theory may be taken as an example here, for I
am referring to the simple fact that canonical Western authors are quoted unproblematically. This is
to say that the theoretical text is de facto assumed as transparent; as authored and authoritative; as
an autonomous, coherent whole productive of innovative meaning, a meaning capable of
transcending its site of production. Its extra-textual complicities are often left out of the picture. The
reception of authoritative Western theory within postcolonial criticism prioritizes the former’s
constative – over its performative – qualities. Although postcolonial criticism characteristically
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The postcolonial critic’s object is not, of course, always literary. Nonetheless, I limit my discussion to “literary
objects” for briefness’ sake and because the present study will only deal with such kinds of objects – in written, oral and
media-broadcast forms.
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For a critique of the equation of the West with theory, and the non-West with the object of study, see Chow 1998:
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See, for example, Loomba 1998b, Sullivan 2006, Kissak and Titlestad 2006, Crow (Brian) 2009, and Odhiambo
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understands representation as politically charged, it poses the question of representation as
problematic only concerning the postcolonial literary object, seldom the Western theoretical text.
I argue that taking the theoretical text as playfully as the postcolonial literary object is often
taken allows for an exploration of what the academic’s text can actually do in its circumscribed
field of direct social action (i.e. amongst its audience). 61 Although writing styles in both
poststructuralist and postcolonial theory tend to call attention to their own textual (and therefore to
their own materially limited) dimension, this strategy tends to be read exclusively as an illustration
of the text’s discursive propositions: as a further element in the multilayered coherence of the text
as an autonomous whole. But the performative dimension of contemporary theory and postcolonial
criticism in particular may be read well beyond its illustrative word-play. The performative does not
account for a given rhetorical style but for the particular angle by which a speaker or writer cuts
across, and thus co-relates, three layers, the rhetoric, the constative and the contextual, in a timeand place-specific occurrence (see Culler 2000). Thus, stylistic coincidences may produce
completely different meanings according to their case specificity. Exploring the performative
dimension of theoretical or critical discourse allows for an understanding of the text’s actual
positioning before the reader as an addressed other. It allows for an understanding of the text as
social action and as situated symbolic practice. In turn, this understanding, when contrasted with a
text’s internal discursive coherence, may allow for a deeper exploration into the political and
epistemological possibilities it opens up or forecloses.
Theorists such as Spivak or Bhabha are highly aware of the internal contradictions of
language as a system of representation. Hence, the issue is not a lack of awareness of the internal
contradictions of language as a system, but the actual, situated contradictions that are raised by a
particular pronouncement, in relation to a particular modus operandi in the context of the sites of
enunciation from which they take place, in relation to their publishing mediums, their objects of
study, their sites of reception and the academic conventions by which they are wrought and
circulate. Thus, I concentrate on the places of articulation between postcolonialism as a specific
theory, postcolonialism as a specific modality of writing, and postcolonialism as a worldly practice.

61

Likewise, as exemplified in the analysis of Nyerere’s text in my last chapter, I consider that taking the postcolonial
literary object, its epistemic statements and what Bal (1994) would call its “meaning-making” mechanisms as seriously
as those of Western theory opens up the political potential of postcolonial criticism. Like any other analytical procedure,
it does not lead to an immediate change in the material realm, because it pertains primarily to the realm of socio-cultural
imaginaries. However, it channels the political impetus to the only place where, within the context of intellectual
practice, it can be actually effective: towards an intervention in the cognitive and value systems that legitimize or
modify, in the long run, the status quo.
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This is why a major peculiarity of my insertion into the discussion surrounding postcolonial theory
is that I take postcolonial theory itself as my object of investigation.
Since postcolonial theory, not its materialist critique, is my object, I have elaborated how the
former – when enclosed in a self-referential dialogic simulacrum – has been responsible for the lack
of productive communication between the two. I now point to the accountability of the latter. In the
post-Cold War era, even if Marxism-informed perspectives are dismissed as passé and lack the
institutional, economic and intellectual authority granted to their postcolonialist counterparts, they
have also become less threatening to the capitalist status quo after the fall of the Berlin Wall. 62
There are today a limited number of enclaves in the First-World academy in which (post-)Marxist
analyses may be practiced comfortably while reaping the institutional, economic and intellectual
prestige offered by the establishment. Eagleton is an example at hand.
My interest in stating this is by no means of a moral, nor even of a sociological, nature. I am
presently concerned with the repercussions that those conditions of enunciation have in the
foreclosure of a dialogue between postcolonialism and its materialist critique. Occupying a position
of authority makes it unnecessary for the materialist critics to strategically engage with the language
and logic of the texts they criticize. In other words, semi-comfortable positions occupied by several
materialist critics of postcolonial theory in the First-World academy forecloses the necessity of
engaging in a critique of the field that addresses its internal inconsistencies rather than simply
dismissing it from an altogether distant framework of analysis.
Eagleton’s open sarcasm in the quote above, for instance, evidences the secure position of
authority from which he speaks. As exemplified by the tone of his critique, and by Young’s
subjection of Eagleton’s commentary to a further practice of mise-en-abyme, the dialogue between
postcolonialism and its materialist counterpart is often characterized by dismissal on the side of the
materialists and simulated dialogue on the side of the postcolonialists. 63 The dialogue between the
two does not take place, for they each speak different languages; they have incommensurable
founding principles.
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Even if any system that gains hegemony has, in principle, the capacity to incorporate, and thus de-politicize,
oppositional discourses, the strategy of global capitalism in this regard – commodification – seems to be particularly
effective.
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It is not the place here to analyze in detail how Young depoliticizes Eagleton’s critique. I trust, however, that it will
be evident to the reader from the quote itself, whereby Young incorporates Eagleton’s critique as one more of the forms
of dialogue of postcolonialism with itself. For detailed readings of similar procedures by Robert J. C. Young, see
Chapters One and Three.
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The difference between these two critical traditions may be conceived as the difference
between internal and external critique in philosophy. British philosopher at the University of
Auckland (New Zealand), James Marshall, explains:

By an internal critique I mean arguments that are directed either at providing an exhibition
analysis so as to preserve the framework or system … or directed at perceived
inconsistencies within a particular framework or philosophical system so as to threaten the
retention of the framework or system – a replacement analysis. (2004: 459, emphasis in text)
In contrast, Marshall clarifies that “[b]y an external critique [he] means arguments that are
diametrically opposed to the thesis being critiqued, because they are part of a different categorical
framework … and can be launched oppositionally upon the framework, system, or position” (459,
emphasis in text). The materialist critics of postcolonialism seldom have had an impact on that
tradition, for theirs is often an external critique, one that judges the tradition criticized in terms that
are inoperative within that tradition’s own terms.
In this study, I straddle the divide between the internal and external forms of critique. More
precisely, it may be said that mine is an ideologically external but methodologically internal
critique. In general terms, this is to say that my point of view is external to the conception of
language as a foundational category, which is typical of most postcolonial theory. Nonetheless, in
my modus operandi, I enter a “willing suspension of disbelief” and engage with my objects on their
own terms, in order to later place this exercise in a wider perspective. 64
Therefore, my methodology borrows from what I have called the self-reflexive mode of
internal critique. Previously, I have indicated that I consider the self-reflexive strand of postcolonial
criticism to be very productive in epistemological terms and politically pertinent in a circumscribed
manner. Let me now add that I consider that these advantages cannot be fully realized as long as
some of the criticisms made from its exteriority are not taken up. I mean not only the – a posteriori
– positioning of the phenomena analyzed within a larger historical context, but also the recuperation
of the epistemological possibilities offered by the materialist traditions. 65 In other words, while the
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The phrase “willing suspension of disbelief” was coined by the English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834)
and has come to be accepted as the definition of fiction. See Bal 1996: 22, 59; 2002: 126, 203; and Spivak 2001: 152154, 162.
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As Brennan has signaled, postcolonialism’s dialogue with Marxist traditions has concentrated around the figure of
Gramsci. Brennan further criticizes the particular version of Gramsci that postcolonialism has appropriated (2001). In
contrast, postcolonial theorists seldom engage with the work of Marx himself, or with critical theorists such as Theodor
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confrontation between postcolonial and materialist critics may easily be reduced to a theory vs.
politics opposition, it is important to remember that the former, if benefiting from Marxist and postMarxist traditions, may thrive on an engagement not only with historical, but also with dialectical
materialism. 66 The reduction of the materialist critique of postcolonial theory to short-sighted
economism once again rehearses the theory vs. politics opposition that marks the impossibility of
dialogue. By means of an internal critique, one that engages with the logic of the system, I intend to
open up shared spaces between postcolonial theory and its critique, and thus address what I consider
to be the false opposition between language and the subject on the one hand, and economic
structures on the other.
I approach postcolonial criticism from an external point of view as well, because only from
that position can the collective subject position of the field be appreciated. To explain, I
recapitulate. As I have suggested, outside texts, self-reflexivity is the defining trait of the subject as
such. In consequence, the subject function in a text is where there is a self-reflexive effect. But
access to this site is highly restricted and biased. In principle, that inequality is one of the central
concerns that postcolonial theory sets out to address. By focusing on the (im)possibility of
representation postcolonial theorists seek to avoid metaphysical claims. Nonetheless, postcolonial
theory, as a specific kind of discourse, still relies on differently, yet equally, metaphysical
presuppositions from those it critiques in order to be operative. In other words, it no longer
conflates the subject it represents with an actual social agency yet, to be legitimate as an academic
text, it relies strongly on the figure of the author (whether it be the enunciating or cited subject).
Thus, while postcolonial theory has emphasized the rift between the author and the
represented subject, the academic writer and the academic reader, it has seldom, if ever, addressed
two decisive subject positions by which it is structured. One of these I have mentioned: that of the
cited author on which the academic system largely rests. 67 The other, and perhaps most important
subject position which postcolonial criticism has tended to disregard, is the structuring principle of
the field.

Adorno and Herbert Marcuse, or with contemporary discourse analysts in the post-Marxist tradition, such as Chantal
Mouffe or Ernesto Laclau.
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In this regard, Spivak is exceptional in the incorporation into her work of “Marx’s irreducible emphasis on the work
of the negative, on the necessity of de-fetichizing the concrete.” (Spivak 1994: 72)
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As French historian and philosopher Michel Foucault (1926-1984) has pointed out, the author is only functional
because the organizing principle of a text and a (socially recognized) social agent are conflated (1977). That is to say, it
holds due to a metaphysical claim, of a different kind.
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With the “structuring principle of the field” I do not refer to the individual subject at the root
of the text. I do not refer to the author figure who is constantly foregrounding and apparently
subverting himself, while actually legitimating himself according to post-structuralist conventions.
Rather, I refer to the collective subject by which the discursive practice is structured. This collective
subject position is constituted by the institutional, economic and ideological surroundings that
inform or restrict the author, to her awareness or not. Hence, it may be conceived as the paradigm of
postcolonial theory, for a paradigm is “a conceptual or methodological model underlying the
theories and practices of a science or discipline at a particular time; (hence) a generally accepted
worldview” (OED). While touching upon this paradigmatic subject position at the core of discursive
production in the field, my coverage makes no attempt of being comprehensive. I offer a study of a
limited number of specific texts in postcolonial theory, which, taken as cultural objects, illuminate
the constellation in which they are embedded. 68
Before moving on to the next section, let me point to the specific aspect of “the subject of
postcolonial discourse” that I deal with in each of the chapters. In the first chapter I investigate the
reification of the subject in the signifier. In Chapter Two I explore the possibility that the subject of
postcolonial discourse is in fact the author him or herself, as well as the complicities that operate
between this self-referential practice and contemporary technological and ideological
configurations. The third chapter delves into the collective subject positions that structure the
postcolonial-as-intellectual and the postcolonial-as-subaltern into divergent poles. In Chapter Four I
focus on the relationship between the materiality of the letter and the conventional aspect in the
constitution of textual subject positions that circulate in academic texts. The last chapter explores
the possibility and the consequences of taking at face value the fetishistic claim that the postcolonial
scholar’s object of study may be rescued as a subject.

The New International Division of Labor
The “new international division of labor,” is a central category in this study. To explain why, I
return to the categories for structuring a spatial totality mentioned earlier. As I indicated,
postcolonial scholars have replaced the Three Worlds categories with a vocabulary that structures
the globe into two distinct spaces. These new categories function as (psycho)analytical tools while
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In Chapter One, I elaborate on this understanding of “constellation” which Theodor W. Adorno (1903-1969)
borrowed from another Frankfurt scholar, Walter Benjamin (1892-1940).
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simultaneously referring to concrete geo-historical spaces; for example: North/South,
Occident/Orient, West/non-West, the West/the Rest, West/Other. As Mignolo argues, the privileged
element in a binary opposition has the advantage of functioning at two levels: as one of the
particulars in the opposition and as the universal place of enunciation (2002: 935). Note how some
of the oppositions described – such as West/non-West and the West/the rest – explicitly phrase out
the privileged position of one of the binaries. In these two examples, “the West” functions as both a
particular within the opposition and as the overall structuring principle. This double standard –
whether explicit or not – is what constitutes, in each case, the first of the opposing pairs as the place
of the subject. Because it is both specific content and the general condition for the possibility of
differentiated content as such, it is a disguised meta- position.
I have also suggested that, when considering written discourses, this meta- position is
occupied by the author as the universal site of enunciation. In contrast, narrated subjects are reduced
to the position of a differential particular, dependent upon the universal. But any form of
representation by definition produces this rift between representing and represented subjects. Still,
that epistemic impasse, while being a technical inevitability of any discourse, has significant
political implications. In actuality, specific discourses always take place across differentiated
positions of power, to greater or lesser extents. Access to the site of enunciation is socially and geoeconomically restricted. These unequal discursive practices have been paradigmatically associated
with ethnographic discourse, the legitimating practice in anthropology’s reduction of geo-culturally
differentiated subjects to an object of study. 69
Largely because of the above, the epistemic impasse has been a central concern of
postcolonial theory. Due to both historical and methodological reasons, “one of the major ‘contact
zones’ of post-colonial theory has concerned the practice and politics of ethnography” (Childs and
Williams 1997:187). Ethnographic discourse was at the heart of the colonial enterprise; therefore,
the critique of the latter could not overlook the former. At least since Edward Said’s Orientalism,
colonial discourse analysis has been concerned with the discursive constitution of the West’s Other
as an object. Hence, the West/Other dichotomy begs the question of the subject/object opposition; it
is structured by it.
As implied by Fabian, the relationship between anthropology and its object is intimately
linked with that between the West and its Other (1983: 147, 149). Ethnographic discourses tend to
69

Childs and Williams note that “Stephen Tyler has even claimed that ethnography is the ‘superordinate discourse to
which all other discourses are relativized and in which they find their meaning and justification.’” (1997: 187)
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“consistently align the Here and Now of the signifier (the form, the structure, the meaning) with the
Knower, and the There and Then of the signified (the content, the function or event, the symbol or
icon) with the known” (1983: 151). This differentiated epistemological alignment is what makes
ethnographic discursive practices central to the discussion of the subject vs. object dichotomy (and
the parallel self vs. other dichotomy) within postcolonial discourse.
The West/Other pairing is catachrestic in the sense that it conflates two separate binary
pairs: West/East and Self/Other. While the West/East dichotomy describes the charged spatial axis
of the postcolonial theater, Self/Other points more directly to the underlying power structure, to the
foreclosure of the “East” as a site of enunciation and its concomitant reduction to an object of
contemplation. Because of this, and because the West/Other opposition also surfaces as a symptom
of the intricacy of the where and the who of “the post-colonial,” my own search for the where
relates that axis.
However, I do not define the where in relation to the catachrestic opposition alone, but in
conjunction with the First World/Third World dichotomy. I have suggested that all the oppositions
mentioned structure a spatial totality. The West/Other registers that totality at a psychoanalytic and
epistemic level. The First/Third World opposition structures the totality in terms of the global
economy. I contend that the latter distinction is highly pertinent, for it determines the (im)possibility
of subject constitution to which the former distinction is dedicated.
Desai has argued that it is more productive to historicize problematic terminology, handling
it with a critical distance, than to do away with it altogether (2001: 11-13). Hence, despite the fact
that I uphold Ahmad’s critique of the First/Third World opposition, critique that I have broadly
sketched above, there is another reason why I persist in the cautious but nonetheless positive
inclusion of the category. While more recent categories such as core/periphery are less problematic,
the First/Third World opposition, referring to historical development rather than space, is the only
one to explicitly phrase out the teleological terms underpinning the geographical division. Hence,
the category may prove productive precisely because it exposes what Fabian would call the “denial
of coevalness,” a denial that continues to be operative today across the core/periphery division. 70
Hence, I use the First/Third World opposition insofar as it points to the geo-economic
structuring of the globe and because it enunciates the ideology that legitimates that structure.
Nonetheless, I take a step away from the opposition because, as Ahmad has argued, “the world is
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After introducing the term “denial of coevalness,” Fabian clarifies: “By that I mean a persistent and systematic
tendency to place the referent(s) of anthropology in a Time other than the present of the producer of anthropological
discourse.” (1983: 31; emphasis in text)
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not divided into monolithic binaries; it is a hierarchically structured whole” (316).Therefore, my
focus in this study is not on the distinct entities that constitute the opposition but on the bar by
which it is structured: the international division of labor (IDL). Today this term, barely used in the
humanities, is most prominent in the social sciences, particularly in world systems analysis. But
even there, the term is scarcely mentioned since world systems analysis focuses on “center” and
“periphery,” rather than on the divide by which “center” and “periphery” are imbricated (see, for
example, Wallerstein 1980: 49-164).
I want to focus on the divide itself for a number of reasons. First, because it does not signal
given geographical entities, but rather the principle by which they are constituted. In other words, it
is a relational category allowing me to view given textual subject positions as a function of it.
Second, and because of this, the IDL also allows me to establish a dialogue with a methodologically
analogous, yet otherwise incommensurable analytical category in postcolonial theory, which,
drawing from Spivak (1993a), I call “the epistemic divide.” The epistemic divide refers to the rift
between enunciated and enunciating subjects that I have described, but emphasizes the relational
nature of the impasse. The epistemic divide and the IDL are commensurable categories insofar as
they both name a function by which discrete entities are produced. The inclusion of both analytical
categories is crucial for bringing the micrological analyses of postcolonial theory and the
macrological ones of its materialist critique to bear upon each other. Third, my interest in focusing
on the IDL responds to the fact that, like García Canclini, I consider that, in the New World Order,
economic structuring is more forceful while more invisible than ever (2004: 142).
This submergence of the international division of labor into invisibility historically coincides
with the intensified period of de-colonization processes in Africa, the Asian subcontinent, South
East Asia, the Middle East and the Caribbean. The contemporary international division of labor
(from the 1960s onwards) is technically referred to as the “new international division of labor,” in
order to distinguish it from the “classic international division of labor,” which corresponds with the
period of widespread colonial rule. 71
During the late 1970s, Folker Fröbel, Jürgen Heinrichs and Otto Kreye, then scholars at the
Max Planck Institute in Starnberg, Germany, described the emergence of a “new international
division of labor.” What they term the classical IDL describes the differentiated roles of the so-
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I take the terms from Fröbel et al. (1980), who do not explicitly link the classic IDL with colonialism, nor the new
IDL with post-colonialism. Yet, the historical periods in which they locate each, and the type of technologies and
economies that they describe as related to each, allow me to make that association.
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called developed and developing worlds in the global economy during the era of colonialism and up
until the 1960s:

In the classical international division of labour the process of underdevelopment which
countries of Africa, Asia and Latin America have experienced was determined by the
development of their economies as plantation agriculture and raw material economies.
(Fröbel et al. 1980: 403)
During that period, there existed a polarization between “a few industrialized countries producing
capital-goods and consumer-goods,” on the one hand, and “the vast majority of underdeveloped
countries,” on the other (Fröbel et al. 1980: 44). Limited to their role as suppliers of raw materials,
developing countries then played a relatively passive role in the process of valorization of capital:

[G]iven the “classical” conditions of a couple of hundred years, capital, spreading out from
Europe and later from North America and Japan, was only able to valorise itself in Asia,
Africa and Latin America through the production of raw materials, but not to any significant
degree through the production of manufactured goods, despite the fact that capital was
operating on a world scale from its origins. (Fröbel et al. 1980: 44)
As is indicated by Karl Marx (1818-1883), capital’s process of valorization is intimately linked to
manufacture, technological development and large-scale industry (1990: 431-32, 439, 446-69, 48191). Hence, the scarce production of manufactured goods in the “developed world” to which Fröbel
et al. point strongly determined capital’s inability to valorize itself there.
Marx’s analysis corresponds to the industrial era of capitalism, which is also the era of what
Fröbel and his colleagues term the classical IDL. Many of those who deem Marx’s analysis of
capitalism outdated rely on the fact that today we are living in the so-called post-industrial era. I
contend that this assumption is questionable, since rather than a disappearance of industry, there has
been a relocation of it across the IDL. While countries of the First World today concentrate
services, they still rely on Third-World industrial production and on the local accumulation of
capital that is valorized overseas.
As Fröbel et al. indicate, in the 1960s there is “a change in the conditions under which the
valorisation of capital is taking place,” such as the development of advanced transport and
communication technology (44). Although these conditions were subject to relatively gradual
developments, in the 1960s they “began to be really operative” because, among other things, “the
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overriding pressure of competition turns this possibility into a necessity for the survival of any
individual capital” (Fröbel et al. 1980: 44). This new situation “compels the increasing subdivision
of manufacturing processes into a number of partial operations at different industrial sites
throughout the world” and produces the industrialization of developing countries as a consequence
(Fröbel et al. 1980: 45). 72
But while capital’s place of valorization changes, its place of accumulation remains the
same. Hence, Fröbel and his colleagues open up the “Concluding remarks” of their book as follows:

The analysis of the world market oriented industrialisation of the underdeveloped countries
through the establishment of free production zones and world market factories has shown
that this industrialisation process, which is determined by a change in the conditions for the
valorisation of capital, actually intensifies the tendency towards uneven development in the
underdeveloped countries. (Fröbel et al. 1980: 403)
Thus, the authors draw to a conclusion by contesting the false impression created by the merely
geographical democratization of industrial enclaves. It is likewise significant that they point here to
the role of free production zones in bringing forth that equivocal impression. As may be appreciated
from Marx’s Capital, the role of “freedom” as a floating signifier and its hegemonic appropriation
by capitalism plays a crucial role in the ideological legitimation of the system (1990: 415-16, 477,
520). 73
Marx states that “[t]he sphere of circulation or commodity exchange, within whose
boundaries the sale and purchase of labour-power goes on, is in fact a very Eden of the innate rights
of man” (1990: 280). Yet, he suggests, once we understand the precise ways in which the meaning
of ideals such as “freedom” operate within the capitalist system, the fact is not as idyllic as it may
appear. In contrast to the slave, the worker in the capitalist system is not only free to dispose of his
own labor power as a commodity, but also free in the sense of having no possessions (272-73). With
no other commodities to live off, he is cornered to sell the only commodity he has; that is to say, he
is free to sell himself in the market. The worker’s “freedom,” in contrast to the slave’s lack of it, has
further advantages for capital: because workers are kept on the brink of unemployment through
temporary contracts, there is an excess supply of labor, which drops its value as a commodity in the
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Fröbel et al. (1980) also point to a second consequence: the appearance of structural unemployment in industrialized
countries.
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“Equality,” another humanist ideal inherited from the French Revolution is submitted to a parallel process of
hegemonic appropriation by capital (see Marx 1990: 151-152, 280).
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market. Furthermore, the regular payment of salaries post facto keeps the workers constantly in debt
and thus structurally subjected to their class position (271-80).
Conflating freedom in the Enlightenment sense with the freedom of the worker to sell
herself in the market, capital legitimates itself beyond the economic interest that is its drive and
which it thus obscures. The persistence of this hegemonic appropriation of the term in contemporary
society is exposed in Klein’s The Shock Doctrine. In an epigraph, Klein quotes Uruguayan
journalist Eduardo Galeano: “People were in prison so that prices could be free” (2007: 144).
Klein’s case studies expose the incommensurability of human freedom and the freedom of capital,
conflated by free-market ideology. Documenting the complicities between the imposition of
authoritarian states and the free market (ranging from U.S.A. intervention as early as 1954 in
Guatemala, to its most recent intervention in Irak), she discredits the widespread belief that neoliberalism and democracy go hand in hand. 74
Returning to Fröbel, it may be said that a parallel process of hegemonic appropriation occurs
in relation to the new international division of labor (NIDL). Firstly, the change in conditions
producing the NIDL – developments in transportation and communication technologies – appears to
erase the IDL as such, while actually intensifying it. Secondly, the relocation of capital’s place of
valorization hides from view the fact that accumulation is preserved in the same place, and that such
a relocation is actually the only possible way, given the present technological, historical and
economic conditions, to increase and perpetuate accumulation in the First World.
Valorization is the process which defines capital. In Marx’s words: “The value originally
advanced … not only remains intact while in circulation, but adds to itself a surplus value or
expands itself. It is this movement that converts it into capital” (Marx 1952: 71). 75 While capital is
self-valorizing value, it may be said, in broad terms, that value refers to abstract human labor. 76
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Concerning the employment of proximate categories by the postcolonial project, Khanna asks: “How is it possible to
conceive of hope when those categories of democracy and sovereignty that have become in enlightened thought the
framework within which justice has been conceived seem adulterated at their foundation?” (2008: 26)
75
Cf. with this other translation: “The value originally advanced … not only remains intact while in circulation, but
increases its magnitude, adds to itself a surplus-value or is valorized [verwertet sicht]. And this movement converts it
into capital” (Marx 1990: 252). Nota bene: throughout this study, in quoting well known authors who write in languages
other than English, such as Karl Marx, Michel Foucault or Jacques Lacan, I benefit from the availability of different
translations. I switch between translations according to their suitability at a particular moment in my discussion. Since I
do not make this switching explicit, and since the title of a given work is usually the same for both translations, please
pay attention to the year in between parentheses to distinguish the edition to which I make reference.
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The reductionism operative in my definition above cannot be overstated. The understanding of “value” is perhaps the
most debated aspect amongst the different Marxist currents. Centrally, the debate spins around the place in which value
is produced (i.e. in production or in circulation). For an account of Marx’s contested theory of value see Mandel 1990:
38-54. See also Žižek 2006a: 50-52. I deal with this issue in Chapter Four.
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Hence, the fact that valorization is now located more intensively in the Third World means that it
increasingly concentrates the class that produces value or, to phrase it differently, which allows for
the valorization of value, but for its accumulation elsewhere (see Marx 1990: 300). In this way,
exploitation across the IDL increases with the conditions brought about by the NIDL. Hence, the
emergence of the NIDL at once dramatizes and obscures (by means of displacement) the persistence
of industrial capitalism and the class divide by which it is constituted.
Postcolonialism, both as a historical event and as an academic reflection on that event,
coincides with the advent of the NIDL. Furthermore, postcolonial theory deals with precisely those
issues – such as the increased interconnectedness of the world – that are the conditions of the
NIDL’s existence. Taking the operative force of the NIDL into account is therefore crucial for any
analysis of postcolonial discourse.
Before moving on to brief descriptions of my chapters, allow me to suggest one last reason
why, in the context of my concern with “the subject of (postcolonial) discourse,” the employment of
the NIDL as an analytical category is important. Within Marx’s theory of capital, self-valorizing
value occupies the place of the Subject:

In the circulation M-C-M [Money-Commodity-Money] both the money and the commodity
function only as different modes of existence of value itself, the money as its general form
of existence, the commodity as its particular form or, so to speak, disguised mode. It is
constantly changing from one form into the other, without becoming lost in this movement;
it thus becomes transformed into an automatic subject. (1990: 255)
Furthermore, value and money hold a parallel relationship to the one held between the self-reflexive
subject and that same subject as phenomenon observed. In other words, value’s self-identity in
money produces the same self-reflexive effect that characterizes the subject position. 77 Marx writes:
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Brian Rotman, points to a similar parallelism insofar as he is concerned with “the emergence of a meta-subject”
across economic, mathematic and artistic forms of representation. He proposes that: “There is a system (Hindu decimal
place notation, principles of linear perspective, mechanism of capitalist exchange) which provides a means of producing
infinitely many signs (numerals, pictures, transactions). These signs re-present (name, depict, price) items in what is
taken to be a prior reality (numbers, visual scenes, goods) for an active human subject (one-who-counts, one-who-sees,
one-who-buys and sells). The system allows the subject to enact a thought experiment (calculating, viewing, dealing)
about this reality through the agency of a meta-sign (zero, vanishing point, imaginary money) which initiates the system
and affects a change of codes (gestural/graphic, iconic/perspectival, product/commodity).” The emergence of a metasubject in these diverse fields largely hinges on “the meta-sign which both initiates the signifying system and
participates within it as a constituent sign.” (1987: 25, emphases in text)
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As the dominant subject [übergreifendes Subjekt] of this process, in which it alternately
assumes and looses the form of money and the form of commodities, but preserves and
expands itself through all these changes, value requires above all an independent form by
means of which its identity with itself may be asserted. Only in the shape of money does it
possess this form. (1990: 255)
Marx’s metaphors stress the understanding of self-valorizing value as the place of what I have
previously described as the universal subject or the meta- position:

Instead of simply representing the relationship between commodities, it [value] now enters
into a private relationship with itself, as it were. It differentiates itself as original value from
itself as surplus-value, just as God the Father differentiates himself from himself as God the
Son, although both are of the same age and form, in fact one single person; for only by the
surplus value of £10 does the £100 originally advanced become capital, and as soon as this
has happened, as soon as the son has been created and, through the son, the father, their
difference vanishes again and both become one, £110. (256)
As may be gathered from these descriptions, it is only in its self-identity with money (as opposed to
its self-identity with commodities) that the split in the self that characterizes the meta- position is
fully produced. Actually, only its self-identity in money (as opposed to the self-identity it finds in
commodities), produces the equivalent of a universal subject position.
These are just a few examples where Marx establishes a connection between self-valorizing
value and the subject position. 78 Bearing this connection in mind, the geographical democratization
of the valorization process that takes place with the emergence of the NIDL obscures the fact that
the place of the subject remains restricted to the First World, the place where capital is accumulated.
Although the valorization process now takes place largely in the Third World, the place of value’s
self-reflexivity, that is, the place of its identification with its external form, money (including
contemporary forms of representation of abstract value other than paper money), remains the same.
Hence, there exists a parallelism between the hegemonic semiotic processes at work in the sphere of
both economics and of what I have termed self-referential postcolonial discourses. In this study, it is
one of my aims to explore how the elements in this analogy play into each other and whether their
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In various passages of Capital, capital occupies the grammatical place of the subject and is not posed as a static
structure but as a self-valorizing drive. Individual capitalists appear merely as the place where capital is personified;
while, as part of the collective worker, laborers merely form a particular mode of existence of capital. See, for example,
Marx 1990: 254, 433, 449-451, 480-491.
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relationship, more than coincidentally analogical, is inscribed in actual teleologies driven by
specifically situated interests.

The Chapters
As “Unrealized Promises” might suggest, this study is informed by Theodor W. Adorno’s theory of
ideology and by performative approaches to discourse analysis. These diverse influences lead me to
explore postcolonial academic texts as a social promise. “Unrealized” refers to the dilemma
between potentiality and realization that concerns not only performativity theory, but also questions
of representation in general, as well as technological situations that have become part of our
everyday (academic) experience. Most importantly “Unrealized Promises” refers to a strategy of the
contemporary hegemony that, in confounding the plane of potentiality and that of realization, turns
political questions into ontological dilemmas, and thus elides the fulfillment of its avowed
engagement.
The ways in which a number of texts in postcolonial criticism participate in, contest or
complicate that strategy will be explored as this work unravels. The first two chapters deal with the
“unrealized” aspect of the promise; Chapter One with the always postponed promise of difference,
Chapter Two with that of connectivity. By contrasting a postcolonial and a materialist approach to
the same issues, in Chapter Three I explore the foundational inclusions and exclusions on which the
promise of postcolonial theory relies. The fourth chapter addresses a crucial factor when analyzing
promises and their (lack of) realization: the question of time. In the last chapter I propose that, if an
ideology is defined as such by what it promises and yet denies, then the shortcomings of
postcolonial theory can only be properly contested by striving for the fulfillment of its own
discursive promise.
More specifically, in the first chapter, I contrast the approach that postcolonial theorists have
to one of the mainstays of their field, the concept of difference, with how that same question has
been approached by Adorno. The objective of this comparison is to detect the incidence in
postcolonialism of what I deem one of the key discursive strategies of the contemporary order of
power. That strategy functions on the basis of an ideology that is committed to the signifier as a
foundational category. I term it “metonymic” since it proceeds by displacing what were once
political questions into ontological dilemmas. Against this strategy I argue that the sphere of the
political should be conceived as a question of positioning, not one of realization.
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The second chapter is a cultural analysis of a lecture by Homi Bhabha on the Internet. I
explore how the modes of resistance to power that Bhabha proposes involve a displacement from
the realm of the real to that of the virtual and what his reiteratively deferred promise of connectivity
implies in relation to (the erasure of) the NIDL. Methodologically, in that chapter I am concerned
with exploring the possibilities offered by a symptomatic reading of culture vis-à-vis forms of
ideological critique developed on the basis of more contemporary forms of hegemony.
Chapter Three is the turning point from an external to an internal critique of the field. I
contrast the use of the epistemic divide by a postcolonial author (Spivak) with the employment of
the NIDL by one working outside the field (Canclini). I wish to explore ways in which these
methodologies may be put to work together to push for the deliverance of the withheld aspects of
their respective promises. By bringing these strategies together, I aim at opening up access to the
subaltern other as an implied subject, one whose ontological constitution is mediated by history.
In the fourth chapter, I take into account the conventions of academic writing. Thus,
citations emerge as a self-reflexive textual position. Through citation, the author is in a position to
retroactively produce cultural capital. Crucial here is the awareness that the subject position of the
cited author is valorized as cultural capital in circulation. In this sense, academic value is produced
post facto, in the process of circulation. I analyze that process in the work of Anthony Appiah.
Through that analysis, I argue that the impasse entailed by the incommensurability of enunciated
and represented subjects may be transcended if we approach academic writing as a specific cultural
practice.
In the last chapter I return to Adorno to propose that a critique of a system can only be
realized by negating its constitutive exclusion. The constitutive exclusion of postcolonial theory is
the postcolonial other, and often the field even functions as a fetishistic substitution of that other.
Rather than simply criticize this possibility, I borrow from the logic of Adorno’s negative dialectics
to take what such a fetishistic practice pledges at face value and research the extent to which its
promise may be fulfilled. Exploring texts by Nyerere and Allende as catachrestic fetishes of
postcolonialism, the last chapter at once critiques the constitutive incongruence, yet pushes for the
realization of the withheld promise of postcolonial theory.
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Chapter One

Metonymic Discourses and the Ideology of the Signifier
As the thinker immerses himself in what faces him to begin with, in the
concept, and as he perceives its immanently antinomical character, he clings
to the idea of something beyond contradiction. The antithesis of thought to
whatever is heterogeneous to thought is reproduced in thought itself, as its
immanent contradiction.
T.W. Adorno 1983 (1966): 146

In this chapter, I address several key junctures in the debate I have summarized in the Introduction
about the political implications of postcolonial criticism’s affiliation with the “linguistic turn.” I
address certainly not deconstruction per se, but what I regard as its dysfunctional appropriation
within the field. I contend that this (mis)appropriation is not innocent but, like any other
epistemological activity, always already inserted in ideological frameworks. I draw on Jonathan
Culler for my understanding of ideology. According to him, ideology is a narrative that justifies a
cultural practice by “concealing [its] historical origins and making them the natural components of
an interpreted world” (1973: 471). 79
My critique builds up from the observation that contemporary discourses are increasingly
guided by a radically literal impulse. This observation has been extensively elaborated, notably by
U.S.A. literary critic and political theorist at Duke, Fredric Jameson (1991), and, in a more informal
manner, by Slavoj Žižek. 80 Unlike theirs, however, my endeavor does not aim at a comprehensive
analysis of the cultural and ideological implications of these discourses as such, but is
circumscribed by the implications of their appearance in postcolonial theory. If, however, following
Foucault (2002), we think of discourse as an event that occurs in situated interaction with other
discursive and social processes, then my analysis implicates not only a limited focus but also a
qualitative difference. On postcolonial terrain, the hyper-literal impulse to take the part for the
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I also draw on Paul de Man (1919-1983), a Belgian literary theorist for whom “what we call ideology is precisely the
confusion of linguistic with natural reality, of reference with phenomenalism,” while this “does not mean that fictional
narratives are not part of the world and of reality; their impact upon the world may well be all too strong for comfort.”
(1996: 206)
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Here, I am referring to Žižek’s recorded lectures in Astra Taylor’s documentary movie Zizek! See esp. 2005: min. 14.
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whole plays out as a major ideological obfuscation. Hence, I address the literal impulse not only as
a mechanism in itself, but also with regard to the functions to which it is put. 81
To substantiate these arguments, here I introduce key concepts that reappear throughout this
study, before moving to the exploration of their mobilization in postcolonial discourses in the
following chapters. First, I develop the notion of “metonymic discourses,” taking off from the
understandings of “metaphor” and “metonymy” as proposed by Jacques Lacan (1977a).
Subsequently, I contrast my analysis of a passage in Theodor W. Adorno’s Negative Dialectics with
metonymic discourses within postcolonial theory. My inclusion of a text by the Frankfurt scholar
follows my desire not only to locate a particular problematic in the debate about postcolonial
criticism’s (a)political affiliations after the linguistic turn, but also to intervene actively in that
debate. I believe that the tensions that play out between the contemporary handling of difference as
a concept and Adorno’s usage of difference as a stage in a procedure may help to reconsider the
terms of the debate. Having delved into Adorno’s modus operandi, in the second half of this chapter
I explore instances of metonymic discourses in the work of three major postcolonial theorists.
In contrast with the following chapters, this one does not revolve around one or two cultural
objects, but focuses on several moments in the history of a debate. These selected instances are by
no means representative. To that extent, my approach is styled in the same way as my object. For,
as Jameson has argued,

the fundamental disparity and incommensurability between text and work means that to
select sample texts and, by analysis, to make them bear the universalizing weight of a
representative particular, turns them imperceptibly back into that older thing, the work,
which is not supposed to exist in the postmodern. This is, as it were, the Heisenberg
principle of postmodernism, and the most difficult representational problem for any
commentator to come to terms with, save via the endless show, “total flow” prolonged into
the infinite. (1991: xvii)
As a consequence, my own sampling of metonymic discourses is itself synecdochic. This being
inevitably so, it is important I clarify the criteria guiding my choice of samples. I have not selected
postcolonial authors according to the degree to which they indulged in metonymic discourse.
Rather, I have chosen to focus on extracts of the work of some of the best known and most
respected theorists who are today practicing scholars: Robert Young, Homi Bhabha, and Gayatri
81

Synecdoche, as will be discussed below, is perhaps the most common form of metonymy associated with what I term
“metonymic discourses.”

52
Spivak. This selection has forced me to read the texts in question, more often than not, against the
grain. 82 By bringing to the fore that which resists foregrounding, this reading is akin to what
Jonathan Culler has characterized as the structuralist attempt to dismantle ideology (1973).
Nonetheless, as Culler has proposed, “[r]ather than try to get outside ideology we must remain
resolutely within it, for both the conventions to be analyzed and the notions of understanding lie
within” (1973: 482). 83
Those words form the ending to a text in which Culler argues that deconstruction does not
transcend ideology. He begins that article by establishing that, while structuralism aims at
dismantling ideology, post-structuralism attempts to supersede truth-finding (1973: 471). However,
he continues, post-structuralism fails in that attempt, being inescapably based on ideological
assumptions. In uncritical poststructuralist theory, the attempt at self-transcendence is acted out by
means of recursive self-referentiality. To subvert its representational tendencies, post-structuralism
deconstructs its own statements (471-77). The ultimate aim of this approach, states Culler, is selflegitimization (480-81). In that sense, post-foundational discourses are still founded on what he has
called the “ideology of the sign” (473). This central idea, which I develop into what I designate as
the “ideology of the signifier,” forms the basis that underlies my conception of metonymic
discourses within postcolonial theory.
The notion of metonymic discourses is also inspired by Rey Chow’s description of the
mechanism through which linguistic otherness has been taken to stand in for the cultural other
(1998). Chow claims that this mechanism is associated with the field that has come to be known as
“theory” within Anglo-American academic circles (1998: xxii). Chow clarifies her usage of the
term as follows:

By “theory,” I do not mean the comprehensive sweep of philosophy, hermeneutics, and
traditions of literary criticism and interpretation that run from Plato to the present day and
that continue to be taught in many graduate programs. Rather, I mean what is generally
referred to as “poststructuralism” and “deconstruction,” terms that stand for ways of reading
that have radicalized Anglo-American academic worlds since the 1960s. Needless to say, I
am using these terms not in a nuanced, exact sense but instead as a type of widely circulated
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While my “reading against the grain” counts for all the authors I consider, it is particularly so in the case of Gayatri
Spivak. As I will discuss in Chapter Three, Spivak’s writing strongly resists analysis in the strict sense of the word. That
is to say, it resists “analysis” as “to take to pieces, to separate, distinguish … to dissect, decompose.” (OED)
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In a similar vein, Patrick Williams has pointed to the fact that critiques of ideology, rather than being outside it, are in
fact oppositional ideologies, best described by the notion of “ideology-as-critique.” (1999: 284)
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shorthand, in order to describe the general impact “theory” has had on intellectual work in
the past few decades. (xiii) 84
Chow argues that theory scholars, threatened by the advent of cultural studies, have sought to
preserve both their positions and their image as the radical avant-garde within the academy through
the metonymic displacement of “internal,” or linguistic, for “external,” or geo-cultural otherness
(5). 85
Timothy Brennan has argued that “theory leans on the postcolonial, and is even parasitical of
it, in the sense that an occult subalternity is conceived as theory’s deepest and most irreducible
value” (2006: 16). 86 Contextualizing his statements, Brennan admits that similar critiques have a
long history in the fields of cultural and postcolonial studies. The list of authors who have
systematically located and analyzed contemporary Anglo-American theory’s inconsistencies and
obfuscations is weighty, including names such as Edward Said and Raymond Williams (9).
In my own exploration, I do not wish to demonstrate the existence of theory’s reductive
tendencies within postcolonial studies, for that has been done, by Chow and Brennan among others.
My contribution is limited to the dissection of isolated instances of the recent discussion, with the
aim of offering a diagnosis of how the ideological presuppositions at stake shape the discourses’
methodological procedures and determine their epistemic frontiers. Only by offering such a close
analysis can the limits of metonymic discourses be specified and eventually expanded. By
redeploying the problem in and through the figure of metonymy, my attention is specified further by
the analysis of a particular logic; a logic indivisible from the interests that structure it and the
material support in which it is expressed.
In both this and the following chapter, the idea of metonymic discourses is central. The first
section below elucidates my usage of the term. It is distinct from – while drawing on – Lacan’s
understanding of “metonymy” and its dialectic with “metaphor.” The section explains the specific
and perhaps unconventional way in which I use these two tropes in the present study, and clarifies
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My own usage of the term, in the restricted sense, follows that of Chow throughout this chapter.
For simplicity’s sake, I will use the terms “internal” and “external otherness” throughout. Nonetheless, I must clarify
that although Chow herself does employ the term “internal otherness,” she does not use “external otherness.” My usage
of the latter is achieved through logical extrapolation and follows Christopher Bush (2005) who, also in reference to
Chow’s work, employs both terms.
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Brennan’s definition of “theory” is even more confined than Chow’s. Brennan sums up his arguments: “Theory, then,
as I mean it, is an American and British translation of French refinements of conservative German philosophy.” (2006:
9, emphases in text)
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the reasons for which I employ them as tools of analysis in a literary, ideological and epistemic
critique of postcolonial criticism that is not particularly concerned with psychoanalysis.
In the subsequent section, I contextualize the term regarding postcolonial criticism. I analyze
the implications of Chow’s denunciation that certain academics tend to replace cultural with
linguistic otherness. While here my “pretext” of departure is the rhetorical strategy of metonymic
displacement that Chow addresses, in the next sections my pretexts of departure are rhetorical
strategies practiced, rather that addressed, by given authors. 87 Thus, for example, section three
opens with an exploration of one sentence by Adorno. What was found to be characteristic of
metonymic discourses in postcolonialism, namely, an approach to difference and deferral as content
values, is now contrasted with a perspective in which difference and deferral act as structuring
principles.
The pretext motivating the fourth segment is a parallelism that Robert Young establishes. It
allows me to address the tensions that arise when considering the two previous sections in
conjunction, and enables a situated discussion of the metonymic tendency within postcolonial
theory. Section five delves into the foundational non-space that shapes metonymic discourses into a
particular ideology. This time, the analogy that serves as my pretext functions on a much wider
scale than Young’s and is authored by Homi Bhabha. The rhetorical strategy from which I depart in
the last section is Gayatri Spivak’s figure of “the subaltern.” It helps funnel the issues I have
brought up in the chapter into a question at the heart of “the ideology of the signifier”: the problem
of the subject.

Metaphor and Metonymy
Psychoanalysis is of importance to understanding the postcolonial paradigm because of the way in
which the discipline historically developed. In Dark Continents. Psychoanalysis and Colonialism,
Ranjana Khanna, a literary theorist at Duke, makes use of the tools offered by the discipline while
simultaneously “reading psychoanalysis symptomatically” to “understand it as a masculinist and
colonialist discipline that promoted an idea of Western subjectivity in opposition to a colonized,
feminine and primitive other” (2003: ix). She explains that
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Here and below, I refer to the rhetorical strategies on which I focus as “pretexts” not only because they are the motif
that precedes and gives way to my own argumentation but also because, in a sense, I am using these excerpts as excuses
to address much larger issues that are contained in the cases only synecdochically.
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psychoanalysis could emerge only when Europe’s nations were entering modernity through
their relationship with the colonies. The concept of self and the event of being that emerge in
psychoanalytic theory … developed in relation to the concept of the European nation-state.
This factor makes psychoanalysis crucial for the understanding of postcoloniality and
decolonization. (10)
My endeavor is both more circumscribed than Khanna’s and has a shifted emphasis. I focus on the
postcolonial response to the colonial enterprise, and on analyzing and historicizing the theoretical
production of postcolonialism rather than that of psychoanalysis. Yet, following Khanna, I seek to
explore the continuities she discovers between “the concept of self,” “the event of being” and the
“nation-state,” the last of which, more often than not, turns into the question of “statelessness” in
contemporary theory. Such continuities are explored at the end of this chapter with respect to the
work of Gayatri Spivak, in Chapter Two with regard to that of Homi Bhabha, and in the last chapter
with regard to that of Julius Nyerere. In this section, I focus on the single work in psychoanalysis to
which I give substantial attention in this study: Lacan’s “The Agency of the Letter in the
Unconscious or Reason Since Freud.” 88
The lecture took place, as the French psychoanalyst himself recalls, “on 9 May, 1957, in the
Amphithéàtre Descartes of the Sorbonne” (1977a: 738). To a significant extent, Lacan’s talk was
determined by the particular nature of the audience that had gathered at the Descartes amphitheater
on that day over fifty years ago: all had in common a literary training. In appreciation of his
audience’s professional expertise, the lecturer’s key formulation was that the unconscious is
structured like a language.
Lacan’s proposition that the unconscious is structured like a language is paradigmatic not
only because it signals the great impact that linguistic theory has had on Lacanian and postLacanian psychoanalysis, but also because it points to the impact that psychoanalysis itself has had
outside its traditional sphere of influence, that is, in literary theory, discourse analysis, and
associated fields. French philosophers Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe (henceforth,
N&L-L ), in their book-long analysis of “The Agency of the Letter,” affirm that the text marks
psychoanalysis’ passage from mere subordination to an actual intervention in the order of the
theoretical, particularly regarding “theoretical jurisdictions other than its own” (1992: 6). Hence,
Lacan’s influence on contemporary theory, and particularly his conception of the relationship
88

Although I do not approach this lecture as a cultural object, keeping Khanna’s historization of the discipline in mind,
I subject Lacanian theory to critical re-configuration with the aid of two other authors in the chapter that follows, while
keeping a distance from its ideological assumptions with the aid of Silverman (1983) in the present chapter.
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between language and the subject, not psychoanalysis as such, nor the human subject in a
psychoanalytic sense, are what concern me here.
As I indicated in the Introduction, my interest is to trace the subject of postcolonial
discourse. I am concerned with that subject as (the access point to) a textual position in the context
of the international division of labor. I investigate its literary dynamics, its epistemic value and its
function as cultural capital. In contrast, psychoanalysis is traditionally concerned with the subject to
the extent that its affects and psychic processes are concerned. Yet, as N&L-L argue in The Title of
the Letter: A Reading of Lacan, Lacan’s essay is inscribed in a three-fold register, of which
psychoanalysis is only one, the other two being an “academic discourse” on “literature,” and a
“scientific discourse” on “the order of knowledge” (1992: 10). It is likely that Lacan shared this
view, since it is one of the major propositions by N&L-L, and Lacan reportedly appreciated their
deconstruction of his work. As a matter of fact, in one of his seminars, Lacan praised the authors’
analysis and, although he took issue with their conclusion, he recommended it to his pupils for what
he considered its “remarkably explanatory value.” Lacan described the text as the best close reading
of his work he had come across and he regretted “never having obtained anything that comes close
to it from my followers” (Lacan qtd. in Raffoul and Pettigrew 1992: vii). 89
There is a second reason why it is adequate to make use of “The Agency of the Letter” for a
non-psychoanalytic enterprise. The abstract, structuralist aspect of Lacan’s writing, which in the
humanities today is seldom taken as an engaging aspect of his work, may prove productive in the
present context. Lacan’s reliance on algorithms, for example, allows for a swift translation of his
ideas to other fields. Dany Nobus, a Belgian scholar in psychoanalysis at the University of Bristol
(U.K.), reports that “Lacan confessed unreservedly to his faith in the ideal of mathematical
formalizations, because he considered them to be transmitted without the interference of meaning”
(2003: 65). Lacan’s attempt to cleanse his formulations of meaning gives those propositions
independence from a particular semantic and/or disciplinarian field; it makes them applicable in
principle to a number of different contexts and facilitates extrapolation.
Having given some pointers as to why I rely on Lacan’s work for a project of a nonpsychoanalytic nature, allow me to indicate why I focus on metaphor and metonymy. Lacan
develops the proposition that the unconscious is structured like a language by translating Freud’s
concept of “displacement” as “metonymy,” and “condensation” as “metaphor.” Through these
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The Title of the Letter was initially presented as part of a seminar led by Jacques Derrida, who also complimented the
text. François Raffoul and David Pettigrew are the translators of that book. The references above are from the
“Translator’s Preface.” See also 1992: vii-viii. Their citation of Lacan is from Séminaire XX.
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tropes, Lacan addresses not only literary dynamics, but also the constitution of the subject in and
through language. Because of this double function Lacan’s understanding of the tropes will be
helpful in my analysis of textual subject positions.
Furthermore, a focus on metaphor and metonymy helps to address my concern with
ideology. N&L-L argue that “[t]he true function of the subject is one that can be analyzed into the
following two elements of connotation: metonymy and metaphor” (1992: 71). The view of the
tropes as elements of connotation is also held by Kaja Silverman, who works at the University of
California, Berkeley as a cultural theorist. With reference to the French literary theorist Roland
Barthes (1915-1980), Silverman argues that “connotation introduces into texts what might be called
a ‘cultural unconscious’” and in this way “provides one of the chief vehicles for ideological
meaning” (1983: 108). 90
The two tropes may similarly be understood to function as a “cultural code.” In her
continued reference to Barthes, Silverman explains the concept:

a cultural code is a conceptual system which is organized around key oppositions and
equations, in which a term like “woman” is defined in opposition to a term like “man,” and
in which each term is aligned with a cluster of symbolic attributes … Cultural codes provide
the basis for connotation. (36)
Metaphor and metonymy are less basic or popular oppositions than “man” and “woman,” so they
cannot be treated as a key cultural opposition. Nevertheless, within the context of contemporary
academic discourses that are the object of my analysis, they do function as a key set, each of them
aligned with a cluster of socio-culturally established attributes. Metaphor is commonly associated
with identity, closure, and proximate concepts connected with the epistemic paradigm of the
Enlightenment. Conversely, metonymy is commonly associated with difference, open-endedness,
the split subject, and other such notions associated with the post-structuralist paradigm. In
90

Silverman insists that “Barthes’s model also suggests that the relationship between a connotative signifier and a
connotative signified can only be explained through reference to a larger social field, a social field which is structured in
terms of class interests and values” (29). Yet, as Silverman goes on to clarify “[t]here are of course certain problems
with this model, some of which Barthes himself attempts to resolve in S/Z and elsewhere. One such problem is the
assumption that whereas connotation necessarily involves an ideological coercion of the reader or viewer, denotation
engages that reader or viewer at an ideologically innocent level” (30). With reference to Althusser, Silverman further
argues that denotation is not free of ideology either (30). The difference between connotation and denotation is
ultimately only one of the degree to which the meaning produced by each of these forms is conventionally established
(31-32). As Silverman suggests, Barthes’s revised understanding of denotation in S/Z posits denotation as ideological
insofar as it is actually a hyper-naturalized form of connotation (32). Hence, the fact that metaphor and metonymy are
elements of connotation makes them viable objects of ideological analysis.
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contemporary works in cultural studies, such as those of Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner (1990:
esp. 15), and Dan Fleming (1996: esp. 162), metaphor is criticized for its alleged tendency to freeze
the flow of signification in identity and resemblance. In contrast, metonymy is celebrated as
contingent, desire-inflicted, and open. 91
Since I wish to address ideology through my analyses of these tropes, I will be more
concerned with the cultural significations that they bear than with their technical definitions. Still,
accounting for the latter will allow me to better address their ideological charge. Hence, I account
for my definition of the tropes, with reference to the 1958 lecture where Lacan characterizes them
(1997a). I also refer to a previous lecture, where he discusses desire. The reason for this is that, as
Silverman suggests, desire marks “the inauguration of meaning” and the subject’s “entry into the
symbolic” (176). In order to follow the semiotic possibilities of Lacan’s teachings regarding the
two tropes, I thus turn to “The Mirror Stage.” 92
On the 17th of July, 1949, as a participant at the 16th International Congress of
Psychoanalysis in Zurich, Lacan delivered a paper that was to become a classic: “The Mirror Stage
as Formative of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience” (1977b). In it, he proposed that the
subject is constituted in terms of desire. This desire marks the subject’s own impossibility, because
fulfilling it would require the subject to occupy the place of the other, which is, by the laws of time
and space, impossible. The core metaphor around which the lecture is woven is that of a child
seeing himself in the mirror, for the first time. The child identifies with his own reflection. Given
that this identification involves a displacement, a projection of the self into an outward, spatial
dimension, this encounter marks the subject’s lifelong identification of the self in terms of the
Other.
The reflection that the child beholds in the mirror forms a complete, autonomous whole.
This image clashes with the child’s proprioception in the present, as he is not yet self-sufficient. His
image also clashes with the child’s experience of himself prior to the mirror encounter. Facing the
mirror, the infant’s previously undifferentiated, multi-sensory relation with otherness is now
91

Exceptions that rehabilitate the possibilities that “metaphor” may open up are Margaroni 2006, exploring the concept
of “metaphoricity”; and Bal 2006, developing the concept as a verb: “to metaphor.”
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I also address the question because, as Silverman elaborates, “desire has its origins not only in the alienation of the
subject from its being, but in the subject’s perception of its distinctness from the objects with which it earlier identified.
It is thus the product of the divisions by means of which the subject is constituted” (176). Furthermore, as Silverman
states, the unconscious is “fully defined … by culture”; therefore, “[t]he desires it cherishes have not only been silenced,
but produced by the censoring mechanism. In other words, they are mediated through those prohibitions that serve to
structure society” (73). In sum, desire points to both the subject’s internal dynamics and to the external ideological
conditions by which these internal dynamics are partially constituted.
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recalled as a threat of fragmentation. Thus, identification is always already structured around the
Other as threat of self-disintegration and around desire for the Other. This desire is the desire to
become the autonomous whole that the image promises and, also, a desire to return to a state of
undifferentiated unity with otherness.
In this way, “The Mirror Stage” describes the infant’s entry into the Imaginary, the realm
that accounts for a primary sense of self, the first step in the constitution of subjecthood. But, for
Lacan, the subject is only fully constituted in the realm of the Symbolic, the dominion of language
in which the subject is inscribed. I now turn to the Symbolic to account for the importance of
occupying the place of the Other, when metonymy and metaphor are concerned. That realm is dealt
with in “The Agency of the Letter.”
Lacan’s stated aim in that lecture was to debunk what were then common misreadings of the
work of Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), in which fixed meanings were assigned to isolated symptoms.
Instead, Lacan emphasizes the importance of syntax; hence his proposition that the unconscious is
structured like a language (1977a: 739). In stating that the unconscious is structured like a language,
Lacan is not saying that it is expressed by using the same material support as does, for instance,
English or French. The signifiers by which the unconscious is expressed find their support in
physical symptoms, slips of the tongue, dreams, and jokes. So, rather than referring to material
support, the proposition refers to the notion that the unconscious operates on the basis of the same
articulating principles as English or French. As in other languages, signifiers that correspond to the
unconscious produce meaning by virtue of their combination along a signifying chain that is
regulated by the laws of a closed order.
Lacan’s stress on the syntactic properties of language and, therefore, on the centrality of
“place” in the production of meaning, has a major ontological implication. Inscribed in the
Symbolic, the subject is to be understood, quite literally, as the place that it occupies in language.
This is to say that the subject, in the ontological sense of the word, is none other than the subject in
the grammatical sense of the term (745-46, 753-56). Therefore, in discussing metaphor and
metonymy, Lacan is also discussing the constitution of the subject as such. 93

93

In their “Translator’s Preface” to The Title of the Letter, Raffoul and Pettigrew explain: “The subject – that is, the
subject revealed by psychoanalysis – is to be understood simply as an effect of the signifier, a subject of the letter.”
They elaborate, quoting occasionally from Lacan: “The subject, then, as speaking subject, ‘is not subjectivity in the
sense of being master of meaning,’ but rather is simply ‘the locus of the signifier.’ This is a reversal of roles, indeed, in
which the so-called Lacanian subversion of the subject has been located and recognized” (1992: x, xvii). Yet, as the
translators go on to explain, N&L-L question this alleged subversion. In Lacan’s “reinscription of the subject as a lack,”
N&L-L find that “traditional metaphysics (of subjectivity, of meaning, of truth) is not so much destroyed or radically
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To expand on this question, let me briefly recall Lacan’s earlier lecture, “The Mirror Stage.”
There, he posited that the subject is constituted in terms of his desire. This desire marks his own
impossibility, given that his full self-realization is situated at two equally impossible extremes.
Desire is anchored in the hope of a return to the state of undifferentiated unity. But this possibility is
lost by the very fact of the self’s awareness of its own selfhood. In addition, this desire is anchored
to a displaced ideal image, initially as represented by the mirror and, subsequently, by other human
beings. This second site of magnetism is also by definition unreachable, as reaching it would
literally require the occupation of the same space-time as the other.
In “The Agency of the Letter,” Lacan offers a modified version of Ferdinand de Saussure’s
diagram: “Signifier over signified,” visually represented as capital S and small s, separated by a bar:
S/s. Metonymy is the displacement from signifier to signifier along the horizontal axis of language,
an incessant sliding of signifiers above the S/s bar (740, 744). Through metonymy, the perpetual
deferral that characterizes desire is enacted. The subject seeks to become fully satisfied, which is to
become fully signified, which is to attain a perfect match between signifier and signified: a crossing
of the S/s bar. But, as indicated in Lacan’s 1949 lecture, this match is an impossibility. The slippery
chain of unsatisfied desire can never be fulfilled, and so metonymy is the place of the subject’s lack
of being (1977a: 756).
Metaphor, however, offers a way out. Metaphor is the place where a signifier, quite literally,
occupies the place of another. In metaphor, the signifier that is to be replaced is abolished from the
material level of discourse but “only in order to rise again in what surrounds the figure of speech in
which [it] was annihilated” (745). The incoming signifier is able to retain the absent signifier as its
signified insofar as the rest of the syntactic unit indicates the place it occupies as that of the missing
signifier. In metaphor, then, the displaced signifier transfers its meaning to the signifier that
occupies its place at the stated level of discourse. The signifier that is absent at the written level of
the text becomes the signified of the signifier that replaces it at the material level of language. The
absent signifier thus crosses the S/s bar (745–746). By crossing the bar, the displaced signifier
becomes fully signified, which is to become fully satisfied. Lacan poses that metaphor, while rarely
occurring, is linked to the question of being (756). Thus, even when "being" is tainted with the

subverted as inverted and displaced in that very inversion. Lacan’s project then continues to inscribe itself in an
‘ontology’” (xviii, emphases in text). This question of Lacan’s alleged persistence in a traditional metaphysics of
subjectivity is the single point with which Lacan took issue when recommending The Title of the Letter at Seminar XX.
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Imaginary for Lacan (also in the sense of being illusory, untrue), its elusive realization in the
Symbolic occurs in metaphor. 94
Here my account of Lacan’s understanding of the two tropes ends. Before making explicit
how this view of the rhetorical figures is beneficial to my own endeavor, I must engage in a
comparison between Lacan’s and more common definitions of the two figures. As may be
appreciated, Lacan offers an idiosyncratic understanding that differs from the classical rhetoricalsemiotic sense of the terms. As N&L-L indicate, even the two examples that illustrate these tropes
in “The Agency of the Letter” are only dubiously reconcilable with the classical definitions. N&L-L
point to the fact that in Lacan’s text metonymy “is introduced by the well-known paradigm of the
‘thirty sails.’ These sails are classified by Fontanier as a synecdoche of the part – and thus outside
metonymy” (72). A less strict but still classical definition of metonymy would also include
synecdoche as a kind of metonymy; yet, the point here is the conflation of the two in Lacan’s
definition. A similar irregularity is noted by N&L-L regarding Lacan’s illustration of metaphor,
which “seems hardly classifiable as an example of metaphor in the strict sense: at least two
metonymies can be discerned here, one of the instrumental cause … and the other of the effect”
(73). Let me return to the standard definition of the tropes to identify the reason for Lacan’s
divergence.
Since classical Greek antiquity, metaphor and metonymy have been defined in terms of
similarity and contiguity respectively. As Kaja Silverman argues, “metaphor is in essence the
exploitation of conceptual similarity, and metonymy the exploitation of conceptual contiguity”
(1983: 111). Silverman notes that even though metaphor and metonymy are

of course most familiar as verbal tropes … the definitions which are rehearsed and the
examples which are cited from Aristotle through the eighteenth century indicate that
language is not fundamental to either metaphor or metonymy, which are vehicles for
expressing nonlinguistic relationships. (110, emphases added)
94

In concentrating on the 1958 and 1949 lectures, I have only dealt with what is known as “the first Lacan (the Lacan
of the signifier and of desire …)” and not with “the second Lacan (the Lacan of jouissance and the objet a …)”
(Braunstein 2003: 114). Yet Braunstein views this opposition between Lacan’s earlier and latter work as Manichean.
He therefore focuses on the connections between desire and jouissance: “If desire is fundamentally a lack, lack in
being, jouissance is positivity, it is a ‘something’ lived by a body when pleasure stops being pleasure” (104). Desire is
“the metonymy of being”; while symptom is “a paradoxical satisfaction, the jouissance of denying jouissance” (103,
106). Jouissance itself cuts across the signifying chain: “the drive is a factor that, on finding closed the regressive path
to the encounter with the lost object – the object of desire – is left with no alternative but to press forward … In this
sense, the drive is jouissance, not because it has a calming effect, not because it achieves satisfaction or satiety, but
because it builds the historical, it establishes the memorable in an act that is inscribed, in relation to the order of the
signifying chain, as a deviation or even as a transgression.” (105)
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This observation leads Silverman to conclude that “[m]etaphor … exploits the relationships of
similarity between things, not words,” and “metonymy exploits relationships of contiguity between
things, not words” (110, 111; emphases added).
This conception is distinct from Lacan’s, in which the literality of the word prevails. As
N&L-L indicate, Lacan’s understanding of metonymy may be summarized as a “word to word”
relationship, while Lacan’s formula for metaphor is “one word for another” (72, 75; emphases in
text). Lacan is concerned with the relation between words, not things, his sole concern being the
linguistic nature of the relationships. The first reason for this is that Lacan focuses not only on
words, but on their literality. For example, when he mentions metonymy (which, as I have
indicated, he conflates with synecdoche), he refers to a signifier as the part standing in for the whole
of the “signifier over signified” relation, not so much to the relationship between the objects that
the signifiers happen to represent. N&L-L indicate that in Lacan’s example of the thirty sails “‘the
thing’ is not ‘to be taken as real’” because “it is the connection of the signs which produces the
figure, not that of the referents.” According to them, Lacan “wants to eliminate meaning along with
reality” from metonymy (72, emphasis in text). Leaving meaning (the signified) and reality (the
referent) aside, metonymy for Lacan is a figure that almost exclusively concerns the sphere of the
signifier, that is, the material support of language.
Moreover, Lacan writes that “[m]etaphor occurs at the precise point where meaning occurs
in non-meaning” (2004: 150). 95 N&L-L explain that “Booz,” the proper name erased from the
material level of discourse in Lacan’s example of metaphor, disappears “not only as a proper name,
but also as the name of a father, the one who must be killed” for the symbolic to emerge and
signification to occur. The authors elaborate: “The signification of Booz as father in ‘his sheaf’
brings paternity of all signification to light here: it is engendered from non-meaning, that is to say,
from outside of the signified and in the pure signifier” (75, emphases in text). Hence, a major
peculiarity of Lacan’s understanding of the tropes is that he uses them to describe intra-linguistic
relationships: to refer to the relation between signifiers and signifieds, or to that between signifiers
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Taking my cue from N&L-L, here I have exceptionally chosen Fink’s translation. Sheridan’s translation reads
“metaphor occurs at the precise point at which sense emerged from non-sense” (Lacan 1977a: 746). Sheridan’s choice
of verb and verbal tense gives the phrase a teleological motivation which the original does not explicitly have. I choose
Fink’s interpretation insofar as it reproduces the structural, rather than chronological, emphasis of the French phrase:
“métaphore se place au point précis où le sens se produit dans le non-sens.” (Lacan 1966: 508)
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and other signifiers, but always to elements that are internally constitutive of what he terms “the
letter.”
As N&L-L explicate, “the letter … designates the structure of language insofar as the
subject is implicated therein” (27, emphasis in text). They move on to suggest that to argue that the
letter implicates the subject is also to take the subject to the letter. This literalization of the subject
stems partly from the fact that “the subject borrows the material support of its discourse from the
structure of language” (27-28, emphasis in text). 96 The materiality of the signifier, Nancy and
Lacoue-Labarthe continue, is defined by Lacan in two ways: “as its indivisible character,” and “as
the signifier’s ability to be located, its ‘relation to place’ … but this localization is always,
strangely, a ‘being out of place.’” Because of this misplacement and because it is unquantifiable,
“[t]he letter is matter, but not substance.” Hence, N&L-L describe the letter’s materiality as an
“odd” one (28, 29). They suggest that Lacan’s “odd materiality,” neither idealist nor materialist,
falls into neither of the major currents in Western philosophy (28).
Lacan’s concern with this “odd materiality” leads his attention away from what the words
involved in the tropes mean, and towards their “signifiance.” As Nancy and his colleague explain,
“signifiance” is “not signification itself” but “that which makes signification possible” and which
operates “at the edge of signification” (62, emphasis in text). As a result, Lacan’s account of the
tropes concerns the material support of language, and meaning only plays a part insofar as it relates
to this material support. Yet this material support, as I have shown, is closely linked to the figure of
the subject.
The letter, understood as the literalization of the subject, operates differently in each of the
two tropes. As N&L-L contend, “[m]etaphor gathers in itself … the function of the subject and that
of the word; it is the locus where the latter takes possession of the former and ‘literalizes’ it” (75).
Conversely, metonymy, understood by N&L-L as Lacan’s “blow” to “Saussurean linearity,” points
to both the limits and the possibilities of the “autonomization of the signifier” (73). Metonymy is
“the twist which breaks the syntagma and pulverizes it into isolated signifiers”; yet, it indicates
“that the ‘one word for another’ [metaphor] must follow the twists and turns of the ‘word to word’
in order to take place” (73, 76). N&L-L claim that metonymy is not only “the syntagmatic trope”
for Lacan, as it is for Russian linguist Roman Jakobson (1896-1982), but becomes “the figure of
syntagma” itself (72). In other words, metonymy refers to a trope, or twist, taking place at the
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The other element from which the literalization of the subject stems is the fact that “the structure of language exists
prior to the entry that the subject makes there.” (Lacan 1966: 495 qtd. in N&L-L 1992: 27)
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operative, not at the representative level of language. The scale here is of much smaller – or partial
– units than that involved in the usual understanding of the trope. N&L-L insist that:

Metonymy is thus not a figure in the sense of an ornament or a manner of speaking which
would keep meaning safe. It is the syntagma as an axis or twist [tour] by which meaning is
impoverished in the letter of discourse (73, emphasis in text)
In short, metonymy refers to a figure or twist that takes place in the letter of discourse, along the
syntagmatic or horizontal axis of language.
As my account of “The Agency of the Letter” suggested, the traditional association between
the syntagmatic axis of language and metonymy, on the one hand, and between the paradigmatic
axis of language and metaphor, on the other, not only persists in Lacan’s own definition of the terms
but is central to his understanding. Yet, this does not necessarily mean that he persists in the
traditional association between metaphor and similarity, nor in that between metonymy and
contiguity. Lacan’s break away from those associations is not surprising if we recall his interest in
avoiding “the interference of meaning,” and in concentrating on the formal aspects of his objects or
tools of investigation (Nobus 2003: 65). The paradigm vs. syntagm opposition, in contrast to
similarity vs. contiguity, is more akin to Lacan’s interest in the formal dimension of language
because “the former set stems from twentieth century scientific theorising in linguistics,
anthropology, ethnology and the history of science,” while “the second set contains more traditional
notions” (Dirven 2002: 86). In Metaphor and Metonymy in Comparison and Contrast, Belgian
linguist René Dirven writes that “the opposition between the syntagmatic … and the paradigmatic is
located at the more formal … level, and the opposition between similarity (or contrast) at the
semantic … level” (2002: 86). 97 As he goes on to explain, “the contiguity-similarity dichotomy was
not first seen or formulated by Jakobson or other structuralists, but it has a long tradition going back
a very long way in the history of philosophy, rhetoric and linguistics” (87). Furthermore,

On the whole, Jakobson himself is not very clear on the link between the two sets of
oppositions; nowhere does he say how one could see a possible link between the
syntagmatic vs. paradigmatic dichotomy and the contiguity vs. similarity (or contrast)
dichotomy. (Dirven 2002: 87)
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Although now formally retired, René Dirven is still active at the University of Duisberg (Germany), and at the
Linguistic Agency University Trier (LAUD; Germany), which he founded.
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The unstable inclusion of similarity and contiguity in Jakobson’s theory is practically abolished in
Lacan’s appropriation. Nonetheless, Jakobson’s association of metaphor with paradigm and
metonymy with syntagm remains central for Lacan, because this association puts emphasis on the
syntactic or formal rather than the semantic or content related aspects of the tropes (see Dirven: 86).
I suggest that the diagrams explaining metaphor and metonymy in “The Agency of the
Letter” lead us to think again of syntagm as the horizontal axis of language and paradigm as the
vertical one. This presentation draws attention to the structural commensurability of the two axes
rather than to their differentiated functions. This subtle shift of emphasis that I find takes place in
“The Agency of the Letter” leads me to assert the following. The text may be interpreted as
contesting the traditional definition of metaphor and metonymy in terms of similarity and contiguity
respectively. Furthermore, the similarity vs. contiguity opposition is not akin with the formal logic
of Lacan’s representation of the tropes because it is catachrestic. It conflates two other oppositions:
similarity vs. difference and contiguity vs. discontiguity. In this opposition, metaphor is a priori
associated with content and metonymy with structure.
The reduction of metaphor to semantic content has determined its frequent association with
identity. Meanwhile, metonymy, as I have discussed above, is often associated with the structural
aspect of language; with its performative (as opposed to its informative) register. Such an
understanding disregards the fact that semantic content and syntactic articulation are two aspects of
language that structure each other and cannot be isolated as localizable and discrete ontological
entities. 98 Thus, for example, to locate performativity in a particular rhetorical figure such as
metonymy is to forget that performativity is a function of language and, as such, cannot be exempt
from the workings of metaphor either. 99
Therefore, the classical association of metaphor with similarity and metonymy with
contiguity (preposterously) obliterates Lacan’s emphasis on the structural (rather than semantic)
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Kaja Silverman emphasizes this point when she argues that “since there are no privileged terms, only an infinite play
of differences, no element can ever be said to represent (i.e. to be subservient to) another, either at the paradigmatic or
the syntagmatic level. The choice of one term does not imply the repression or censorship of those which are
paradigmatically connected to it … they are all present in their absence, which is to say present through their
differences. And the syntagmatic operation requires so high a degree of differentiation that a device like alliteration or
assonance, which establishes a relationship of similarity between contiguous terms, can disrupt the forward movement
of a signifying chain” (106, emphasis in text). Actually, Silverman, who is concerned with metaphor and metonymy as
figures of articulation between what in Freudian psychoanalysis are known as the primary and secondary processes,
shows how both tropes participate in the dynamics of differentiation proper to the secondary process. See also 80-81.
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Revisiting British philosopher of language, J. L. Austin (1911-1960), and following Derrida, Culler declares
performativity to be a “dimension of all speech acts.” (2000: 506)
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properties of both these tropes. 100 In Lacan’s definition of the tropes, the literality of the letter
prevails and, only as a consequence of this focus, semantics comes into play belatedly. This is
because, as Silverman argues, “[a]lthough Lacan repeatedly emphasizes the linguistic status of the
signifier – its formal properties,” the Lacanian signifier partially “encompasses what Saussure
would call the signified,” resulting in a definition of the signifier that is actually “an elusive blend
of idea and form” (164). Similarly, N&L-L argue that “the syntactic and the semantic are more
conflated than distinguished” in “The Agency of the Letter” (73). The conflation that the two
writers observe is a result of what they have described as Lacan’s focus on “the letter,” which is
constituted by an “odd materiality” and has agency in “significance.” Lacan’s focus on the syntactic
touches upon the semantic only insofar as meaning emerges from a play of differences within
language as a closed system (see Silverman 164).
Lacan’s emphasis on the association of the two tropes with the vertical and horizontal axes
respectively, reveals as a secondary trait the fact that the vertical axis of language is also where
semantic similarity is found. Like metaphor, which, to paraphrase N&L-L, is the paradigmatic trope
as well as the trope of paradigm, paradigm refers foremost to an axis, a structural alignment
operative in language as a closed system. From this perspective, the similarity vs. contiguity
opposition reduces metaphor to the semantic aspect of language before the fact. The reading of
Lacan that I propose allows me to view the two tropes on equivalent terms, that is, without an a
priori association of each with either form or content. This reading is pertinent for when I consider
how “metonymic discourses” reduce metonymy to a substitution based on contiguity exclusively,
and metaphor to one based only on similarity. Metonymic discourses surreptitiously persist in an
opposition between form and content. As I have argued, they associate this opposition with the
epistemic paradigm of the Enlightenment but claim to transcend it, since they are aligned with the
historically undervalued “form” side of it.
The interpretation of metaphor and metonymy outside the opposition between similarity and
contiguity is possible because Lacan, in defining metaphor as articulation along the vertical axis of
language (across the S/s bar), emphasizes the particularity of the formal mechanism that eventually
produces a discrete meaning (for instance, that of metaphor as the place of being). Metaphor is not a
substitution based on similarity but a movement across the vertical axis of language. Coincidentally,
100

On the notion of preposterous history, see Bal 1999, where she concentrates on the dialogic nature of art history and
proposes that through the act of quotation, chronologically anterior works operate as a retroactive comment on posterior
ones, both works thus holding a co-constitutive relationship. Here and below, I employ the notion to refer to a similar
process in the history of the theorization of the tropes.
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this is also the axis along which signification, that is, the correspondence between signifier and
signified, takes place. This match produces “being” as a realization, the surfacing into the material
support of language of something that had hitherto persisted unexpressed. Hence, Lacan’s metaphor
vs. metonymy opposition does not entail a content vs. function dichotomy, but shows how these
distinct meanings (content and function) are respectively associated with a rhetorical figure
(metaphor or metonymy) by virtue of a particular form of structural articulation proper to each
(vertical or horizontal transfer). 101
Furthermore, I argue that in Lacan’s definition of metaphor place plays as central a role as it
does in metonymy. This brings his conception close to the “two-domain approach” to metaphor,
developed by linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson. They suggest that metaphor,
in contrast to metonymy, involves two contexts: a target domain and a source domain, which are set
in relation by the paradigmatic trope (1980). In other words, two discontinuous domains are put into
relation with each other through the operation of metaphor. Although the Lacanian approach brings
about a similar emphasis, the reasons for which this happens differ. To explain how so, I return to
the standard view of the tropes.
Usually, and in accordance with Jakobson’s proposals, metaphor, as a paradigmatic
operation, is associated with processes of selection and substitution, while only metonymy is
associated with context. Metonymy, as a syntagmatic operation, is associated with “combination,
i.e. each sign consists of smaller and simpler units and finds its own context in a more complex
linguistic unit so that combination and contexture are two facets of the same operation” (Dirven:
76). Nonetheless, as Silverman suggests, this does not imply that place is irrelevant in paradigmatic
relations, where it operates at a different level. As she explains, while syntagm determines a
signifier’s discursive place, paradigm determines a signifier’s systemic place (103-104).
But even this differentiation becomes unstable when we take into account “[t]he Lacanian
signifier [as] an elusive blend of idea and form” (Silverman: 164). Silverman calls attention to the
fact that “whereas Saussure indicates that both signifiers and signifieds enjoy paradigmatic
relationships, Lacan associates those relationships exclusively with the signifier” (163).
Furthermore, Lacan connects the syntagmatic with the signified just as he associates the
paradigmatic with the signifier. Actually, continues Silverman, “the signified is the syntagmatic
element. Lacan thus denies the possibility of meaning inhering in any isolated unit, attributing
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I have discussed an opposition between form and content, as well as one between function and content. Both are
actually variations of the basic opposition between structure and content, “form” and “function” being derived from
emphasizing different aspects of “structure.”
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signifying capabilities only to the discursive complex” (163-64, emphasis in text). Both tropes
participate in meaning production insofar as they demarcate relational places in “the two nonoverlapping networks of relations that they organize” (Lacan 1977: 126 qtd. in Silverman 1983:
163).
Moreover, due to the fact that Lacan counter-intuitively identifies the signified with the
syntagmatic and the signifier with the paradigmatic, he transcends the exclusive alignment between
the syntagmatic and discourse, the paradigmatic and system. In contrast to system, discourse
involves the material dimension of language, that is, the signifier. Lacan’s identification of
paradigm and signifier entangles paradigm with discourse, giving rise to what N&L-L term “the
letter” in its “odd materiality.” Therefore, although syntagm determines a signifier’s discursive
place, while paradigm determines its systemic place, this distinction cannot be considered an
absolute.
N&L-L indicate that Lacan understands the letter “as the signifier’s ability to be located, its
‘relation to place’” (28). Consequently, Lacan’s concern with “the letter” as that which “designates
the structure of language insofar as the subject is implicated therein” in turn leads him to conceive
metaphor as “the locus where the [word] takes possession of the [subject] and ‘literalizes’ it” (N&LL: 27, 75; emphasis in text). Metaphor is the locus where “the text finally anchors itself’” (141). As
N&L-L clarify:

This anchoring of discourse hence forms a system (through the privilege granted to
metaphor …) with Lacan’s preference for the paradigmatic (vertical) axis of language over
syntagmatic linearity. (147)
In the last section of their book, Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe argue that this anchoring is to a large
extent the anchoring of the subject as being in the signifier. They reach this interpretation by tracing
a sub-textual reference in “The Agency of the Letter” to the question of being as depicted by
German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976).
In sum, the ephemeral realization of the subject as signifier in metaphor destabilizes the
otherwise clear-cut distinction between metonymy’s association with discursive, and metaphor’s
association with systemic forms of contextualization exclusively. 102 Recall that in Lacan’s account
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Furthermore, as will be elaborated in Chapter Three through my analysis of the work of Canclini, “The Agency of
the Letter,” especially when read with the aid of N&L-L, allows us to conceive of a third subject position. In distinction
from the enunciating and enunciated subjects, this third position may be conceived as a “systemic subject,” which has
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of metaphor, absent and stated signifiers attain resonance through each other insofar as the one is
related to the set of relationships proper to the other. The incoming signifier is able to retain the
absent signifier as its signified because the rest of the syntactic unit indicates the place it occupies
as that of the missing signifier (1977a: 745). In Lacan’s words, the displaced signifier disappears
from the explicit level of discourse “only in order to rise again in what surrounds the figure of
speech in which [it] was annihilated” (1977a: 745).
Recuperating Lacan’s emphasis on structure, in this study I frame the opposition between
metaphor and metonymy in terms of discontiguity vs. contiguity rather than similarity vs.
contiguity. I have yet to make explicit a crucial factor for this choice: that since “simultaneity” is a
form of “discontiguity” it is included under the latter category. Furthermore, simultaneity is a
common form of discontiguity that presents itself in metaphor. As Lacan phrases it, like in
polyphony, language produces meaning by the vertical superposition of elements and thus “all
discourse is aligned along the several staves of a score” (743). This is to say that “discontiguity”
refers not only to the target and the source domains that the trope correlates, but also to the
expressed and suspended semantic elements that coexist at the same point in time in metaphor.
I should also clarify why I sometimes refer to these tropes as an “opposition”; as “formulas,”
or “operations.” This language, which may sound rather schematic for a discussion of literary
figures, responds to the fact that, following Lacan, I take them as referring to “words, not things.”
More specifically, I take them as referring to the inner workings of words and the ways in which
these produce meaning rather than that meaning itself. Since I take metaphor and metonymy as
respectively referring to a realization and a displacement of the S/s relationship, the scale at which
my analyses are situated is, by and large, that of the letter.
In the case of metaphor, if I explore similarity at all, I take it as a secondary trait. In the case
of metonymy, more often than not, I persist in Lacan’s conflation of it with its subclass,
synecdoche. In the context of psychoanalysis, this conflation serves the purpose of pointing to how
metonymy is not only a displacement, but a specific type of displacement through which an issue
too big or weighty to deal with consciously is substituted by a smaller and more manageable one. In
that context, displacement is always already a matter of (not) dealing with an issue in its entirety by
making it appear as a smaller one, by presenting the part for the whole. In the context of my own
the “status of a non-subjective subject – that is to say a plural, combinatory subject, neither present to itself (it is without
consciousness) nor in a definite place (since it is reduced to a calculus of odds)”( N&L-L: 87-88). The systemic subject
is equivalent to the position that, in the general Introduction, I described as the subject position at the root of
postcolonial discourse: the structuring principle of a field.
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project, I maintain Lacan’s conflation in order to address how some displacements in postcolonial
discourses serve to cover up a weighty problematic by substituting it with one of its minimal
constituent parts. Having defined the tropes, I now turn to how they connect to the cultural code I
name “metonymic discourse.”

Metonymic Discourses
I have offered my understanding of metaphor and metonymy. But what relationship do these figures
have with the central concept of my concern, “metonymic discourses”? I do not use that notion to
refer to texts that employ the trope, but to refer to what Kaja Silverman describes as a cultural code:

a conceptual system which is organized around key oppositions and equations, in which a
term like [metonymy] is defined in opposition to a term like [metaphor,] and in which each
term is aligned with a cluster of symbolic attributes. (1983: 6)
I use the notion of metonymic discourses to describe texts in which the contemporary appreciation
of values such as difference and deferral and the contemporary skepticism regarding questions such
as identity and resemblance have degenerated into a more intricate version of precisely what they
set out to criticize.
The central reason why I have devised the notion is that, referring to a formally, culturally,
and ideologically specific practice that is relatively dominant within contemporary postcolonial
theory, it helps me to locate the subject of postcolonial discourse, which I understand as a textual
subject position that emerges relative to this discursive practice. To elaborate, let me turn again to
Silverman’s The Subject of Semiotics. There, she is critical of Lacan insofar as “[t]he assumption of
a primordial lack justifies him in locating the mirror stage prior to the symbolic order” (191). In
Lacanian theory, Silverman argues, lack is thus naturalized as primordial, and seen as being merely
reproduced in a cultural system of signification that takes further the originary alienation of the
subject. Hence, “the continuity of lack from one regime [the imaginary] to another [the symbolic]
ultimately overrides everything else, and makes impossible any real critique of the present cultural
order” (192). As Silverman claims, the alleged anteriority of desire (motivated by lack) to its
culturally specific production hides the fact that the desires that the unconscious “cherishes have not
only been silenced, but produced by the censoring mechanism. In other words, they are mediated
through the prohibitions which serve to structure society” (73).
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To be “able to conceptualize that desire as belonging to a culturally and historically
determinate Other – to a particular symbolic order, and not to the universal or absolute,” Silverman
proposes to read the Lacanian model “in relation to the dominant discursive practices which defined
[its] immediate context, and which still largely prevail” (192). Likewise, she proposes to read the
mirror stage as only retroactively prior to the symbolic order. Once “read with these precautions,”
Lacan’s model can help us clarify “not only the relation of signification and subjectivity to the
present symbolic order, but the part played by … difference in the determination of each” (192). 103
Although Silverman is concerned in these passages with the subject in the psychoanalytic
sense, her precautionary reading of Lacan influences my approach to textual subject positions in a
number of ways. First, it allows me to read the realization of being in metaphor as the reconciliation
of a divide that is preposterously constituted. Likewise, it allows me to understand metonymic
displacements as motivated by a culturally instituted lack. Finally, it lets me regard the desire that
molds these discourses in specific ways as correlative with the ideological and socio-historical
structures in which it is embedded. 104
Before putting to test that approach, it is important to stress that metonymic discourses
should not be conflated with metonymy. I use “metonymic discourses” to refer to discourses where
metonymy is privileged over metaphor and, hence, their mutual structural dependency is
understated. 105 Moreover, I use the term to refer to discourses in which both metonymy and
metaphor are essentialized, conceptualized as respectively holding the content “difference” or the
content “identity.” With the help Adorno, below I propose that the excessive emphasis on difference
freezes the flow of signification it allegedly sets out to counteract. Once reified in metonymy,
difference is no longer something that occurs in dialectic tension with identity, no longer
performatively enacted in the logical dimension of a discourse, but only present as content or
rhetorical illustration. Hence, I conceive no negative property in metonymy as such. My concern is
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Silverman refers here to sexual difference specifically. I have edited out what is a crucial specification in
Silverman’s theory due to the different focus of my own analysis. Nonetheless, Silverman’s concern with the role of
sexual difference in the relation between signification and subjectivity informs my view of the part played by the
production of cultural difference in that same relation.
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In chapters to come, this will allow me to explore textual subject positions as cultural capital, since the alleged
possibility of separating “being” from “meaning,” as well as of declaring the former anterior to the latter, endows these
positions with culturally legitimate epistemic value. Regarding the relationship between being and meaning, see
Silverman 1983: 192.
105
Because of this inequality, I tend to advance metaphor in my specific analyses, simply because it is what happens to
be lacking, not because of an intrinsic value. I consider that the mechanisms of difference and deferral that are usually
sought for by authors of metonymic discourses cannot operate outside the dialectic of both tropes.
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rather with how difference has been reified by means of the trope. Similarly, I am concerned with
the reification of identity in metaphor.
The metonymic tendency is a common trend in postcolonial discourses. South African
literary scholar at Warwick University (U.K.), Benita Parry (2004), as well as Arif Dirlik (2007),
have both addressed the textual idealism, commonly known as “textualism,” that dominates the
field. 106 In calling their reader’s attention to the need of seriously incorporating large-scale
economic and historical variables into postcolonial analyses, both authors have exposed the
shortsightedness of less inclusive endeavors. 107 But it is Rey Chow who has ultimately, even if
implicitly, framed the problem in terms of a metonymic displacement. She argues that U.S.-based
post-structuralist academics use “internal otherness,” that is, difference as a function of language, to
replace the actual other and, by addressing the former, obfuscate their neglect of the latter. In this
simulacrum, argues Chow, linguistic difference stands in for a geo-political, historical, and
economic reality that those academics cannot afford to acknowledge (1998: 3-5).
Chow claims that such scholars “tend to dismiss positions of otherness defined in positive,
phenomenological terms,” instead grounding their claim to otherness on a differentiation that is
“internal to the fundamental forms of logocentric signification.” This attempt “to blast open the
generality of the Western logos with the force of an exotic species/specialization from within” has
left in Western thought “the indelible imprints of an internal otherness.” Cultural studies, as it
confronts Anglo-American theory with otherness “in the form of other – non-Western cultures,” has
brought the substitution of internal for external otherness to a crisis (1998: xvii, emphases in text).
However, this act of metonymic substitution is denied by means of a chronological reversal.
In Chow’s words, “the turn toward otherness that seems to follow from the theoretical dislocation of
the sign is, strictly speaking, the very historicity that preceded the post-structuralist subversion”
(1998: 5, emphases in text). This obfuscation is metonymic insofar as it presents the effect as the
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I place the term in between inverted commas for, as I have mentioned in the Introduction, I do not believe
postcolonial criticism’s lack of political positioning to be a problem of text versus reality, but a question of how this
relationship is conceived. Actually, such a usage of the term “textualism” practically converts political inoperability and
written discourse into synonyms, thereby transforming political questions into ontological ones.
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Both Parry and Dirlik have highlighted the association between Homi Bhabha’s work and the contemporary
tendency towards textual idealism. In Parry’s words “Bhabha’s essays, written over more than a decade and in
circulation for some time before their publication in a collected edition in 1994, are a strong articulation of the linguistic
turn in cultural studies” (2004: 55). Parry also comments that “Arif Dirlik, who is Bhabha’s most disobliging critic, has
charged him with ‘a reduction of social and political problems to psychological ones,’ and with ‘substituting poststructuralist linguistic manipulation for historical and social explanation’ (‘The Postcolonial Aura’, p.333, n. 6).” (59)
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cause. 108 Moreover, two associated terms are also conflated: the cultural other and negativity as a
logical function. Chow states: “the long-standing hegemony of Western thought has in part been the
result of the successful welding together of otherness and negativity” (1998: xxi). 109
In light of the previous section, Lacan allows me to read Chow in a different way. The
substitution of internal for external other is metonymic insofar as there is no vertical
correspondence between the two. The metonymy described by Chow points to the inadequacy of the
traditional understanding of metaphor and metonymy on the basis of the opposition between
similarity and contiguity, because the metonymic displacement she witnesses relies entirely on the
similarity between socio-cultural otherness and linguistic difference. The catch is that this similarity
is limited to the proximity of elements within a common semantic field. Hence, the mechanism is
extremely literal and can succeed only by ignoring the ways in which context disrupts the
equivalence between the terms compared. In this sense, too, the strict association between
metonymy and context becomes questionable, for only metaphor, if we recall the “two-domains
approach” established by Lakoff and Johnson, operates by taking into consideration the source as
much as the target context of the signifiers at stake. 110
What makes the phenomenon described by Chow a metonymy rather than a metaphor is that
there is no actual analogy. Here, I employ the term “actual” in two senses. First, I understand it as:
“in action or existence at the time; present, current” (OED). 111 Metonymy, as opposed to metaphor,
does not establish an actual analogy because the two terms of the equation (signifier – signifier)
cannot co-exist at the same point in time. Metonymy implies transference along contiguous
elements and is characterized by deferral. There is no actual analogy because the realization of
meaning (understood as the exact correspondence between signifier and signified) is always
postponed.
Secondly, I take “actual” to mean, “existing in act or fact … carried out; real; – opposed to
potential, possible, virtual” (OED). When considering metonymy, the former sense is closely linked
108

In the classical rhetorical understanding of the term, the “effect for the cause” type of metonymy is clearly distinct
from the “part for the whole” metonymy (synecdoche) visualized by Chow, and which I had been discussing so far. As
argued above, in accordance with Lacan I do not distinguish between both sub-forms of the trope. Yet I do analyze the
implications of the “part for the whole” substitution.
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Chow contends that this conflation between the postcolonial other and negativity as such is preceded by the
categories of class and gender, because “the critique of capitalism begins with a labor of negation … and ‘woman’ …
has always been theorized as … the negative truth of man. Hence, class and gender, the two key players that have
partaken in the dismantling of Western thought from within, both work negatively, as bearers or markers of differences
that underpin Western language, metaphysics, work and sexuality.” (1998: xvii)
110
Here I refer to context in both the literary and historical senses.
111
The order of the definitions which I describe as “first” and “second” refer to their organization within my own
discourse, not to the numbering of the entries in the Oxford English Dictionary - OED.
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to this one because the lack of an immediate correspondence between signifier and signified
interrupts the realization of signification. In this sense, metonymy is not actual, as in not “real,”
because, in contrast to metaphor – where the outgoing signifier is realized as the signified of the
incoming signifier insofar as the remainder of the syntactic unit indicates the place it occupied –
metonymy does not rely on “what surrounds the figure of speech” to activate and actualize a
signifier’s potential meaning (Lacan 1977a: 745). From another perspective, this is to suggest that
metonymy is the place of a subject’s lack of being (see Lacan 1977a: 756).
The substitution of internal for external otherness thus takes away attention from an actual
other by transference to a virtual other. To phrase it otherwise, the name of difference is made to
stand in for difference itself. Here it is important to note that we are dealing with synecdoche, a
metonymy whereby the part stands in for the whole. The change in focus from the external to the
internal other is a matter of scale. This scale is also one of values: Chow is clear in arguing that
scholars are not merely displacing attention from one place to another, but are attempting to cover
up a large issue by focusing attention on a small one (1998: 5).
The metonymy in question denies the real, co-existing other by diverging attention to
otherness in the abstract. But the mechanism’s rhetoric does not stop there, for the small issue is
capable of covering up the large one. The part succeeds in usurping the place of the whole not
because of its weightiness, but precisely because it is so unsubstantial. This brings me to the
question of virtuality. In the following chapter, I elaborate on virtuality as that which usurps the
name of reality by simulating its effects. 112 In the synecdoche that concerns me here, the part
substituting for the whole is also a virtual category that seeks to take the place of its extra-linguistic
counterpart.
This ontologically confounding move inverts the terms of the equation. In metonymic
displacement, as denounced by Chow, the other as actual subject is deprived of his subjecthood and
reduced to a signifier of otherness as an abstract function. The socio-cultural other is the signifier
standing in for linguistic difference, which now appears to be the term reaching beyond the material
support of language. Hence, the introduction of the virtual dimension simulates a metaphoric
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Virtuality is that which is so “in essence or effect, although not formally or actually; admitting of being called by the
name so far as the result or effect is concerned” (OED, emphasis added). It is in following this definition that we may
say that a particular virtual object seeks to appropriate the name of a corresponding real one by simulating its effects.
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relationship between the two terms. This simulation consists not in transcending language, but in
allowing a linguistic category to occupy the place of the real. 113
Due to this naturalization of language I take the substitution of internal for external
otherness to be typical of metonymic discourses. Let me substantiate this statement by recalling my
unease with the contention that metonymy encapsulates the performative aspect of language.
Performativity is not a trait proper to, but the operative aspect of, any rhetorical device. Only as an
effect provoked, as an apparent content or subject matter, is it characteristic of metonymy and not of
metaphor. But the cultural code that appears to be subversive because it celebrates historically
undervalued concepts, views metonymy as escaping identity. Yet identity persists through that code
in two ways: in the recognition of performativity as a content value, and in the similarity between
the internal and the external other.
Metonymic discourses take the metonymy’s comments on itself (that is, its effects) at face
value, because they are themselves elaborated from a metonymic perspective that is guided by a
radically literal impulse. I do not believe this hyper-literality to be an inherent feature of theory in
the strict sense. However, I do believe that a juncture of historical and intellectual circumstances,
converging in and around First-World academies today, have facilitated the disablement of some of
the critical possibilities opened up by the post-structuralist intellectual inheritance, while
simultaneously triggering its conservative potential. Hypothetically, as Gayatri Spivak (1994: 8690) and Robert Young (2001: 411-426) have argued, concepts denoting difference and deferral,
paradigmatically Jacques Derrida’s différance, have much to offer to postcolonial studies. 114
However, as with metonymy, such notions may easily become essentialized and thus be rendered
ineffective. This is not to suggest that the provisional attribution of reductive identities is altogether
foreign to the creation of concepts. What Adorno calls the identifying mode of thinking operates by
default in any epistemological endeavor (1983: 147). Rather, it is to suggest that the tendency
towards essentialization of terms that describe functions may not be as easily perceived as in the
case of terms describing ontological qualities (such as “woman” or “black”).
The essentialist tendency in metonymic discourses may be associated with the exacerbation
of spaces of articulation to the degree that they can no longer exert their function, having become
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This is a naturalization of language, hence, an ideology, according to Culler’s (1973) and de Man’s (1982) cited
definitions of the term.
114
As Derrida holds, “The two apparently different values of différance are tied together in Freudian theory: to differ as
discernibility, distinction, separation, diastem, spacing; and to defer as detour, relay, reserve, temporization.” (1982: 18,
emphases in text)
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things in themselves. Jameson has observed that the disregard for the syntagmatic dimension of
language (and for temporal organization in general) is characteristic of postmodernism: “The crisis
in historicity now dictates a return, in a new way, to the question of temporal organization … and
indeed, to the problem of the form that time, temporality and the syntagmatic will be able to take in
a culture increasingly dominated by space and spatial logic” (1991: 25). In the field of
postcoloniality, I am similarly concerned with how the syntagmatic disappears de facto precisely in
discourses that most celebrate the notion.
Adorno exploits the syntagmatic dimension of language logically and performatively.
Hence, his writing may prove productive in view of the contemporary tendency to essentialize
difference and ontologize functions. Another reason why this revisit is pertinent is that, as Dirlik has
observed, the contemporary emphasis on difference has foreclosed the discussion of that which
unifies, namely, “capitalist modernity,” which, as Dirlik argues, “thrives on the production of
simulacra – including the simulacra of cultural difference” (2007: 8).
In the following section, I present a reader’s experience when confronted with a couple of
sentences by Adorno. Some today would find the return to Adorno redundant, because
contemporary discourses have already named, developed and stabilized into concepts that which are
merely intuitions implicit in his modus operandi. However, I return to Adorno’s work precisely
because there questions of difference and deferral are central only as operative functions. I also
return to it because it focuses on how difference and deferral are products of identity. Finally, I
contend that the conflation between the phenomenological other and logical negativity, highlighted
by Chow, may be most pertinently addressed through Adorno’s characteristic process: the negation
of the negation. 115

The Identifying Mode of Thought
Let us suppose a reader. She reads:

As the thinker immerses himself in what faces him to begin with, in the concept, and as he
perceives its immanently antinomical character, he clings to the idea of something beyond
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“The negation of the negation” is the most succinct way to describe the methodological principle of Adorno’s
Negative Dialectics (1983), first published (in German) in 1966. In the following section, I will only deal with the first
two points mentioned above. This third point concerning negative dialectics as such will only be dealt with towards the
end of this chapter.
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contradiction. The antithesis of thought to whatever is heterogeneous to thought is
reproduced in thought itself, as its immanent contradiction. (Adorno 1983: 146)
The reader is reading the passage at least for a second time. She reads it again and again because
the more she tries to make sense of it, the more her understanding seems to be poked at rather than
encouraged. But this reader is not easily discouraged; once again she dives into the first sentence. If
the reader lets herself flow along the stream of words, time and again she reaches an impasse; a
logical impossibility in the resolution of meaning. If she is to persist in her readerly duty, she has no
choice but to return, and to turn to the structures that weld the parts together. The sentence makes
her understanding hesitant. It simultaneously suggests and interrupts her half-formed thoughts; it
does not lead her to a synthesis, instead forcing her to analyze.
In what follows, I account for this virtual experience in reading the first sentence of “On the
Dialectics of Identity” in Adorno’s Negative Dialectics (1983). I take this single reader’s
experience as characteristic of the experience I believe Adorno’s writing in general compels.
Hence, my own approach, as I suggested in the introductory section, does not escape the
synecdochic. Indeed, I take that passage as synecdochic of Adorno’s grammatical constructions,
which tend to call the reader’s attention not only to contradictions, but also to the sum of
contradictions and to the way in which their superposition allows them to simultaneously
potentialize and cancel each other out. Thus, Adorno does not write: “As the thinker immerses
himself in the concept,” but postpones informing his reader what it is the thinker immerses himself
in, writing instead: “As the thinker immerses himself in what faces him to begin with.” Only then
does he introduce a subordinate clause clarifying, “in the concept.” In this way, Adorno puts
emphasis on the opposition, on the action of facing, before giving way to the idea of a concept as a
fixed entity occupying that space in front of the thinker. 116
Furthermore, Adorno is not explicative in his supplementary clause. He does not clearly
phrase out something like, “and that which faces the thinker from the start is in fact the concept,”
but simply allows the reader to reach that conclusion by placing the sub-clause in syntactic analogy.
Adorno does not emphasize discrete, localizable entities, such as the thinker, the concept, or
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I am leaving aside the whole question of translation that would, doubtlessly, alter my reading of Adorno, whose
writing is particularly known for its untranslatability. I am using the only published translation in print of Negative
Dialectics that is available in English, that by E. B. Ashton (a translation by Robert Hullot-Kentor is forthcoming with
the University of Minnesota Press). Ashton’s translation has been charged with over-literariness, a fault that I find,
nonetheless, most convenient for the present purposes.
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singular words producing meaning in and of themselves, but the structures by which these entities
are partially constituted, such as syntax, or the relationship between thinker and concept.
Two other questions emerge that again underscore the centrality of relation to the process of
knowing. First, there is the question of the parts of speech the author favors. Conjunctions are
notably absent. Oftentimes a word can be read as qualifying either a preceding or a following subclause. Hence, the author’s production of meaning, while forcefully thrust in a specific direction,
resists finality and remains indeterminate. Curiously enough, adverbs appear with great frequency,
as if qualitative differences in processes –as opposed to things – are important to define.
Second, emphasizing the importance of grammatical place in the production of meaning,
Adorno uses what I term “placeholders” with great frequency. In the sentence above, the phrase “in
what faces him to begin with” would be such a placeholder. Placeholders usually replace a noun,
the introduction of which is postponed, retained, or simply implied. Sometimes the missing noun,
without being present, is clearly localizable; at other times, it remains ambiguous. What remains
constant is that these phrases retain the place of an absent entity to foreground the logic within
which it is structured, taking attention away from the entity as an independent unit. 117
The reader has been confronted with one contradiction that, though perhaps difficult to come
to terms with, is perfectly comprehensible: the thinker is immersed in a concept that was initially
opposed to him. To this contradiction is now added another: one intrinsic to the concept itself that,
as Adorno claims, is “immanently antinomical.” Transcending the initial distance that separates him
from the concept, the thinker immerses himself in it to find that the entity is itself wrought by
contradiction. Nonetheless, that contradiction may be logically resolved. However complex, Adorno
is narrating a story, using words to re-present an idea, and so the reader may follow. The major
difficulty arises when the third clause is introduced.
Grammatically, that third clause is supposed to contain a resolution. The first clause sets a
condition, the second clause emphasizes and prolongs the expectation by insisting on a further
condition, so the third clause is expected to relieve that tension by finally telling the reader what
happens when the thinker “immerses himself in the concept” and as he perceives “its immanently
antinomical character.” But, given that the reader is being told repeatedly that what the thinker
encounters is ceaseless contradiction, the reader’s expectation is not so naïve; she thinks she already
has quite a clear picture of what it is that the thinker will come to, in the end.
117

Other placeholders in the same paragraph would be “whatever is heterogeneous to thought,” to refer to “the
concept,” or, “what it [the concept] covers” to refer to “the particular.” (146)
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With this third clause, Adorno’s introduction of contradiction is most disruptive. The
resolution is precisely the opposite from what the reader has been led to expect. The author does not
phrase it explicitly, but his grammatical constructions confront the reader with the following
insight: precisely because the thinker is placed in opposition to the concept, and precisely because
the concept is itself contradictory, the thinker does not cling to contradiction, as the reader
(teleo)logically expects, but quite the opposite: the thinker seeks to contradict contradiction itself.
While previously Adorno narrated contradiction, here he performs it. In contrast to previous
occasions, this contradiction is not handled as a concept to be discerned, but enacted as a disruption
of the logic that the reader must follow.
Hence, the central concept here is that of contradiction, which produces difference, yet never
names it. This is why Adorno’s passage serves as a good counterpoint for my analysis of
metonymic discourses. Discursively and performatively, Adorno’s modus operandi is centered on
the confrontation of entities, while metonymic discourses are concerned merely with the product of
that confrontation. In them, the operativity of difference has become stagnated and transformed into
a content value. Similarly, as will become clearer below, those discourses are characterized by
skepticism of identity to the extent that the role of identity in the production of difference is entirely
disregarded. Adorno (preposterously) recuperates the operativity of difference by setting it in
context of its dialectic with identity. 118
Hence, in contrast to metonymic discourses, the recognition of the differences between the
particular and the universal, as well as between the qualitative and the quantitative, are crucial to
Adorno. I will discuss the conceptual weight of these relationships for his theory below. Here, I
wish to account for the synecdochic presence of this principle in the sentence I have analyzed; I am
referring to Adorno’s use of placeholders. These facilitate the introduction of qualitative difference.
By keeping operative a place that indicates that a particularity should arrive, yet foregrounding the
logical structure within which that particularity is located, placeholders enable the reciprocal
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As I have argued, the obscured essentializing tendency of metonymic discourses rests on the reduction of metonymy
to a substitution that is based exclusively on contiguity, and metaphor on similarity. This contrast relies on the binary
opposition between form and content. The cultural code I contest simply inverts rather than questions that opposition.
This suggests that, as deconstruction teaches, metonymic discourses are, like any other discourse, founded upon the
structural logic of oppositions that may be made vulnerable as their mutually constitutive nature is exposed (See Derrida
1982: 10; Klages 2008: 2). However, in metonymic discourses the persistence of these foundations is not recognized;
the mechanism of self-referentiality, in constantly exposing that foundational logic of language, allegedly subverts it.
The radical self-referentiality of metonymic discourses also draws away attention from an external referential
framework. Consequently, the situatedness of a metonymic discourse remains hidden, and appears to be its very
condition of being. It presents and relates to itself as the structuring principle rather than as a particular construct.
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questioning and actualization of the universal and the particular. 119 This dialectic, as the one that
Adorno establishes between identity and difference, is not unlike the workings of metaphor, as
envisioned by Lacan, Lakoff and Johnson. In all cases, the element of the enunciator’s concern is
set into context through the correlation of a target and a source domain.
Furthermore, as previously discussed in relation to metaphor, placeholders recall the
centrality of context in the production of identity. As Adorno puts it, “the thing itself is its context,
not its pure selfhood” (1983: 162). When an analyst approaches an object, it is critical for him or
her to be aware of the constellation in which it appears, because “the history locked in the object
can only be delivered by a knowledge mindful of the historic positional value of the object in
relation to other objects” (163). Just as Adorno observes regarding the object that is analyzed in the
constellation that situates it historically, a word in a sentence is diversely illuminated by the
elements that surround it. Hence, the word or object realizes itself only as it opens itself up to
exteriority, an exteriority which, in turn, “potentially determine[s] the object’s interior” (Adorno,
1983: 162). Each element of the constellation illuminating it from a particular angle, the word is
realized just as it is contextualized. In the next section, I turn to this realization of language in
context. 120
Before I do so, let me return one last time to the first two sentences that appear under the
subheading “On the Dialectics of Identity” in Adorno’s Negative Dialectics. This time, I want to
intervene in the text to introduce a qualitative difference, making use of Adorno’s placeholders in
order to substitute one particular for another. Hence, I return to the fragment by way analogy;
submitting different particulars in the same, overall logic. 121 The analogy would read: “As she
immerses herself in what faces her to begin with, in the text, and as she perceives its immanently
contradictory character, Adorno’s reader clings to the idea of (attaining) something beyond
contradiction. The antithesis of her thought to whatever is heterogeneous to it – in this case,
Adorno’s text – is reproduced in her own thought as its immanent contradiction.”
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What I have called Adorno’s placeholders play a role equivalent to that of the zero in the mathematical mode of
representation. Amongst mathematicians zero is often referred to as the “universal enabler.” This is because zero, while
literally adding nothing, is capable of unlocking qualitatively different possibilities in articulation with the other digits;
likewise, it enables the appearance of substantially different dimensions, such as the introduction of negative numbers.
In the history of mathematics, zero initially appeared with the development of positional notation, in order to demarcate
“nothing in this column.” In other words, zero came into being as a simple placeholder. See Kaplan 1999.
120
This grammatical contextualization is not only spatial, but also temporal. As Adorno states “cognition of the object is
cognition of the process stored in the object”; the constellational approach unlocks the object’s (or the word’s)
“sedimented history.” (163)
121
In so doing, I intend to probe Adorno’s universal proposition with the particular experience of his virtual reader.
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This analogy, implying a correspondence between thinker and reader on the one hand, and
concept and text on the other, deals with a parallel logic on two distinct ontological registers.
Grounding the concept at the level of its linguistic formulation and the universalized thinker as a
gendered reader, my analogy emulates a parallel paradigmatic shift from Adorno’s moment to our
own. This movement, although epistemologically productive and ethically pertinent, cannot afford
to disregard its own reliance on the abstract underpinnings of its formulation.
To clarify this point let me further analyze the analogy. The process undergone by the reader
in reading that first sentence of Adorno’s is best described by the second sentence: “The antithesis
of thought to whatever is heterogeneous to thought is reproduced in thought itself, as its immanent
contradiction” (146). In other words, Adorno not only describes, but also stages an encounter
between a subject (whether it be the thinker or the person reading) and an externality. This
externality, the concept in the case of the thinker and the text in the case of the reader, has the form,
yet not the ontological status, of thought. The opposition between the subject and the specific
externality in question is reproduced in the subject’s own thought. 122
However, this reproduction of an external contradiction, precisely because it is a reproduction, is supposed to follow rather than precede the encounter. Yet, it must simultaneously
precede the encounter since it is immanent to thought, and since thought is one of the two entities
realizing the encounter. This chronological contradiction exposes identity as a by-product of
confrontation that appears as immanent to the thing. 123 Therefore, this understanding of identity
contrasts with its implicit definition in metonymic discourses. In metonymic discourses, identity is
associated with metaphor exclusively. This is to say that identity is associated with the immediate,
unmediated realization of the signified in the signifier. Hence, the only contestation possible is
unidirectional deferral along the chain of signifiers, a movement that, to borrow Arif Dirlik’s
expression, may be described as delineating a teleology of space (2007:11). This binary opposition
between fixation and movement reduces movement to deferral and forecloses the possibility of
more complex forms of chronological contradiction, as the one proposed by the Frankfurt
philosopher.
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In this sense, the externality considered is similar to the “real abstraction” considered by Žižek who, in turn, borrows
in his definition of the term from both Lacan and Sohn-Rethel. Žižek states that the real abstraction may be seen as “the
form of thought external to the thought itself – in short, some Other Scene external to the thought whereby the form of
the thought is articulated in advance. The symbolic order is precisely such a formal order which supplements and/or
disrupts the dual relationship of ‘external’ factual reality and ‘internal’ subjective experience.” (1989: 19)
123
Adorno states that “after the unspeakable effort it must have cost our species to produce the primacy of identity even
against itself, man rejoices and basks in his conquest by turning it into the definition of the conquered thing: what has
happened to it must be presented, by the thing, as its in itself.” (48)
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I do not use the adjective “complex” here lightly. I use it to refer to the degree of variety in a
form of organization. Morin proposes that “in opposition to reduction, complexity requires that one
try to comprehend the relations between the whole and the parts.” In complex epistemological
approaches, he continues, “the principle of reduction is substituted for a principle that conceives the
relation of whole-part mutual implication” (2005: 6). Furthermore, the principle of disjunction and
of conjunction operate together in complexity (2005: 6). While in this section I have explored such
a form of complexity in a fragment by Adorno, in the sections that follow I assess the implications
of (lack of) complexity in the approach to otherness in some passages by Young, Bhabha and
Spivak.
I draw this section to a close by pointing to why metonymic discourses tend to remain
devoid of complexity. Adorno’s negative dialectic is characterized by its resistance to arrive at a
final synthesis. Nonetheless, he recognizes the sine qua non need for thought to function through
synthesis, or what he calls “the identifying mode of thinking” (147). Conversely, metonymic
discourses rely on a purely analytic tendency. Their epistemological interest tends to be reduced to
the simplest form of (linguistic) organization: mutually constitutive binary oppositions. Rather than
incorporating the awareness of this structural basis into alternative constructs, they resist moments
of synthesis at all cost. Paradoxically, they do not avoid freezing the flow of signification, but
merely displace its site of coagulation from semantic elements to syntactic functions. This
exacerbation of language’s structural traits and the concomitant disregard for its referential and
enunciative situatedness is also the central tension at stake in Robert Young’s distinction between
language and discourse, which I examine below.

The Constellational Actualization of Language
Robert Young’s Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction (2001) shows the ways in which the
intellectual tradition of postcolonial criticism has played a determining role in the configuration of
socio-political agency. In its programmatic account of the historical ties between this tradition and
social resistance movements in the Third World, the book can be read as Young’s effort to vindicate
postcolonial criticism as politically pertinent. But, although Young insistently contests the
accusations of textualism made on the field, one significant exception remains. It concerns his
appreciation of the theory’s commitment to language in contrast to discourse.
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In his differentiation of the two terms, Young relies on Michel Foucault. As Young argues,
for Foucault “a discourse is an epistemological device which constructs its objects of knowledge …,
the objects of reality and the ways in which they are perceived and understood” (2001: 388). A
discourse’s molding force exceeds the subjective register of objects and events. In The Archeology
of Knowledge, Foucault writes that “the atom of discourse” is “the statement” (Foucault 2002: 90).
Young explains, “the statement itself constitutes a specific material event, a performative act or a
function, an historical eruption that impinges on and makes an incision into circumstance” (Young,
2001: 401-2). 124 I conclude that for Young discourse is constitutive of both knowledge – the located
and shared subjective register of objects and events – and history – the ontic dimension of objects
and events as they unravel in time. 125
Discourse’s double bind in knowledge and history is what most clearly differentiates it from
language. 126 As I intimated at the beginning of this chapter, I associate the referent with the realm of
history (and ontology), and associate the signified with the realm of knowledge (and epistemology).
If we understand language as a series of signifiers producing meaning by virtue of their combination
along a chain that is regulated by the laws of a closed order, then we may say that the trespass of
language (in its purely formal capacity) into the realms of the referent (history) and the signified
(knowledge) constitutes discourse. Young phrases it in the following way: “Discourse is language
that has already made history” (2001: 400). Discourse is the actualization of language in the two
senses of “actual” previously indicated. Language may be understood as a virtual category, as
discourse in its potential state. 127
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Furthermore, discourse “is primarily the way in which a knowledge is constituted as part of a specific practice whose
knowledge is formed at the interface of language and the material world.” Young adds that “[t]he difficulty – but also
the value – of his [Foucault’s] analysis is bound up with this desire to characterize discourse as a material, historical
entity. Whereas language can be considered solely in the aesthetic realm of the text, and knowledge can be considered
in the abstract, transcendental field of philosophy, discourse works in the realm of materiality and the body, in the
domain of objects and specific historical practices.” (2001: 399)
125
In my usage of the term “knowledge” here, I rely on Foucault. What he terms savoir is “a domain in which the
subject is necessarily situated and dependant” (2002: 202). Furthermore, situatedness is constitutive of knowledge
because the latter is “defined by the possibilities of use and appropriation offered by a discourse,” that is, by “the
totality of points of articulation on other discourses or on other practices.” (201)
126
Young does not define “language” straightforwardly, as he does “discourse.” Yet, there is a clear implication of what
he means by the term in the way that he opposes it to that of “discourse.” I believe that implication to be broadly similar
to Lacan’s (1977a), which is that which I follow most closely in the definition above.
127
Strictly speaking, language, while not covering the realm of the referent, does cover the realms of both signifier and
signified, not that of the signifier alone. In other words, the signified is inherent to language. Nonetheless, in the spirit of
Lacan’s provisional approach to language in its purely formal capacity, as a system purged of meaning, I presently align
the realization of the signified in the signifier with “discourse,” rather than “language,” so as to best distinguish the
hyper-literal tendency that concerns me here. My isolation of the signifier as something that can virtually, yet in and of
itself, carry the weight of “language” is easier to maintain within a Lacanian framework because, as Silverman argues,
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Young acknowledges that Foucault’s understanding of discourse could answer many of the
fundamental objections leveled against postcolonial theorists, as the latter have never taken
discourse seriously. As exemplified in Edward Said, the postcolonial tradition has rarely
approached discourse as a material and historical entity. Young further comments that, in the
tradition of Said’s Orientalism, colonial discourse analysis has only conceived of discourse as
disembodied knowledge, a form of representation that misrepresents what is “really there.” This,
Young argues, presupposes an “ideology-versus-reality distinction, or signifier-signified distinction,
which Foucault’s analyses explicitly reject” (399).
In stating that in Orientalism Said indulges in an “ideology-versus-reality distinction, or
signifier-signified distinction,” Young is establishing a parallel between two relations, that of
ideology vs. reality on the one hand, and that of signifier vs. signified on the other (399). In
principle, these two relations refer more or less to the same phenomenon, but on a different scale:
the former at the level of our lived experience, the latter at the level of the letter. However, this
analogy is catachrestic, especially if we take into account Culler’s approach to the relation between
reality and ideology, as well as Lacan’s approach to the one between signifier and signified. As
Culler suggests (1973), ideology is the naturalization of a narrative; a narrative’s attempt to usurp
the status of reality. Ideology and reality compete for the same place in the onlooker’s eyes: they
cannot co-exist and attain their self-definition precisely in their prevalence over the other term. The
mutually exclusive relationship that ideology and reality hold is at odds with the one held between
signifier and signified, which consists of mutual dependency. Signifier and signified can each be
defined precisely to the extent that they open up to articulation with the other term.
The word “signifier” designates an entity that represents a signified. But whether or not it
seeks to obfuscate its own representational nature is alien to the competence of the term. In using
the terms signifier and signified we recognize that in order for a single phenomenon (signification)
to take place, it must articulate across different ontological registers. Yet, when we distinguish
ideology from reality, our central concern is not the transference between two different ontological
planes but the obfuscation of one by the other as a result of specific interests. Interests, entailing
both agency and a specific order of power, are always implied in the question of ideology.
Furthermore, as Benita Parry has implied, interests always point to the structural position occupied
by a given agency (2004: x). In sum, the relation between ideology and reality, in contrast to that
the Lacanian signifier partially “encompasses what Saussure would call the signified,” producing a signifier that is
actually “an elusive blend of idea and form.” (164)
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between signifier and signified, cannot consider signification as independent of the enunciating
agency, nor can it consider signification as untainted by extra-epistemological interests. To
designate a specific narrative as an “ideology” is not only to describe it as something that names
reality, but also as something that lays claim to reality. If we understand ideology as what organizes
our mode of looking, but which we cannot see itself, then the distinction also positions the
enunciator in a situation of exteriority to the ideology described and is, in this sense, a
performative. 128
The parallelism established by Young is effective for as long as we disregard these aspects
of ideology in order to focus on those aspects shared with the signifier-signified distinction. But
then, Young’s usage requires us to leave aside precisely that aspect of language he argues we should
prioritize. I do not believe this slight contradiction to be anything more than that. However,
precisely as a slippage it points to Postcolonialism’s ideology. The foundational blind-spot of
Young’s book, I claim, is the conception that discourse is the “embodiment” of language, as
opposed to what I call its “constellational actualization.” 129
I describe Young’s conception of discourse as “the embodiment of language” because he
only requires that we admit its ontic dimension, while minimizing the constitutive role of the
structural position from which it is articulated. However, following Adorno’s claim that “the thing
itself is its context, not its pure selfhood,” the ontological dimension of language cannot be
considered independently of its positioning (162). Along with Adorno, and against Young’s
understanding of the term, I take discourse to be the actualization of the contextual elements that
potentially determine language. 130
To conceive of discourse as the embodiment of language only requires that we admit its
ontic dimension. To think of discourse as the constellational actualization of language requires that
128

I can only deem the distinction above to be a performative in principle, for, by definition, the constative and the
performative nature of a given statement are the realization of a particular potentiality, contained in principle in any
statement but realized or not according to context. As Jonathan Culler, following Derrida, concludes after discussing the
work of J. L. Austin, there cannot be “a firm separation of constative from performative” for the constative “subsists not
as an independent class of utterance but as one aspect of language use”; likewise, the performative is not a particular
kind of utterance but a ‘dimension of all speech acts’” (2000: 506). A revised version of this article now also appears in
Culler’s most recent book. See 2007: 137-165.
129
In what follows, I refer exclusively to Young’s ideology as metonymically expressed in his catachrestic parallelism.
Only further below will I refer these claims to a more panoramic view of Young’s text. Regarding the concept of
“constellation,” coined by Walter Benjamin, I adhere to Adorno’s (1983) development of it.
130
Adorno proposes that, “by gathering around the object of cognition, the concepts potentially determine the object’s
interior. They attain, in thinking, what was necessarily excised from thinking.” That surplus historicity that was
necessarily excised from thinking (i.e. that ideologically foundational blind spot) can only be unleashed “by the
actualization and concentration of something which is already known and is transformed by that knowledge. Cognition
of the object in its constellation is cognition of the process stored in the object.” (1983: 162, 163)
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we also admit its structural positioning. The notion of position presupposes a structure because it is
a particular place that can be defined only in terms of a wider configuration of relations. The sphere
of the political refers precisely to such a configuration. According to Chantal Mouffe, the political is
the potential antagonism inherent in social relations (2005: 16). Mouffe argues that this antagonism,
as the tension configuring the field of the political, is ever-present, whether manifest or not; for,
even when hegemony reigns uncontested, the possibility of an alternative persists as a structuring
tension (9-13). 131
Mouffe further argues that the repeated claim that we have reached the end of the adversarial
mode of politics serves the interests of the contemporary order of power (2, 10, 29). By relegating
that model to the past, hegemony institutes itself as the uncontested, logical apex of history (32, 35,
83). Political questions are today being displaced and reduced into moral and juridical ones (5, 13,
72-76). In this way, she argues, the possibility of debate is foreclosed. Antagonism no longer finds
an outlet in the domain of politics, traditionally a space for debate on the basis of a minimum
consensus (18-21). Hence, Mouffe claims, antagonism is increasingly acted out in terrains that
define identifications in terms of origins rather than positions (30, 72-76). 132
In these ways, Mouffe suggests that a metonymic displacement of the political (entailing
macro-logical structures of power) to ontologized identities (whether of a moral, ethnic or religious
nature) preserves today’s hegemony. 133 Young participates in such a displacement. His project to
depict postcolonial criticism as political paradoxically presents as a problem of origins what is in
fact a problem of typically late capitalist co-optation. Two chapters in Postcolonialism, titled
“Foucault in Tunisia” and “Subjectivity and History: Derrida in Algeria,” offer a sustained
argumentation of how post-structuralism may be viewed as a non-European endeavor in its origins.
131

This Belgian political theorist at Westminster University (U.K.) also states that such an antagonism can take different
forms but can never be absolutely eradicated. She also differentiates “the political” from “politics”: “If we wanted to
express such a distinction in a philosophical way, we could, borrowing the vocabulary of Heidegger, say that politics
refers to the ‘ontic’ level while ‘the political’ has to do with the ‘ontological’ one. This means that the ontic has to do
with the manifold practices of conventional politics, while the ontological concerns the very way in which society is
instituted” (2005: 8-9). She further clarifies that “by ‘the political’ I mean the dimension of antagonism which I take to
be constitutive of human societies, while by ‘politics’ I mean the set of practices and institutions through which an order
is created.”(9)
132
Mouffe associates this slippage away from the adversarial mode of politics to the end of the bipolar and the
emergence of a unipolar world order, which has led to the dissolution of the political markers that used to structure the
political imaginary, and to an alleged blurring of the frontier between the left and the right (2005: 2, 6-7, 31, 72, 76-82).
She argues that today, for example, the question of human rights substitutes, to a large extent, standard political action.
Since human rights are an unquestionable given, their predominance forecloses the political question of why things are
as they are (83-89, 123-126).
133
Here and below, I follow Gayatri Spivak in her distinction of analyses based on “macro-logical structures along
‘Marxist’ lines” and those that are characterized by a “resistance to economics, and the emphasis on concepts like power
and desire that privilege micrology” (1994: 85, 86).
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Although Young does return to the historical context of French Algeria to make this point, his
argument relies strongly on the non-Western origins of major post-structuralist theorists, notably
Derrida’s mixed ethnicity and extra-European national background. 134
This ethno-biographical approach is highlighted by Young’s concurrence with Spivak’s
retort to Benita Parry, in which Spivak justifies her work on the basis of her ethnic provenance
(Young 2001: 415). In Young’s own response to the critiques directed at him by Aijaz Ahmad, he
reinforces the geo-ethnic binary implicit in the West vs. non-West opposition and forecloses the
possibility of any political debate according to Mouffe’s understanding of the term. Against
Ahmad’s charges, Young defends his own practice of a post-structuralist postcolonial criticism on
the grounds that it is partially a product of the non-Western world. In reducing the problematic to a
question of the theory’s geo-ethnic origins, Young side steps the political question – what interests
does it actually serve? – as well as the macro-structural question: how does the theory relate to its
own place of enunciation within the contemporary order of power?
This reduction has a major methodological consequence. It works in opposition to Young’s
stated claims, since it is concomitant with the prioritization of language (understood as a virtual
category) over discourse (understood as the historical, ontological and cognitive actualization of the
former). I am referring here to Young’s defense of Derrida’s pertinence to the political struggle of
postcolonial criticism as based on the stylistic similarity between the aesthetics of Derrida’s thought
and the raids during the Algerian war. In Young’s words:

The very concept of “erasure” (rature) echoes and denies the violent razzias with which
General Bugeaud first attempted to subdue the Algerian interior. Derrida, who was to attend
the Lycée Bugeaud, constitutes the trace of that incursion that has now come home to roost
in its own system. (418)
Young is not defending Derrida’s discourse for how it intervenes across language, or at minimum
opens up the possibility, but rather exalts in how it mimics in a realist – nearly onomatopoeic – way
a historical reality.
134

To exemplify, Young’s arguments are as follow: “Those who reject contemporary postcolonial theory in the name of
the ‘Third World’ on the grounds of it being too western, however, are themselves in doing so negating the input of the
Third World, starting with Derrida, disavowing therefore the very non-European work which their critique professes to
advocate” (2001: 413). A couple of paragraphs before, quoting his own words from White Mythologies, Young argues
that: “If so-called ‘so-called’ post-structuralism is the product of a single historical moment, then the moment is
probably not May 1968 but rather the Algerian War of Independence – no doubt itself both a symptom and a product. In
this respect, it is significant that Sartre, Althusser, Derrida and Lyotard, among others, were all either born in Algeria or
personally involved with the events of the war.” (412)
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Young’s rhetoric is metonymic because equivalence in content is suggested through the
phonetic proximity of “rature” and “razzias.” Given that rature both “echoes and denies” the
razzias, the Derridean concept of erasure appears as a product of a particular reality that it
phonetically imitates to subsequently exclude it. Young’s formulation celebrates rather than
confronts that procedure. He further profits from the metonymic displacement between “General
Bugeaud” and “Lycée Bugeaud.” The fact that the school Derrida attended is named like the
General who brought about the “violent razzias” is supposed to be of consequence for Derrida’s
conceptual inventory and its relationship to the real. 135 Specifically, it leads up to the claim that
Derrida himself “constitutes the trace of that [General Bugeaund’s] incursion that has now come
home to roost in its own system.” In this phrase, Derrida, the person, is read as a trace that stands in
for a socio-politically relevant action while the proper realm of that incursion is implicitly defined
as language, rather than history, because such is the place of its roosting.
In foregrounding formal resemblance over historical incidence, Young is validating
Derrida’s writings as language while foreclosing its possibilities as discourse. Yet, his argument
suggests that an intervention (preposterously) takes place between Derrida’s language and the
history described. This false impression is attained by foregrounding the aesthetic similarity
between language and history. To propose this coincidental similarity as an argument in defense of
post-structuralism’s political pertinence is, once again, to confound the political with the
ontological. For Young is implying that the fact of a connection between language and history is to
be taken as political, independently of the order of the causality.
Young’s neglect to discuss the relation between language and discourse in terms of
positioning may be explained by his determination to avoid narratives that, like Mouffe’s, take for
granted that there is a clear, overall (geo-economic) structure “out there.” Yet Mouffe’s reading of
the contemporary order of power points to the fact that “the political,” as the structural tensions
inherent in social relations, has not collapsed with the fall of the Berlin Wall (2000). Rather,
antagonism has been reduced to a potential that, as such, paradoxically serves to actualize
hegemony. The elements in tension are so aligned that the structure itself cannot be seen.

135

In a more generous reading of Young, it could be argued that if the school was named after the general, his
arguments here have historical pertinence, pointing to the indoctrination in colonial logic. Likewise, with the issue of
onomatopoeia, it could be argued that Young is actually pointing to the possibility that there is linguistic agency below,
lower that, the level of the discursive statement. While the first of these possibilities relativizes my critique, the second
holds a potential that, if Young had phrased it out and developed in relation to postcolonialism’s distance from
Foucault, could perhaps serve to rationalize the choice of postcolonial theorists for taking that distance.
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Framing Scales
The slippage from ideology vs. reality to signifier vs. signified in Young’s text can be read as a
miniature analogy of the shift from structuralism to post-structuralism. Both ideology vs. reality and
signifier vs. signified are relations that constitute a structural unit. Because of the difference in
scale, however, the constructed aspect of the relation between signifier and signified is more
difficult to see. As Derrida himself emphatically indicates, language is a structure. But although that
statement may come as no surprise, this fact is frequently effaced by the radically literal impulse of
metonymic discourses. 136
In this section, I revisit a section in Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994: 303319). There, Bhabha criticizes the approach of Fredric Jameson in the latter’s “Culture: The
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism”. 137 Bhabha contests the stable macro-logical structures that
Jameson espouses as his fundamental analytical categories. These structures, Bhabha suggests, are
connected with Jameson’s dogmatic belief in the opposition between ideology and reality.
Reviewing Bhabha’s critique of Jameson, I intend to probe the structural commitment of Bhabha’s
own discourse, in turn associated with the opposition between signifier and signified.
In “New World Borders,” Bhabha stages a dialogue between Fredric Jameson and voices
articulated from a postcolonial perspective (1994: 303-19). He explores how each of them
articulates cultural theory in the context of globalization and ultimately aims at a demonstration of
how the latter overcome the limits of the former. The section begins with the establishment of a
parallelism between Marlow (the character from Conrad’s Heart of Darkness) and Jameson.
136

Derrida refers to language as the “structure of structures” (1978: 293). He poses that a structure is organized around a
center, the function of which was traditionally to organize and to limit “the freeplay of the structure.” This center is akin
to what I have discussed above as the foundational blind spot of ideology because “the center … constituted that very
thing within a structure which governs the structure, while escaping structurality.” For Derrida, the history of
metaphysics is “a series of substitutions of center for center.” The rupture in this history of substitutions came about
“when the structurality of structure had to begin to be thought ... From then on it was probably necessary to begin to
think that there was no center … that it was not a fixed locus but a function, a sort of non-locus in which an infinite
number of sign-substitutions came into play.” Derrida clarifies that “[t]his moment was that in which language invaded
the universal problematic … when everything became a system where the central signified, the original or
transcendental signified, is never absolutely present outside a system of differences.” So although at this stage there is
an “absence of the transcendental signified,” this very characteristic leads discourses that critique Western metaphysics
to get “trapped in a sort of circle. This circle is unique. It describes the form of the relationship between the history of
metaphysics and the destruction of the history of metaphysics … We have no language, no syntax and no lexicon, which
is alien to this history.” (1978: 278-281, emphases in text)
137
That chapter, the first in Jameson’s Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, is in fact a second
version of his groundbreaking essay that goes by the same name. Although there are some modifications, they are slight.
Jameson gives the reason for this: “I have reprinted my program analysis of the postmodern (“The Cultural Logic of
Late Capitalism”) without significant modifications, since the attention it received at the time (1984) lends it the
additional interest of a historical document.” (1991: xv)
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Through this analogy, Bhabha presents Jameson’s encounter with postmodern architecture as a
baffling experience through which the subject loses his guiding parameters at the point of
convergence between two worlds. Bhabha depicts one of these worlds as structured by the stable
teleology and binary dialectics that he associates with classic Marxist criticism. The other world,
contrary to the logic of telos, does not pre-exist but is produced by the clash itself. It exists in the
interstices of superimposed frameworks of reference, at their boundaries, and at other in-between
and third spaces, all associated with what Jameson encounters as the split consciousness of the
postmodern subject. This second world is also that of the hybrid postcolonial subject, but, Bhabha
emphasizes, this subject position is not of “an ontological cast where differences are effects of some
more totalizing, transcendent identity to be found in the past” (1994: 313).
A notable feature in Bhabha’s discourse (and in his quotations of Jameson) is that the
encounter between worlds is frequently described in terms of spatio-temporal disorientation, the
clash of coordinates, and incommensurability. Furthermore, the postmodern world is described in
terms akin to those of quantum physics, emphasizing ontological indeterminacy, spatial
(dis)continuity, non-linear time, and microscopic scales. His description makes allusions as literal as
“quantum leaps” (314). In contrast, Bhabha describes the teleological, binary world(view) as
“infrastructural mapping,” and characterizes Jameson’s attempt to hold on to it as follows:
“Jameson steadfastly maintains the ‘frame’, if not the face, of the subject-centred perceptual
apparatus” (316, 314). Because this frame operates on the anthropomorphic scale of the “subject
centred perceptual apparatus,” because of its stability, and because it is set in opposition to the
quantum world, Jameson’s Marxist world(view) is presented, by way of inverse analogy, as that of
classical physics. 138
As a writer, Bhabha profits from the familiarity that his readers are likely to have with one
of the most cited Anglophone literary texts within postcolonial criticism, Heart of Darkness. In that
138

Bhabha’s analogy here works only by means of poetic implication. Performativity theorist Shoshana Felman,
however, establishes the analogy explicitly by referring to J.L. Austin and Karl Marx. She postulates that Marx “like
Austin, was preoccupied with the disparity between ‘saying’ and ‘doing’ ... Austin and Marx can thus both be seen as
materialists of the speaking body.” However, their type of materialism differs, “the model of contemporary physics is
doubtless the most apt account for both the specificity and the originality of Austinian materialism. What Austin
analyzes are in a way the ‘atoms’ of language.” In contrast, Marx’s “traditional antithesis – materialism / idealism” may
be aligned to “the traditional physics of matter.” Felman implicitly admits the ontological turn that this change of scale
entails: “In Austin’s case, however, it is no longer, as with Marx, a reference to economy that materialism exploits, but a
reference to the physical.” Furthermore, like Bhabha, Felman emphasizes the teleological and epistemological
superiority of quantum over classical physics, rather than the relative pertinence of each system according to scale:
“history no longer proceeds so much, as it did for Marx, from a logic of contradiction (of contradictions between classes
or contradictions inherent in the discourse of the ruling class), but rather from a logic of the scandal.” (2003: 107-109,
108, 110; emphases in text)
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way, the ambivalence between the inner and outer voyage that is perhaps the crucial mechanism of
Conrad’s short novel plays into Bhabha’s text to characterize the two worlds he presents as
reciprocally constituted. Though stating the incommensurability of the two worlds, Bhabha’s modus
operandi exposes how one world is implicitly structured by the laws of the other.
Another contradiction between the informative and performative registers is to be found in
Bhabha’s provisional conclusion. Bhabha states that Jameson has, like “no other Marxist critic …
so dauntlessly redirected the movement of materialist dialectic … towards the wayward, uncharted
spaces” associated with the postcolonial condition (306). However, he argues, Jameson departs
exclusively from an ontic understanding of the hybrid subject (besides reducing the hybrid
condition to ethnic diversity within Western cities). Bhabha argues that, while being receptive to
plurality, Jameson is led time and again to reduce diversity to the base/superstructure division,
teleological time, and/or the category of class. But his own criticism of Jameson’s persistent use of
“class” is based on the fact that he disregards the possibilities that the term opens up as an
analytical category, equating the category with what it (most often) designates: discrete socioeconomic groups and, in this way, over-emphasizing the concept’s ontic dimension. The ontic
qualities of Jameson’s world are thus as much a result of its constitutive properties as they are a
result of Bhabha’s own conception of them.
Bhabha concludes that a revision of global space from the postcolonial perspective is
pertinent. It alone can account for hybridity beyond the realm of the ontic and access the
strategically and methodologically operative interstices of “borderline negotiations of cultural
translation” (319). Thus, Bhabha presents Jameson’s world as the realm of the ontic and his own
world as that of the interstice, which, being a non-space except in virtual and logical terms, is
deployed as the position of the operative and of the critical per se.
Describing the world of the Marxist critic as a “frame,” Bhabha frames postcolonial
criticism as situated “in the in-between spaces of double frames” (314, 309; emphasis in text). Lying
outside frames, even framing frames, interstitial spaces escape accountability. 139 In this way,
Bhabha’s arguments benefit from a strategy akin to what Walter Mignolo describes as the epistemic
privilege of modernity, in which the hierarchically superior element in a binary opposition has the
double advantage of being at once “part of the totality enunciated and the universal place of
enunciation … mak[ing] believe that the place of enunciation [is] a nonplace.” (2002: 935). Only
139

In exploiting the term “framing” as “being set up,” I borrow from Bal’s systematic development of the double sense
of the term and, more generally, from her understanding of it as a “traveling concept” (2002: 133-173, esp. 141-155).
The concept is developed in the following chapter.
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this time, the non-place is not located in the overarching stratosphere of a meta-narrative, but in the
equally transcendental infra-space of micro-logical worlds.
In their respective spheres of influence, “frame” and “ideology” can both be defined as that
which structures our vision but into which we cannot see. Bhabha situates himself in the non-space
“between frames” in an attempt to look into the frame itself, and thus supersede ideology. But, to do
so, Bhabha must leave aside the insight that the frame is not a thing, but a condition of seeing. As
Bhabha stares at what functioned as a frame for Jameson, (mis)taking it for the frame per se, his
own vision must necessarily rely on another structuring framework.
That infra-ontic place that Bhabha deems the site of enunciation of postcolonial discourses is
the cornerstone on which most metonymic discourses are founded. This micro-logical no-place is a
virtual space that can only open up when the text calls attention to itself. But because, by definition,
this space escapes language, language’s self-referential effort must be repeated in a ceaseless
rhetorical cycle. The foregrounding of language as a structure in and of itself – that is, the back and
forth sway between language as being and as non-being – underscores both the literariness and the
virtual potentiality of language, while leaving aside its vertical articulations. In other words,
language as a system is exacerbated while its dimension as discourse is evaded and ignored.
Metonymic discourses rely on the signifier alone, not on the sign.
Due to the lack of attention to the mutual implication of language and discourse, signifier
and signified, small and large scales, metonymic discourses are ultimately not complex approaches
in Morin’s understanding of the term. Above, I described the dialectic at work in the sentence by
Adorno as complex in that very sense. Then, I did not mention another aspect crucial to the
complexity of Adorno’s negative dialectics. In his theory, the micro-logical dimension is indivisible
from the macro-structural one. The indivisibility between the two scales stems from the fact that,
for Adorno, no act of knowing, however small, however abstract, or however virtual, is purely
epistemic. For him, concepts are miniature ideologies. Identity, “the primal form of ideology,” is a
condition of thinking. The will to identity in which thought invests itself, with every act of
synthesis, and the identity that the concept seeks to stabilize are the building blocks of ideology at
large (148).
If Bhabha can be seen to balance on a tightrope between quantum and classical physics, then
Adorno proposes a Unified Field Theory. His is a meta-narrative, founded on ideological
assumptions. But neither can narrations founded on the infra-structural escape ideological
accountability. As we have seen, metonymic discourses take the signifier as their founding
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principle. The signifier, outside its correlation with the signified, is made to function as the micrological no-place that allegedly escapes the ontic and opens up difference as such. But, as I will
elaborate in the following section, difference can only occur if there is a unified whole, an identity,
from which to differ.

Difference, Identity, and the Ideology of the Signifier
For Adorno, synthesis is a necessary stage in the thought process, abstraction is essentially
synthetic, and concepts are provisional stabilizations of such syntheses. Hence, identification is
constitutive of any epistemic effort. At the same time, Adorno demonstrates, that act of synthesis,
that will to identity in which thought invests itself, abuses the reality it alleges to account for, since
it is inevitably an act of exclusion (1983: 146-48). Therefore, a critique of ideology is always
already a critique of our mode of knowing. To proceed, such a critique must employ the tools it sets
out to criticize. Taking into account that every concept and every ideology is a violation, in the
sense that it excludes and at the same time negates its own act of exclusion, critique must negate
that very negation. This negation of the negation is brought about by realizing within the concept or
the ideology that which the concept or ideology promises and yet denies (Adorno 1983: 147).
Let me explain this with reference to Adorno’s account of the barter principle, a principle
intrinsically linked to bourgeois ideology. 140 Through the barter principle, different individuals and
different sorts of performances are made commensurable and identical. Barter negates the existence
of qualitative difference and, in so doing, allows for the appropriation of the surplus value of labor.
Exploitation is made possible because the irreducible qualitative difference between human labor
and other commodity forms is not taken into account (146). However, Adorno cautions, it does not
suffice to do away with the barter principle altogether. As a rational abstraction, the barter principle
still contains the promise of equality, an equality that is not realized. If this equality were indeed
realized, if no one had any part of their labor withheld from them any longer, then society would
have transcended the identifying mode of thought. The barter principle would not be a misnomer,
since it would no longer violate the qualitative difference at stake (146-147).
Metonymic discourses, while foregrounding difference as a structural function and as a
logical necessity, negate qualitative difference. Qualitative difference can only be taken into
account by admitting a historically specific and epistemologically accessible – not merely virtual or
140

Barter is the “social model” of the principle of identification (Adorno 1983: 146).
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potential – externality to language. As I have previously argued, metonymic discourse presents and
relates to itself as the structuring principle rather than as a particular construct. In principle,
metonymic discourse does imply an understanding of the need for what in mathematical Set Theory
would be called the “Language Complement” (L’), that is, an exterior to the set “Language” (L),
within a given “Universe” (U = L + L’). However, this otherness is nothing more than a necessary
requirement for self-definition. Maintaining its position as the exclusive site of subjective
enunciation, metonymic discourse precludes the possibility of dialogue with a particular other
subject. While it accepts otherness as an abstract function, there is no actual external referent to
delineate its finitude. 141
Furthermore, the ignorance of qualitative difference and the hyper-emphasis on difference as
abstract function paradoxically freezes difference as a particular identity. This is exemplified in
Young’s defense of Derrida’s contribution to the political project of postcolonial criticism. The
quote below comprises a single sentence. The predicate is succinct. The subject of the sentence,
however, consists of a long list of forms of difference:

Force and its traces in language, from which there must be emancipation or which at the
very least must be subject to resistance, madness as the excluded other of the operation of
reason, inside/outside structures, the same and the other, the reign of violence in the
difference between the same and the other, the ethical relationship to the Other, alterity,
difference, differences in identity, identity that is different from itself, translation,
displacement, the destabilizing encroachment of the marginal, the subversive subaltern, the
constitutive dependency of the centre on the marginal or the excluded, dissemination and the
concept of a diaspora without the end point of a final return, and above all history as
violence, ontological, ethical and conceptual violence – all these formed the subjects of
Derrida’s earlier books. (Young 2001: 418)
Semantically and (teleo)logically, the listed items scarcely add anything apart from what the reader
may bring to bear by prior knowledge or free association. 142 This lack of added complexity, interest
and/or logical progression as this long sentence develops is stressed by the deflating nature of its
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As will be discussed in Chapter Five with reference to Nyerere, to acknowledge the other as subject requires an
understanding of otherness not only as trace, as consequence and by-product of the self, but also as an effect on the self.
142
In Postcolonialism, the paragraphs preceding the quote convey a parallelism between Derrida’s circumstances and
his philosophical critique. Young establishes that Derrida came from (geographically) marginal origins and that French
colonialism had a strong tendency towards centralization. These factors, according to Young, would lead up to his
critique of logo- and phallo-centrism (417). Hence, I have said that the listed items in the quote above rely strongly on
the reader’s prior knowledge in order to add anything significant, for they are not the culmination of a previously
discussed set of nuances.
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ending. The value of the listed items that together occupy the grammatical place of the subject
appears to be only that they increase the overall number of components.
The key question here is the sentence’s predicate. Young suggests that all these elements are
important, or at least relevant, at this stage of his argument because they “formed the subjects of
Derrida’s earlier books.” Situated in the context of his wider defense of Derrida’s political
pertinence to postcolonialism, the statement implies quite literally, but also discursively, that
Derrida’s contribution to the cause has been to displace the traditional subject of Western discourse.
However, when read against the grain, Young’s sentence stages the dangers of and the failures in
the realization of that potential. The displacement of the Western subject is not complemented (let
alone supplanted) by an actual other. The subject remains the same, but his conscience has been
divided. Now, difference as an abstract function, paradoxically essentialized in concepts denoting
difference, occupies the (grammatical) place of the subject in metonymic discourses within
postcolonial studies.
Thus, I return to one of the major issues I had introduced above: the question of the subject.
As I have stated earlier, the problem with uncritical post-structuralism for Culler is that it does not
recognize that it persists in the distinction between ideology and reality, while trying to hide this
fact by diverting attention to the micro-logical relation between signifier and signified. This
metonymic displacement is what Culler terms the “ideology of the sign” (1973: 473). Taking from
his idea, I have claimed that metonymic discourses are based on an “ideology of the signifier.” This
specification has allowed me to distinguish between language as a virtual category and discourse as
its historically specific realization.
Metonymic discourses based on an ideology of the signifier do admit to the existence of the
subject, but purely as a logical and structural necessity, reducing the subject to the grammatical
function. Hence, the metonymic tendency within postcolonial studies forecloses the possibility of
dialogue, for it admits one single subject position: that of the text’s enunciator. Traditionally,
postcolonial criticism has been concerned with discourse articulated from places other than the
First-World academy. Yet the reduction of the historical subject to the grammatical one forecloses
any dialogic possibility and makes these discourses schizophrenic ones, for there is but one subject
(position) possible. 143
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Hence, the reluctance to commit to any other existence besides that of language as a system of differences cannot
elude the problem of the subject for, grammatically, language requires a subject position. The reduction of discourse to
language not only limits the subject to its structural site but limits the possibility of subjectivity to a single, uncontested
and uncontestable position. With the help of Adorno, this subjectivity could thus be described as qualitatively
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The reader will probably recall Fredric Jameson’s renowned diagnosis of postmodernism as
schizophrenic (1991). Postcolonial studies exhibit a similar tendency. In both cases, the materiality
of the signifier is threateningly at stake. 144 Yet, there is one major difference. Jameson follows
Lacan to describe the pathology as a break in the chain of signifiers (1991: 26). In contrast,
metonymic tendencies within postcolonial discourse exhibit a displacement. As opposed to
schizophrenia proper in Lacanian terms, metonymic discourses are not so much a break away from
normality (the socio-symbolic order as represented by the chain of signifiers), but rather the
condition that structures that normality. 145
Jameson’s description of the contemporary condition as schizophrenic makes use of a
personification, imagining the present era as a single, though split, subjective consciousness. By
contrast, the pathological element of the metonymic tendency in postcolonial studies is not
something inherent in or essential to an abstract subjective consciousness, but a problem of where
and how that subjective consciousness is positioned. As illustrated in Gayatri Spivak’s “subaltern,”
the slash splitting this single consciousness may be identified as the international division of labor
(IDL). Through Spivak’s legendary figure, the West is marked as the place of the signifier and the
non-West as the place of the signified. This displacement negates the non-Western subject as a
subject, while reducing the Western universal consciousness into a schizophrenic subjectivity,
reified in the material irreducibility of the signified. 146
I rely for this brief diagnosis on “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (Spivak 1994). That essay, one
of the most influential texts in postcolonial theory, centrally deals with the question of the
omnipotent, for it is not absolutely omnipotent, but specifically omnipotent, omnipotent within its species.
Furthermore, this omnipotence of the subject within metonymic discourses (disguised under the banner of “non-being”)
inhibits dialogue. As Freire holds, as praxis, language can only be dialogic. (1972: 75-76)
144
Jameson describes his own usage of the term schizophrenia with reference to Lacan: “Lacan describes schizophrenia
as a breakdown in the signifying chain, that is, the interlocking syntagmatic series of signifiers which constitutes an
utterance or a meaning” (1991: 26). After extensively quoting from Autobiography of a Schizophrenic Girl, Jameson
observes that in the schizophrenic condition the “present suddenly engulfs the subject with undescribable vividness, a
materiality of perception properly overwhelming, which effectively dramatizes the power of the material – or better still
– the literal signifier in isolation.” (27)
145
This is because, in the “normal” condition of the psyche, identity persists as a sense of coherence between past,
present and future, a coherence that is broken in schizophrenia, but not so in metonymic discourses. As Jameson
explains, “[t]he connection between this kind of linguistic malfunction [the breakdown in the signifying chain] and the
psyche of the schizophrenic may be grasped by way of a twofold proposition: first, that personal identity is itself the
effect of a certain temporal unification of past and future with one’s present; and, second, that such active temporal
unification is itself a function of language, or better still of the sentence, as it moves along its hermeneutic circle
through time. If we are unable to unify the past, present, and future of the sentence, then we are similarly unable to
unify the past, present and future of our own biographical experience or psychic life. With the breakdown of the
signifying chain, therefore, the schizophrenic is reduced to an experience of pure material signifiers, or, in other words,
a series of unrelated presents in time.” (1991: 26-27)
146
As may be appreciated, I am exploring a catachrestic parallelism between the Lacanian barred subject and Spivak’s
slashed subject. The relation between both will become clearer below.
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subject. 147 Its first sentence reads: “Some of the most radical criticism coming out of the West
today is the result of an interested desire to conserve the subject of the West, or the West as
Subject” (1994: 66). Spivak then states that two contemporaneous European intellectuals, Michel
Foucault (1926-1984) and Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995), are not as radical as they may seem. Not
only does their focus on power and desire shove aside ideology theory and a sustained analysis of
macro-logical structures, but they also surreptitiously reintroduce the undivided subject (1994: 6869). 148 Furthermore, while not recognizing their own historical situatedness, they represent the
(politically unrepresented) oppressed subject as analogous to concrete experience as such (1994:
69). Spivak also finds that, in Deleuze’s work, the conflation between political representation and
linguistic representation leads to an essentialist utopian politics, which assumes that the oppressed
can speak – through the words of the transparent First-World intellectual (1994: 70-75).
In a second section of her article, Spivak analyzes the taxonomical categories employed by
the Subaltern Studies group to show how “the subaltern” can only be defined in opposition to
something else. It is an “identity-in-differential” (1994: 79). Spivak also demonstrates how other
categories employed by the Subaltern Studies group are defined in terms of their difference from an
established ideal (1994: 78-79). In contrast, Foucault’s understanding of the West (which in turn is
the “Subject of Theory”) is always self-identical (1994: 69). Foucault’s staging of the West as selfcontained ignores how the West is produced by the imperialist project. Foucault’s “West” admits no
external referent. Subsequently, Spivak proposes the work of Derrida as a more useful alternative to
be taken up by postcolonial criticism (87). Given that the West-Subject equation is an unavoidable
fact, she proposes that the only ethically and epistemologically productive move for the intellectual
in the First World is, following Derrida’s example, to recognize one’s own limits (87-90).
Spivak’s last section addresses the question that gives her article its name. She claims that
the Third-World woman is the ultimate example of the subaltern, because her exclusion is threefold:
in terms of class, race and gender (90-94). However, Spivak does not approach the Third-World
woman in general terms, but focuses on the specific example of a subaltern group associated with
147

The transcendence of the article within the fields of postcolonial and cultural studies has been such that Chow
declares that, only after Said’s Orientalism, “‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ emerges as the second prominent type of
analysis in cultural studies” (1998: 2). The essay was originally published in 1985 and has been extensively reprinted
(and revised – see, for example, Spivak 1999: 198-311); the most well known version probably being that in Carry
Nelson and Larry Grossberg (eds.), Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, 1988.
148
As Spivak claims, this is firstly due to the fact that power and desire presuppose a subject as an irreducible
methodological necessity. Secondly, the two authors centrally discussed by her pose themselves as transparent subjects
and, in such a way, deny their own contribution – as First-World academics – to the consolidation of the IDL (1994:
69).
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the practice of sati (widow self-immolation) in colonial India (94-103). The reference is further
reduced to a single woman within that group: Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri (103-104).
Spivak denounces how sati was ideologically cathected by the nativist patriarchy as well as
British imperialism to serve the narratives that justified their respective chauvinist practices. While
apparently opposites, these two narrations legitimate each other (96-103). Spivak finally describes
a third rewriting of sati: Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri’s suicide. But, from the subaltern position, the
hegemonic text may only be rewritten in blood and at the cost of one’s life (103-104). Even at that
cost, Bhuvaneswari’s rewriting “cannot be heard or read” (104). A hegemonic reading of her
suicide is immediately imposed after her death. Spivak ends the article with the following short
paragraph:

The subaltern cannot speak. There is no virtue in global laundry lists with “woman” as a
pious item. Representation has not withered away. The female intellectual as intellectual has
a circumscribed task which she must not disown with a flourish. (104)
The circumscribed task for Spivak concerns the limited sphere of action proper to the Western
academic as such. This sphere concerns the agencies involved in the text’s production: that of writer
and reader. It also involves the author’s capacity to infiltrate, modify, and redeploy the
philosophical canon. 149
This conception of the political sphere proper to the academic is underpinned by an
exclusive understanding of the subject as his place in language. Spivak’s alignment with Derrida
(and, to a lesser extent, her distance from Foucault), at this stage in her career (1985) leads her to
conclude that the most radical political intervention possible, for the West-based academic, is the
recognition of his own limits. The fact that, as I will argue in Chapter Three, Spivak’s statements in
this regard should be taken as strategies rather than at face value, does not alter her discursive
positioning.
Hence, as Spivak criticizes the persistence of the undivided subject in critical Western
theory, her own intervention is restricted to slashing that subject. Meanwhile, Bhuvaneswari
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In the article presently under consideration, Spivak redeploys the Western canonical inheritance by indirectly
commenting on Freud’s “A Child is Being Beaten” (1974 [1919]). Spivak’s strategy resides in reproducing Freud’s
sentence constructions and thought structures, but in different contexts and to different ends, in such a way that the
chauvinistic bias of the original is exposed while also lending itself to criticize the British and native patriarchal
approaches to sati that are Spivak’s overt theme of analysis.
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Bhaduri, understood as an “identity-in-diferrential,” is to stand in for pure difference. 150 The
subaltern develops throughout Spivak’s text from an analytical category (taken from the Subaltern
Studies group) to a representative (anthropomorphic) figure. Paradoxically, this figure represents
unrepresentability. In a similar paradox, we are to recognize in this figure not a particular identity,
but a paradigmatic “identity-in-diferrential” (1994: 79). In blunt contrast to this plea, Bhuvaneswari
Bhaduri is brought forth to us in all the crudeness of her raced and gendered corporeality. 151
Although British imperialists and Indian patriarchy on the one hand and Bhuvaneswari
Bhaduri on the other are all involved in symbolic practices, these practices are qualitatively
different. The possibility of these three narrative intents to be read as narrative acts resides in the
structural positions their enunciators occupy as particular social agents. These structural positions,
in turn, determine access even to something as primary as the letter as the material support of
language. Without access to the signifying chain that constitutes the symbolic order, Bhuvaneswari
Bhaduri cannot be heard, that is, she cannot access the subject position. Hence, the hegemonic
subject occupies the place of the signifier (that is, of the letter as the reified, hegemonic material
support of language) and Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri takes up the place of the signified. Although
symbolic practices are attempted from both sites, they run eternally parallel to each other. By
definition, the subaltern subject ceases to be the moment she accesses the position of enunciation.
I have proposed that the schizophrenic condition associated with postcolonial criticism is a
matter of the match between signifier and signified rather than a rupture in the signifying chain. In
my reading of the metonymic tendencies associated with Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri, I only account for
her as a paradigmatic figure in postcolonial studies. Initially Spivak’s creation, over the past twentyfive years the figure has been written and re-written, acquiring autonomy of sorts. The great
metonymic potential of the figure is hardly realized in Spivak’s own text. As I will elaborate in
Chapter Three, Spivak’s writing strongly resists reduction: the text for her is an action and a
battlefield, the place where the Western unified subject is to be slashed, complexified and contested.
Nonetheless, as I hope to have demonstrated, the metonymic possibilities brought forth by
the figure persist. A crucial factor is that the material support of language in the case of the
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Spivak would later criticize her own conception of the subaltern as a mere “identity-in-diferrential” and propose to
redeploy the term in a more historically concrete manner as encompassing all those “without access to the lines of social
mobility.” (2004: min. 12:30)
151
In Spivak’s figure of the subaltern, there is an entanglement of the analytical and the ontological. It is difficult to
distinguish whether the subaltern is indeed a subject or a subject position. The feminist theorist goes to the extent of
declaring that “the constitution of the female subject in life is the place of the différend.” (1994: 97, emphasis in text)
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subaltern is bodily rather than literary. 152 Hence, I have suggested that in other academic fields, the
metonymic tendency is limited to taking the part for the whole or the signifier for the thing; it is
expressed only as a reductive mechanism. Yet, in postcolonialism, the reductive mechanism is
displaced onto partial, individual or collective subjects who are reduced to their signifying functions
as objects, that is, to their function as the bodily support of language. The structural potential of the
signifier – the letter as part of a system – is confounded with its phenomenal dimension – with
socio-culturally significant traits of race and gender.
In this case, then, the schizophrenic element is not the expression of a pathological condition
as it was in Jameson’s analysis of the postmodern, but the unexpressed structuring principle.
Borrowing a concept that Jameson employs elsewhere (1981), it can be described as its “political
unconscious.” The West is the place of the signifier and the non-West the place of the signified.
This displacement negates the non-Western subject as an actual subject. Gayatri Spivak introduces
difference to question the hegemonic subject. However, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” does not
attempt to introduce qualitative difference into the equation.
As the structuring principle of hegemony, difference reaffirms rather than questions totality.
This totality can only be addressed by negating its negations. Just as the barter principle may only
be resisted by engaging with it, confronting it with what it excludes, totality too, as Adorno states,
“is to be opposed by convicting it of nonidentity with itself, of the nonidentity it denies, according
to its own concept” (1983: 147). This critique of totality, of capitalism, of ideology at large, must
work in and through, as well as against, the identitarian mode of thinking, because it is immanent to
thought. Hence, Adorno claims that the critique of ideology “is a critique of the constitutive
consciousness itself” (148). Further, he proposes that, insofar as identity is constitutive of our own
consciousness, thought will always tend to synthesis and definition in an attempt to reconcile itself
with the I (148). Rather than resisted, its persistence should be acknowledged and incorporated into
critiques that attempt to transcend, or perhaps to realize the withheld promise of, the ideology of the
signifier.
Spivak’s slashed universal subject allows for the existence of otherness as an abstract
function but does not admit the possibility of a subject that is both other and capable of accessing
the symbolic order. So, in Adornian terms, Spivak’s contestation remains within the same ideology
152

The rift between the body and the letter as the material support of language is parallel to that between the
unconscious and the symbolic order. As I have discussed with reference to Lacan, the unconscious is based on the same
structuring principles as Spanish or Dutch are based but finds its material support in physical symptoms, slips of the
tongue, dreams and jokes rather than in speech or writing, the paradigmatic material support of the symbolic order.
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it contests, for it does not negate its constitutive negation. Negating the negation implies working
against the denial of a historical reality that a given ideology has as its basis. The only way in which
one can negate the negation, according to Adorno, is by realizing that which it negates. In Spivak’s
case, and in postcolonial criticism in more general terms, negating the negation would require the
realization of discourse as an actual dialogical praxis.

Conclusion
The ideology of the signifier is symptomatic of a wider phenomenon in contemporary culture. I
refer to the exacerbation of the tool of representation, whether in the scripted letter or, as I will
explore in the following chapter, in more intricate technologies such as virtual images online. In
both cases, the tool is foregrounded to the degree that it is too close to see and, hence, susceptible to
being co-opted as a transparent site of enunciation. In this chapter, I have addressed the question of
how the renewed claim at transcending historical specificity is reified as a rhetorical trope, namely
in metonymy. As the perpetually postponed promise of realization, metonymy is contrary to the
negation of the negation, which seeks to transcend epistemological violence by realizing that which
a particular ideology promises and yet denies.
However, as a comparison of my analyses of Young and Bhabha might suggest, no
particular trope or rhetorical style is a guarantee of politically or intellectually pertinent
interventions. Young’s style, in contrast to Bhabha’s, is not self-referential: it flows according to
traditional conventions for the construction of sentences and broader argumentative units.
Nonetheless, Young’s discourse is also metonymic; insofar as it simulates an intervention of
language into reality. One of the ways in which it does so is by disregarding historical teleology
and, consequently, by taking the cause for the effect. In Young’s propositions, a discourse’s or
concept’s stylistic imitation of extra-linguistic reality is as good as its actual intervention across
language and in history. This chronological confusion, like the one denounced by Chow, obfuscates
the historical responsibility that the discourse in question holds in relation to its surroundings.
Just as a self-referential style in itself cannot be held accountable for an author’s
commitment to the ideology of the signifier, neither can metonymy as a rhetorical form. In
principle, analogy is opposed to metonymic displacement, as it transfers not the same trait to a
different place (which allows for an ontological confusion), but the same set of relationships into a
parallel context. However, as my analysis of Bhabha’s analogy showed, analogy may as well serve
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metonymic purposes. Hence, in this chapter – unlike the following one – the ideology addressed and
the tools through which that ideology is propagated are at odds with each other.
Even my own rhetoric has become entangled with the phenomenon I have described. I have
not only addressed the logic of metonymy, I have also worked in and through it, from my own
ideological standpoint and according to my own purposes. Likewise, I simultaneously employed
and criticized the usage of devices such as parallelisms, analogies, personification, synecdoche and
oppositions. Metonymic discourses cannot be reduced to the representational tools they employ.
However, this does not cancel out the fact that, as qualitatively specific mechanisms, all those
devices hold a particular potential and withhold a specific promise. Their political and
epistemological productivity depends on how their potential is realized, or not, within the historical
specificity of the contexts that exceed them. While metaphor, analogy or the negation of the
negation are no guarantee in themselves, I consider the actualization of their promises to be the
most pertinent procedures in the context of the present hegemony; for the present hegemony relies
strongly on simulation, on an all-disempowering rhetoric that perpetuates the system by staging
resistance to it.
Even though no technological particle can guarantee the use to which it is put, the ideology
of the signifier, exacerbating the materiality of the smallest units of technological mediation, would
have us believe that there is no subject behind the signifier and no history around it. By displacing
belief onto the signifier as such, it declares to have done away with the subject altogether. This
simulacrum can be maintained because the signifier has a self-reflexive effect, which is not a selfreflexive function, but merely an effect achieved through a self-referential mechanism. The selfreflexive signifier is a simulacrum not only because it is an externality emulating thought without
having its ontological quality, but also because subjects can only be constituted through intersubjective praxis. The deployment of the West as the place of the signifier and of the postcolonialas-subaltern as the place of the signified thus stages the (dis)articulation of a slashed, schizophrenic,
single universal subject.
Hence, the universal subject persists, but the macro-structural division of the world may now
be held accountable for the slashes in his personality. In this paradigmatic sign of the postcolonial
predicament, where the West is the place of the signifier and the non-West the place of the
signified, the slash stands in for the international division of labor. This metonymic displacement,
based on the graphic and conceptual similarities between the S/s bar and the IDL, at their respective
scales, would have us believe that by getting across one line, we have also crossed the other. Even
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more problematically, it would have us believe that if the micro-logical slash cannot be resolved by
definition, neither can the other. Read in and through the S/s slash, the IDL does not appear to
delineate a particular order of power, the recognition of which would open up the field of the
political, but is naturalized as the very condition of being, as the principle necessary for
participation in the symbolic order.
Because of that naturalization, the move is ideological. The way in which the naturalization
is brought about is akin to the alleged anteriority of the subject’s alienation (in the Lacanian
imaginary order) to the introduction of that alienation by a historically determinate configuration of
the symbolic order, which Silverman denounces (191-92). Silverman’s denunciation, like that of
Chow, implies a metonymic substitution of the effect for the cause. For the substitutions of internal
for external otherness or of the S/s slash for the IDL to operate unobserved, one must have one’s
faith placed in the slash, the IDL, or any other mark as the smallest particle of a self-sustained and
self-legitimizing virtual structure. The ideology of the signifier deems the qualitatively
incommensurable historical specificity of the S/s slash in relation to the IDL redundant: a mirage,
an effect of the signifier. Thus, the history of imperialism that still today participates in the world
and structures its future through the IDL is obfuscated.
The withheld promise of the ideology of the signifier is the transcendence of ideology.
However, as Culler, Adorno, and my own analyses indicated, ideology as such cannot be
transcended. Yet, taken in their qualitative specificity, particular ideologies can. I have thus focused
on the ideology motivating metonymic discourses to address an elusive yet formally, culturally and
politically specific practice within contemporary postcolonial theory. In Chapter Two, I move from
this panoramic exploration of a paradigm to a situated analysis of concrete rhetorical devises,
demarcating the interaction between and within words, not things. That analysis will in turn lead me
to question whether, or in what ways, a symptomatic reading of culture is the most pertinent
approach for a critique ideology in view of the reigning mode of logic in contemporary society and
the prevailing technological context.
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Chapter Two

De-realized:
The Place from Where I Speak to You Today
As I end, let me circle back to the beginning: to the place from where
I speak to you today. Fallen towers, falling idols: what has befallen
the ideals and the Ideas of global Progress now that the New World is
bereft of its towers, its towering ladder without rungs targeted as the
symbol of our times?
Homi Bhabha 2002 (2001): 363

The words in the epigraph were first heard at an auditorium in Berlin in October, 2001. Homi
Bhabha’s lecture, “Democracy De-realized,” was followed by a discussion with his audience. But
Bhabha was not personally in Berlin. As a consequence of the events that had taken place in the
United States on the 11th of September, 2001, he was unable to fly. Therefore, his lecture was
video-projected live from his new residence as recently appointed professor of English Literature
and African American Studies at Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
In this chapter I analyze Bhabha’s lecture as a cultural object. My title, “De-realized,” refers
to Bhabha’s project of de-realizing democracy and, as I will argue, of de-realizing the sphere of the
political more generally. It also refers to the video-mediated nature of his lecture and to its status as
an online record running on Real Player software. The question of de-realization is also relevant
with respect to the aftermath of what has come to be known as “9/11.” Exploring the symbolic
impact of that event, Slavoj Žižek puts forward that:

If there is any symbolism in the collapse of the World Trade Center towers, it is not so much
the old-fashioned notion of the “center of financial capitalism,” but rather the notion that the
towers stood for the center of virtual capitalism, of financial speculations disconnected from
the sphere of material production. The shattering impact of the bombings can be accounted
for only against the background of the borderline that today separates the digitalized first
world from the third world “desert of the Real.” (2002a: 387, emphasis in text)
Thus, the contemporary concern with the gap between virtuality and reality stands in for a geoeconomic gap. It is not my aim to hyper-inflate “9/11”; in fact, that hyper-inflation is central to the
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displacement of political into ontological questions that Žižek denounces. Rather, I center on “9/11”
as a place from which Bhabha speaks, because I deem it paradigmatic of a generalized obfuscation
of ideological positioning by diverting attention to phenomenal indeterminacy in the New World
Order.
With New World Order I refer to the period after the emergence of the New International
Division of Labor (NIDL), the start of which Klein dates in 1973 with the implementation in Chile
of the first neoliberal state world-wide (2007: 70-80). 153 The French cultural theorist Jean
Baudrillard (1929-2007) characterized this insipient order as one in which mediatized consumer
society was gaining ground, increasingly marked by “the abolition of the signified and the tautology
of the signifier” (1998 [1970]: 124, emphasis in text). More recently, that tautology is signaled by
Spanish art critic Pedro Cruz Sánchez, who describes the paradigmatic contemporary image as one
that, enclosed on itself, has lost the ability to make its meanings visible (2007: 470). Wayne Hope
points to a similar phenomenon in the sphere of economics, where there is nowadays: “a sequence
which disrupts the circulation of commodities and the realization of capital. Today, digitally driven
finance capital perpetuates self-contained M-M circuits” (Hope 2006: 282, emphases added). 154
What those theorists observe is part of our daily experience. As Žižek comments:

On today’s market, we find a whole series of products deprived of their malignant property:
“Rich & Creamy. Cream without fat: deliciously creamy” … “Very beery. Beer without
alcohol,” “Decaffeinated coffee” … “Virtual Sex: sex without sex” … Today’s hedonism
combines pleasure with constraint. It is no longer the old notion of the right measure
between pleasure and constraint … It’s something much more paradoxical. It’s a kind of
immediate coincidence of the two extremes; as if action and reaction coincide. The very
thing which causes damage should already be the counteragent, the medicine. The ultimate
example I encountered recently in California is the “chocolate laxative” … Today … the
commandment of the ruling ideology is: “Enjoy!” (2005: min. 33) 155
153

According to Fröbel, already in the1960s there is a change in the conditions under which the valorization of capital
occurs, such as communication technologies and advanced transportation (see Fröbel et al. 1980: 44). While he locates
it in the 1960s and Klein in the 1970s, Bhabha dates the emergence of the “new World Order” after the end of the
Cold War (2002: 350. See also 348, 349 and 355. Bhabha also refers to the period as the “new Global Order,” the “new
global hegemony,” the “global world,” the “global era,” the “New global World,” or simply “New World” [348, 350,
352, 357, 361, 363]). Since they are only symbolic points aimed at representing a long-term historical transformation,
the dates given by the three authors are equally arbitrary. But while Fröbel’s choice accounts for the economic dynamic
propelling the change, Bhabha’s accounts for its political expression. Only Klein’s alternative emphasizes the
indivisibility of the economic (market forces) and the political (the state) in the New World Order. Choosing when to
symbolically determine the beginning of the era is important insofar as each possible date offers a different account of
the present, of how this present relates to the past, and of what potential it holds for future constructions.
154
M-M refers to the short-circuited M-C-M (Money – Commodity – Money) diagram by Marx. Hope is a specialist in
communication studies and political economy at Auckland University of Technology (New Zealand).
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This text, retrieved from the video documentary about the film’s namesake, is actually articulated as a collage of
Žižek’s words from two of his published volumes, a lecture he gave in New York, plus his responses to the film
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The consumer goods listed are deprived of their defining characteristics, of the core ingredient by
means of which they typically produce enjoyment: alcohol in beer, bodily contact in sex, caffeine in
coffee. While deprived of their essential property, they continue to be sold as that which they
simulate. The advertising slogans emphasize the paradox between the products’ appearances and
their essences. Žižek points to the ideological interests that motivate and shape this paradox.
Elsewhere, Žižek discusses the contemporary obsession with cosmic catastrophes and
observes that today it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of global capitalism
(2005: min. 3.45). What is common to this statement and the quote from Žižek above is that both
point at cases in which an ontological question takes precedence over an ideological one. The
dilemma between the appearance and essence of products tends to naturalize their function as
commodities, just as the threat to existence itself minimizes the question of the possibility of
different modes of socio-economic organization. My concern in this chapter is the degree to which
and the ways in which a similar “de-realization” of the political takes place in the context of
Bhabha’s “Democracy De-realized.”
The lecture was held as part of Documenta 11, a series of contemporary art exhibitions and
conferences in 2001-2002. Under the directorship of art curator Okwui Enwezor, Documenta 11
moved for the first time in its history towards explicit political discussion and the substantial
inclusion of non-Western contemporary art. Documenta 11 was divided into a series of Platforms.
Bhabha’s lecture was part of Platform 1, entitled Democracy Unrealized. The purpose of this
platform, as Bhabha explained by quoting occasionally from its manifesto, was to invite its
participants

to review the challenges of the Global Order in the wake of the Cold War … “to question
whether the notion of democracy can still be sustained within the philosophical grounds of
Western epistemology” and to … investigate the idea and ideals of democracy as “an everopen, essentially unfinishable project that has fallen short of its ideals.” (2002: 348-49,
emphasis in transcript) 156

interviewer. Part of the text is spoken, part written. The volumes in question are The Puppet and the Dwarf (2003), and
For They Know Not What They Do (1991).
156
Page references for “Democracy De-realized” are provided whenever possible. For sections edited from the
published lecture transcript, time references from the online video are given. The sections edited out of the published
text are those in which the author spoke, rather than read, to his audience. Although the lecture was delivered in 2001,
the transcript came out in 2002.
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Having exposed the general aims of the platform, Bhabha criticizes the “evolutionary, utopian
narrative” that is implied by “democracy,” as well as the reproduction of such teleology in the
Documenta manifesto (349).
Yet, while Bhabha considers that the problem is inherent in “democracy,” he proposes to
solve the problem not so much by modifying democracy itself, but rather by modifying the adjacent
term in the platform’s title. Immediately after his critique of democracy’s teleological pitfalls, he
states:

Let me propose … an alternate title: Democracy De-realized. I use “de-realization” in the
sense of Bertolt Brecht’s concept of “distantiation” – a critical “distance” or alienation
disclosed in the very formation of the democratic experience and its expressions of Equality.
I also use déréalisation, in the surrealist sense of placing an object, idea, or image in a
context not of its making, in order to defamiliarize it, to frustrate its naturalistic and
normative “reference” and see what potential for translation that idea or insight has – a
translation across genre and geopolitics, territory and temporality. The power of democracy,
at its best, lies in its capacity for self-interrogation, and its translatability across traditions in
the modern age. If we attempt to De-realize Democracy, by defamiliarizing its historical
context and its political project, we recognize not its failure, but its frailty, its fraying edges
or limits … it is that fragility, rather than failure or success, I believe, that fulfils the
Documenta 11 manifesto – “[democracy’s] potential for revision, revaluation of values,
extension and creative transformation to keep in step with the 21st century globalizing
processes.” (349, emphases in transcript)

Bhabha thus proposes a shift away from “historical context,” “naturalis[m],” “normativ[ity],” and
“reference,” and towards “translation,” de-familiarization and trans-contextualization. There is also
a shift from temporal categories (“failure,” “success,” “histor[y]”) to spatial ones (“distance,”
“edges or limits”). 157 In sum, Bhabha proposes to focus on the possibilities that democracy opens up
when one focuses on its potential for translation rather than on the history of its actual forms of
realization, or lack thereof.
Bhabha’s trust in the potential opened up by translatability and his distrust in the
possibilities opened up by centering on democracy’s historical situatedness may be appreciated
from the moment he proposes to modify the adjective rather than the noun in Democracy
Unrealized. Particularly telling is the specific direction in which he chooses to modify that
adjective. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the prefix un- serves for “expressing
157

The shift away from the historical and towards the spatial is characteristically postmodern, as has been signaled by
Foucault (1986: 22) and Jameson (1991: 25).
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negation;” hence, “unrealized” would simply mean, “not realized.” The de- prefix that Bhabha
chooses adds

the sense of undoing the action of the simple verb, or of depriving (anything) of the thing or
character therein expressed, e.g. de-acidify to undo or reverse the acidifying process, to take
away the acid character, deprive (a thing) of its acid. (OED)
Bhabha’s title is more ambiguous than that of the general conference. In contrast to un-, the prefix
de- that Bhabha prefers has a paradoxical character, similar to the one Žižek detects in the
simultaneity of action and counter-action in decaffeinated coffee (2005: min. 33). While the prefix
un- negates realization, de- deprives it of its essence.
The adjective in Democracy Unrealized points to a simple inversion of the process of
realization. It opens up a space in which democracy may be considered outside of its reality and
outside the limits that reality imposes. It describes the concept of democracy as (temporarily)
inhabiting a space that is clearly distinct from that of realized democracy. Conversely, “Democracy
De-realized” characterizes democracy as undergoing a process of realization while yet depriving
that process of its substance. With this choice, Bhabha ignores democracy as an idea made real in
historical specificity, yet frames this approach to democracy as something still inscribed – even if
obliquely – in the realm of the real. 158 Bhabha states that the obliqueness of one’s approach to the
object of critique is crucial. He challenges discourses “that champion social ‘contradiction’ as the a
priori motor of historical change,” because he considers them to be “propelled in a linear direction
toward the terminus of the State” (353). Invoking Antonio Gramsci’s “philosophy of the part,” the
act of de-realization, the critic assures, is best carried out by minorities, which “proceed at an
oblique or adjacent angle” to “the qualitative level of the State,” rather than by directly confronting
national or global hegemonies (352-53).
The status of the minorities to which Bhabha refers is ambiguous. At times, the notion is
grounded as “groups that have existed in a State before becoming beneficiaries of protection” or as
“[i]mmigrants and women”; at other times, “minoritarian presence” is also stretched to mean
“NGO’s, Truth Commissions, International Courts, New Social Movements, International Aid
Agencies, the spirit of Documenta 11 itself” (361, 359). The concept is de-realized to the degree
that it becomes synonymous with “third space,” an abstract category designating an epistemological
158

The persistence of “democracy” in the realm of reality is signaled by the fact that, for Bhabha, “de-realization” is a
marker of the distance “disclosed in the very formation of the democratic experience” (349).
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vantage point (355, 357, 361). Inspired by the work of W. E. B. Du Bois, Bhabha proposes to
understand “minority as a process of affiliation, as an ongoing translation,” a definition that he finds
“much in advance of the anthropological conception of the minority” (361, emphasis in text).
As I argued in the Introduction, the interest in the deployment of certain terms – such as
Bhabha’s “minorities” here – follows not so much from their definition, but from how the
instabilities, contradictions, and ambiguities that prompt the concept to escape definition articulate
with wider discursive and extra-textual configurations of power. In other words, I do not take issue
with what Bhabha calls the term’s lack of naturalistic reference, nor with the degree of abstraction
which he grants the concept, but precisely with his conflation of both naturalistic and abstract
deployments of the term, as well as with the function that this conflation fulfils. Likewise, I am
concerned with the less evident double status implied in Bhabha’s approach to “democracy.”
I also put pressure on Bhabha’s concern with the “potential for translation” (2002: 349). In
framing the lecture itself as a translation (into the video-conference format and then into
cyberspace), I intend to trace the limits and possibilities of the idea of translatability that he puts
forward. Focusing on “Democracy De-realized” as a situated object rather than on the eloquence of
its argument, my exploration is focused on the re-articulation of the lecture’s topic and the
reconfiguration of its aesthetics by a publishing medium and communications format that to a large
extent exceed the author.
Yet, the author (that is, the conflation between the articulating principle of “Democracy Derealized” and the person named Homi Bhabha) is responsible for the individual historical place
from which he speaks. 159 Therefore, my interest in the lecture’s translatability exceeds a merely
formal dimension. Bhabha’s critique of teleology, of the state, and of social contradiction as a motor
of change, as well as his call for a de-realization of democracy, must all be examined in context.
First, this contextualization is relevant because it is only in terms of a contextual universe that a
pronouncement makes sense. 160 Second, it is relevant because the Internet is not only literally
descriptive of Bhabha’s medium, but also informative of the era in which he publishes. “Democracy
De-realized” is spoken not only in and for this era, but also about it: it is a reflection on the
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As stated in the Introduction, I follow Foucault (1977) to understand the author as the conventional conflation
between the articulating principle of a text and the social agent who wrote or imparted it.
160
“It is the relation between the sign and its environment that makes it a sign. This is the syntactical relation.”
Furthermore, “it can only function as a sign if somebody sees and understands it as such. This is the pragmatic relation.”
(Bal 1994: 8, 9)
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possibilities of democracy in the New World Order, and on the World Trade Center as “the symbol
of our times” (363). 161
Below, I revisit the day of Bhabha’s lecture. I focus on the video-mediated relationship
between Bhabha and Horst Bredekamp, his discussant and physical substitute in Berlin. Finding that
this relationship operates as a metaphor, with one person standing in for another, I explore how this
particular metaphor operates and of what it may be symptomatic. Benefiting from my discussion of
metaphor and metonymy in the previous chapter, here I push further their possibilities as analytical
tools beyond psychoanalysis. Proposing that “symptom” is analogous to “metaphor,” I focus on the
implications of this analogy for a critique of contemporary ideology. I use these concepts to
analyze, first, the live event, and then the relationship between Bhabha’s words, the videorecording, and its online context. Through a semiotic analysis supported on the formal aspects of all
four, I investigate the relationships between reality, reality-effect, and “de-realization” in the
contemporary (virtual) world, as well as its epistemic and ideological implications for the practice
of postcolonial academic discourse.

House of World Cultures
“Democracy De-realized” was video-projected live from Cambridge on the 9th of October, 2001 at
the auditorium of the House of World Cultures in Berlin. The follow-up discussion was also
facilitated by live video. As a substitute for Bhabha’s physical presence, the German philosopher
and art historian Horst Bredekamp was called in at the last minute. He was not supposed to present
a paper, but merely to occupy a place on the rather empty stage that faced the audience. While not
exactly serving as a panelist, neither was Bredekamp merely another member of the audience. He
was expected to be the first to pose a question to Bhabha, and to do so in an extended manner.
When his turn to speak arrived, Bredekamp was primarily critical of the metaphor with
which Bhabha had ended his talk. Bhabha had used the fallen twin towers of the World Trade
Center as the image expressing the notion of “the Unbuilt.” In Bhabha’s words:

… the times and places in which we live confront our sense of Progress with the challenge
of the Unbuilt. The Unbuilt is not a place you can reach with a ladder … The rubble and
debris that survive carry the memories of other fallen towers, Babel for instance, and lessons
161

The specific question of the World Trade Center is dealt with only at the beginning and at the end of Bhabha’s
formal speech, yet it is the most important theme in the follow-up discussion. My analysis of the event taking place at
the Berlin auditorium concentrates on the discussion that follows the formal part of Bhabha’s speech.
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of endless ladders that suddenly collapse beneath our feet. We have no choice but to place,
in full view of our buildings, the vision of the Unbuilt – the foundation of possible buildings
… other alternative worlds. (2002: 363-64, emphasis in transcript)
Drawing on Walter Benjamin and Karl Schmidt, Bredekamp accused Bhabha of underestimating
the psychological impact of the image of the fallen towers, and predicted the inevitable failure of
Bhabha’s utopian image as a viable concept. 162 Furthermore, Bredekamp suggested that Bhabha’s
metaphor reduced the towers to a symbol of democracy, ignoring both their historical
embeddedness and the more complex meanings that, as a symbol, the towers produced. Bredekamp
built his argument around what he described as the much more powerful image of the second tower
falling. While the falling of the first tower could be read as an accident, the collapse of the second
tower marked what was happening as a momentous historical event.
Bhabha, listening throughout from the other side of the screen, was notably affected. In his
defense, he put forth an extensive argument. Somewhere in the middle of that response to
Bredekamp, Bhabha interrupted himself and launched into a personal narrative. Although
thematically relevant, Bhabha’s story was intrusive and not discursively linked to the rest of his
arguments. He was agitated, his voice pitched higher than usual, his hand movements more
frequent, and he stumbled over his words as he pronounced the following:

I rushed out of my house to have a key made, to have a key to my new home copied in a
shop. And there were these people standing there, and as I walked in they were talking about
this narrative. I thought they were discussing a film that they had just seen on the everpresent television in hardware stores. So I said “Sorry, what are you talking about? Has
something happened?” and they said “What do you mean ‘has something happened?!’” At
which point I’ve no memory of … except of the fact that I ran all the way home and I turned
on the television and I couldn’t believe … so I don’t … I’ve no memory of how I came to.
And then I saw the second tower come down. (2001b: min. 13:30) 163
Let me imagine, for a moment, Bhabha’s intrusive narrative as a symptom. That is to say, let me
read this short story Bhabha has told as a metaphor of the event taking place in the Berlin
auditorium and its broadcasting screen. 164
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Bredekamp’s contributions to the discussion may be heard by accessing Bhabha 2001b.
This quotation has not been edited. The ellipses indicate the author’s hesitation or self-interruption, not missing text.
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Strictly speaking, the psychoanalytic counterpart of metaphor is not “symptom,” but the process of “condensation,”
which may be physically expressed as “symptom” (Lacan 1977a: 746 –753). However, since in the literary arena
“metaphor” is the name for both a process and the material expression of that process, I presently use the term as
163

112
In Bhabha’s story, neither he nor the people at the hardware store ever discuss what has
happened. The important thing is that something has happened: an event has taken place.
Phenomenological reality has been critically intervened in, and the Bhabha of the narrative is
overwhelmed by the fact. He rushes home at the moment he hears that something, whatever that
something may be, has occurred. He arrives home in time to see the second tower fall, that same
tower that Bredekamp has just argued is the sign of the event as such, the image that inscribes the
attack as a historical occurrence. The narrated Bhabha, as a symptom irrupting in the theorist’s
answer to Bredekamp, is responding on behalf of his narrator, saying in effect, “I am not
underestimating the real dimension of the event; I was present at the moment of the second tower’s
collapse; I was present at the moment of the historical event.” Bhabha twice insists that he even lost
his memory because of it, suggesting that his capacity to represent reality was cancelled out by the
overwhelming presence of the event. Yet, the Bhabha in the story does not rush off to the World
Trade Center, he rushes home to his television set. The narrator is critical of “the ever-present
television in hardware stores” and contrasts his due realization of the fact that something had
actually happened with his initial belief that the people he met were “talking about some narrative.”
Nonetheless, his experience is still centrally determined through the mediation of his own television
set. Thus, Bhabha, the symptom, answers Bredekamp once more, saying in effect, “I am aware of
the phenomenological dimension of the event, but that dimension is always already mediated by the
symbolic.”
Read as a symptom, Bhabha’s story does not serve to answer Bredekamp in terms of the
different political views implied in their disagreement, but rather presupposes the issue to be a
matter of the level of connection with the realm of the real. The irruption of Bhabha’s personal
narrative is symptomatic of what Gayatri Spivak has described as the reification of phenomenal
reality per se. As I have intimated in Chapter One, Spivak criticizes Foucault and Deleuze to this
effect. She finds that when Deleuze makes such pronouncements as “‘[r]eality is what actually
happens in a factory,’” he falls into a “representational realism” that “has helped positivist
empiricism – the justifying foundation of advanced capitalist neocolonialism – to define its own
arena as ‘concrete experience,’ ‘what actually happens’” (1994: 69). What is problematic about this
tendency, Spivak argues, is that “[n]either Deleuze or Foucault seem aware that the intellectual
within socialized capital, brandishing concrete experience, can help consolidate the international
parallel to “symptom” rather than to “condensation.” Such an equation has been established by Nobus (2003: 60),
among others. For a full explanation of this parallelism, see “Realization and Displacement” below.
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division of labor” (69). In other words, these authors are at risk of allowing their concrete, personal
experience to stand in for reality as such. The concept of reality is reified precisely because it has
been appropriated by advanced capitalist neocolonialism as a sign of the political per se.
Spivak suggests that this hyper-inflation of concrete experience and the concomitant neglect
of ideology as an analytical category produces a schematic opposition between interest and desire.
In the work of Foucault and Deleuze, she argues, ideology is conceptualized exclusively as a “being
deceived” while desire is handled as an essence, due to its non-specificity and its association with
authenticity (67-69, 73). Spivak criticizes the work of these two theorists because they exhibit a
“valorization of any desire destructive of any power” (Spivak 1994: 67, emphases in text).
In other words, a particular desire stands in for desire in general, and a particular power for
power as such. In the obliteration of the particular, the political is erased from view. Furthermore, as
Mignolo argues, in the hiding of the particular provenance of a universal, “the order of the
enunciated” is taken for “the natural order of the world” (2002: 935). 165 Precisely due to this
process of naturalization, hegemony is prone to be perceived as an ontological problematic rather
than a political contingency.
In criticizing Foucault and Deleuze’s “valorization of any desire destructive of any power,”
Spivak is also pointing to the absence of the category of “interests,” a category that, she later
suggests, designates the historical particularity of a given desire (68-69). Therefore, lacking in the
work of Foucault and Deleuze is a theory of interests, if not a re-conceptualization of interest in its
relationship to desire (1994: 68-69). As may be gathered from my account of “Democracy Derealized” in the introductory section, Bhabha’s lecture shares this lack. His emphasis is not on the
historical situatedness of his object of analysis, democracy, but on leaving aside its historical ties in
order to open the concept up to creative re-imagination. In that sense, his argument reproduces the
schematic opposition between interests and desire, suggesting that for desire (democracy’s
potential) to be operative, it is necessary to exclude interests (democracy’s history) from the
analysis.
What such a position fails to recognize is that “interests” may concern the study of the
subject as much as “desire.” Mieke Bal, revisiting Knowledge and Human Interests (1972) by
German philosopher Jürgen Habermas, discusses the importance for critical theory of making the
question of the subject a central one (1986: 254-255). She observes that “interests” emerges as a
165

As I reported, for de Man “what we call ideology is precisely the confusion of linguistic with natural reality, of
reference with phenomenalism” (1982: 206). For Culler ideology is a narrative that justifies a practice by “concealing
[its] historical origins and making them the natural components of an interpreted world.” (1973: 471)
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crucial category in addressing that question because “every action is guided by interests” (255). As
Bal argues, “[f]rom thence opens up the possibility and opportunity of locating the symptoms of the
subjacent interests in the texts under study. Are they of emancipation or domination, and what
subjects can they be attached to?” (255). 166
Likewise, Spivak values “interest” as a useful category for addressing the question of the
subject. According to Spivak, “interest,” operating at a micrological level, points to ideology (which
is macrological) in that it “marks the subject’s empty place within that process without a subject
which is history and political economy” (71, 74; emphasis added). 167 Since interest is a key
analytical category in Marx’s theory, Spivak proposes that the subject in Marx’s work is always
already a dislocated one, marked by the disjuncture between the subject’s place and the subject in
(and as) its self-reflexive capacity. In other words, the identity of interests (class position) fails to
produce a feeling of community (class consciousness) (Spivak 1994: 70-72). 168 Spivak maintains
that Foucault’s and Deleuze’s gesture of invoking that dislocation as a radical discovery while
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“ … toute action est orientée par des intérêts. De là s’ouvrait la possibilité et l’opportunité de repérer, dans les textes
étudies, les symptômes des intérêts sous-jacents. Sont-ils d’émancipation ou de domination, et à quels sujets peut-on les
rattacher ?” (Bal 1986: 255. Translation mine.) As Bal explicates, Habermas distinguishes three types of interests, each
of which is constitutive of a particular form of knowledge. The first of these, technical interest, motivates the natural
sciences while the other two, practical and emancipatory interests, guide the cultural sciences (251-52). More
specifically, empiric-analytical sciences are guided by a technical cognitive interest that serves to understand, predict
and transform the natural environment. Hermeneutic sciences are guided by the practical interest of inter-subjective
communication in society; therefore, the practical interest concerns language and is dialogic (252-53). Finally, since
“[r]eason and its usage entail the desire of reasoning freely” (“[l]a raison et son usage entraînent le désir de raisonner
librement”), a third kind of interest emerges (252). This emancipatory interest is “the interest of responsibility and
autonomy” (“l’intérêt de la responsabilité et de l’autonomie”); it is associated to (self) reflection and guides the critical
sciences (252). As may be appreciated, here Bal’s account of Habermas’s work, far from opposing interests and desire,
points to their continuity. Habermas’s concern with interests as epistemological motivations further complicates the
otherwise easy distinction between “interests” as a marker of a subject’s external determinations and “desire” as a
marker of the subject’s internal drive.
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For Habermas ideology is also associated with interests but in a different sense. As the Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy states “Habermas sharply distinguished between two modes of action, ‘work’ and ‘interaction,’ which
correspond to enduring interests of the human species. The former includes modes of action based on the rational
choice of efficient means, that is, forms of instrumental and strategic action, whereas the latter refers to forms of
‘communicative action’ in which actors coordinate their behaviors on the basis of ‘consensual norms.’ Habermas’s
distinction in effect appropriates the classical Aristotelian contrast between techne and praxis for critical social theory.
The result is a distinctively Habermasian critique of science and technology as ideology: by reducing practical
questions about the good life to technical problems for experts, contemporary elites eliminate the need for public,
democratic discussion of values, thereby depoliticizing the population. The legitimate human interest in technical
control of nature thus functions as an ideology – a screen that masks the value-laden character of government
decisionmaking in the service of the capitalist status quo. Unlike Herbert Marcuse, who regarded that interest as
specific to capitalist society, Habermas affirmed the technical control of nature as a genuinely universal speciesinterest; unlike Horkheimer and Adorno in their Dialectic of Enlightenment, the technical interest did not necessitate
social domination.” (Bohman and Rehg 2009)
168
Although Spivak departs from Althusser’s distinction between “class instinct” (i.e. class consciousness) and “class
position,” she develops that distinction through the work of Marx (1994: 70; see also 105, n. 10).
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treating economic analyses as outdated reinforces the dislocation of the subject concomitant with
the capitalist system of production (75).
Spivak’s argument serves not only to appreciate how Bhabha participates in the approach
she criticizes, but also helps to read his lecture as an event. This is because Spivak offers the
category of interest as a tool to analyze the macrologics of ideology, history and political economy
from a local perspective. Hence, I read Bhabha’s situatedness in the video-conference through
Spivak’s terms. Although the analogy here applies almost too obviously, its implications will
become clear further below.
In the context of Bhabha’s lecture, the simple fact of video-mediation literally stages the
dislocation of the subject. Bhabha’s actual and representational (nominal) social positions do not
coincide. Bhabha is actually in Cambridge, while Horst Bredekamp is representing him at the
House of World Cultures. Yet, from the perspective of the Berlin audience, the situation is
experienced inversely. Horst Bredekamp is actually there, while Bhabha is represented on a screen.
Furthermore, Horst Bredekamp literally “marks [Bhabha’s] empty place” in the Berlin auditorium
(Spivak 1994: 71). Bhabha’s insistence on his connectedness with the realm of reality when
narrating his “9/11” experience, as well as the concern with representation that surfaces in his story,
may be read in this light.
As I commented in Chapter One, representation is also a central question in Spivak’s 1994
(1985) text. She argues that Marx distinguishes between two categories that Deleuze conflates:
“representation as ‘speaking for,’ as in politics, and representation as ‘re-presentation’ as in art or
philosophy” (70). These two forms of representation may be distinguished by the German words
vertretung and darstellung respectively. The first refers to representation as an act of persuasion,
which is transformative. The second refers to representation as a trope, descriptive rather than
transformative (72). Therefore, Spivak argues, Marx discusses a social subject whose consciousness
– that is, his self-representation (darstellung), which grants him a subject status – and the political
representation (vertretung) of whom are dislocated (74-75). In this way, not only is the subject in
Marx a dislocated entity, but “class” also emerges as a non-essentialist category, since it is defined
differentially (in relation to other classes). Hence, to analyze class agency or class transformation is
only to propose the replacement of something that is always already conceived as artificial (71, 74).
In Spivak’s view, Deleuze’s work is only pseudo-radical because, as Marx’s work suggests to her,
in Deleuze’s work vertreten behaves as darstellen. In other words, acts of darstellung (such as that
of an author writing about subaltern subjects) are often claimed to be acts of political vertretung.
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Spivak affirms that as long as these two forms of representation are conflated there can be no
transformation in critical consciousness. This is because darstellen, which is merely descriptive,
takes the place of vertreten, the transformative (70-73).
In the introductory section, I pointed to the descriptive aspect of Bhabha’s arguments. Here,
I have concentrated on Bhabha’s words as transformative acts. When both aspects are confronted
the most apparent contrast is that, in demographic terms, the reach of Bhabha’s discourse as a
descriptive pronouncement is incommensurably wider than its sphere of influence as an act. This
incommensurability is not an exception, but the normal condition of academic discursive practices.
According to Spivak, the important question here would be: does darstellen stand in for vertreten in
“Democracy De-realized”? In order to begin suggesting an answer, let me return to my reading of
Bhabha’s intrusive narrative as a symptom.
Symptoms erupt when something that requires expression finds no other outlet. In the
context of Documenta 11, Platform 1, at the House of World Cultures, Bredekamp’s critique of
Bhabha is utterly unexpected. Both the chairman and the conference’s director have treated the
postcolonial critic with great deference. Bhabha’s way of speaking, here as elsewhere, is meticulous
in its politeness, and constantly seeks to avoid confrontation. Bhabha begins his response by
agreeing with Bredekamp and only then adds the phrase “on the other hand.” Then, he corrects
himself by saying “no, there is no ‘other hand,’ I applaud you with both hands” (2001b: min.11:30).
Furthermore, the criticism with which Bredekamp has confronted Bhabha is emblematic of the
major and most persistent accusation directed at the postcolonial critic: that he privileges the sign
over lived reality to an unsustainable extent.
But something else is going on in that auditorium. In the context of the Berlin conference
room, Bhabha is reduced to a sign on the screen. The mild laughter of the people at the auditorium
whenever technical hiccups create a lapse in coordination between Bhabha and Bredekamp or
between Bhabha and the chairman underline this fact. Bhabha is no longer just accused of
privileging the sign, he has turned into one. He is operating as the metaphor of himself as a sign.
The bodily Bhabha is literally displaced, and a sign of Bhabha, the sign-man, stands in his place.
But the image on the screen is not the only thing standing in for Bhabha. His physical
substitute, Bredekamp, is literally occupying the place of the former. In this way, Bredekamp is not
only accusing Bhabha of disregarding the importance of the phenomenological dimension of reality,
he is also embodying Bhabha’s inability to access that realm. Bredekamp becomes a metaphor of
the dimension that Bhabha, once and again, desires or is desired to access, but, once and again, fails
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to access. Pushing my interpretation to a more schematic level, it may be said that Bhabha occupies
the place of desire, which is that of potential, while Bredekamp occupies that of interest, which is
defined by Spivak as the mark of the subject’s empty place in systemic processes (1994: 71).
While the texts of both Spivak and Bhabha that I have analyzed here are works in
postcolonial theory, their perspectives with regard to the roles of ideology, interest and desire differ
enormously. The differences between the two may be associated with – yet by no means limited to
– the different times in which they were produced. While Spivak’s piece first came out in 1985,
before the fall of the Berlin wall, Bhabha’s piece, written in 2001, right after the events of the 11th
of September, appears well into the “New World order” and, as its author announces, is to be taken
as a reflection on it (2002: 350; see also 349). Yet, while reflecting on an era that claims the title of
“post-ideological” for itself, thus attempting “to mask the very ideological gesture that is the basis
of its claim” (Pessoa 2003: 486), Bhabha proposes to focus on desire and leave aside the question
of interest. Consequently, he leaves aside the question of ideology.
The OED defines “interest” as “the relation of being objectively concerned in something”
(emphasis added). Rather than focusing on the relations by which people are objectively concerned
in democracy, Bhabha celebrates approaches that are “less focused on signifying the determinants
of global capitalism and more open to the representation/enunciation of the ‘right to have rights’ as
an urgent and open legal and humanitarian question” (Bhabha 2002: 358). 169 The lack of
commitment to specificity that Bhabha displays is constitutive of his call for de-realization. This
lack of historical specificity implies the displacement of interest as an analytical category.
Meanwhile, Bhabha makes desire central for determining the social agent that is best fit to derealize democracy: minorities. He writes:
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The fact that “interest” implies a notion of objectivity may well account for its decreasing popularity in
contemporary discourses. The distrust of discourses that presuppose a certain notion of objectivity is largely the result
of the questioning of the possibility of unmediated access to objective reality brought about in science, at least since
Albert Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity developed at the beginning of the 20th century (Einstein 1985). Yet
outside physics, the question has oftentimes mutated from the impossibility of unmediated access to objective reality to
one of the non-existence of objective reality itself. This idealist appropriation is well exemplified in the popular film
What the Bleep do we Know?!, which employs a documentary style and extended reference to quantum physics to
justify its claims. The documentary format and scientific jargon produce a realism that, as Bal argues, “may serve the
interests of the dominant moral and political structures … Drawing attention to the reality status of the represented
object, it obscures its precise, local meanings” (1996: 8-9). When “interest,” (described by Spivak [1994] as that which
marks the subject’s empty place in history and economy) is taken into account, the idealist conclusions that the film
reaches find alternate explanations. What the Bleep was produced by a new age church based in Washington State and
known as Ramtha’s School of Enlightenment. The writers and directors are all also members of this church. The film
has become a blockbuster, distributed in over 30 countries and received a number of awards.
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Minoritization, now, is not simply that abject condition of being “half stateless,” as Hannah
Arendt once described it. Today the identification with minoritarian causes constitutes a
form of aspirational activism, committed to an agenda of intercultural and transgroup
emancipation. (358)
Hence, Bhabha privileges class consciousness over class position. According to Spivak’s definitions
of these two above, Bhabha’s choice marks his position as idealist (1994: 69, 105). Specifically,
Bhabha’s use of “aspirational activism” points to the central role played by desire, as an
uncontested analytical category, in the foundation of that idealism. My own interest in this section –
and here I use the term deliberately in Habermas’s sense – has been to explore the implications of
Bhabha’s privileging of that category in his exchange with Bredekamp. In the next section, I turn to
the online publication of his lecture.

Real Player
I now turn to the record of Bhabha’s lecture on the Internet; a context difficult to define. The video
is surrounded by fragments of superimposed information, and is only obliquely associated, by way
of added references, with the socio-historical context in which the event originally took place.
Those references do not co-exist with the recorded lecture. They only appear as options or
hyperlinks, promising mutually exclusive, deferred and fractured sets of information. Because of its
virtuality, the video recording of Bhabha’s lecture holds an intricate and destabilizing relation with
space as a physical category, thus subverting the basic coordinates necessary for the definition of
context. Here, I deploy the context of the recorded lecture through spatio-temporal coordinates that
do not coincide with those through which Homi Bhabha, the video-recording, or the Internet
discursively position themselves. This lack of coincidence indicates that my portrayal of the object’s
context is, like any other, ultimately a naturalization of “framing.” This is why I persist in the usage
of the term “context” to refer to the effect produced by framing. 170
Let us now take a look at the recorded lecture as I encountered it in cyberspace. In its
potential state, my object of study is just another hyperlink on its hosting page. Once clicked, the
link opens a new window, in the center of which “Democracy De-realized” starts running. Framing
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I benefit from Bal’s distinction between “context” as associated to conflation of origin with articulation, and as a
noun referring to something static rather than an event, on the one hand, and, on the other, to “framing” as producing an
event, predicating an object and rendering “the agent who is responsible, accountable, for his or her acts.” (2002: 135;
see also 133-138)
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this new window, so-called user-friendly software enhances its contours to simulate the threedimensional borders of a television set. Augmenting that effect, a series of control buttons on the
lower border serve their iconically stated purposes. At the top left corner, the software’s brand name
states, with an adjective, the effect it seeks: Real Player. To the surfer’s preference, this window
may be amplified to fill the entire area of the computer screen, at which point the emulated frame
becomes redundant and the cybernaut is offered the option of hiding it from view. In automatic
mode, the Real Player window occupies only part of the computer screen, and its frame cannot be
excluded. As a result, the video appears to be superimposed, playing against the background of the
hosting page.
Amplified to the full-screen, frame-less mode, the video becomes virtually context-less. But
even in the automatic mode, allowing for the widest array of simultaneously available information,
the virtual context is composed by only two items: the window borders, literally framing the
screening as “Real,” and the uncovered fragment of the host page. Besides the homogenously red
background of the uncovered section, there are sixteen elements (icons and/or text) on the page.
Fourteen of these sixteen elements are not informative in themselves but hyperlinks. 171 Hence, my
object’s virtual context, in the spatial continuum, is extremely narrow, constituted by two single
elements: a frame and a series of hyperlinks.
Significantly, one of the two elements directly contiguous with my object is a frame. Outside
cyberspace, a frame is the wooden, metal or plastic border delineating the place paintings, mirrors,
or screens occupy in space. But a frame not only marks the distinction between surrounding space
and the material space occupied by the object, it also distinguishes between real space and the
virtual space represented at the object’s surface. The frame calls attention to the fact that the illusory
reduplication or representation of space is an artifice, not co-extensive with reality. The Real Player
frame profits from this effect, and thus stages the screen it encloses as (ontologically) discontinuous
with the surface that surrounds it. By indicating that a screen lies within its boundaries, it
simultaneously denotes the rest of the computer’s screen as non-screen. Hence, the frame enclosing
Bhabha’s video-lecture authenticates the remainder of the virtual space as real.
The software frame competes with the material frame of the computer to deploy the video’s
context as constituted by the virtual space that lies beyond the video’s limits. It draws attention
away from the computer frame, which defines my object’s context at the juncture of socio-historical
171

The two remaining inscriptions read: “March 15 – April 20, 2001 Academy of Fine Arts, Vienna” and “October 9 –
30, 2001 House of World Cultures, Berlin.” These were the two venues to successively host Platform 1 of Documenta
11.
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reality and virtuality. In so doing, it also removes focus from the surfer’s understanding of virtual
space as a technological effect. While the Real Player benefits from the effects of the frame to stage
different levels of reality, the screen, the frame and the context it deploys are actually continuous.
This is precisely the modus operandi of the virtual, defined as that which is so “in essence or effect,
although not formally or actually; admitting of being called by the name so far as the result or effect
is concerned” (OED).
According to this definition, a virtual object seeks to appropriate the name of a
corresponding real object by simulating its effects. Consequently, virtuality can be understood as
that which usurps the name of reality by simulating its effects. “Democracy De-realized,” the
lecture’s title, is the widest framework placed around the discourse by Bhabha. It becomes
significant in view of cyberspace’s exacerbation of the rhetoric of the real. 172 As I have suggested,
Bhabha proposes the term “de-realized” as an alternative to the Platform’s title that, by abstracting
the idea of democracy from its historical reality and ideological origins, may be creatively translated
and strategically employed by minorities. In this way, Bhabha privileges the possibilities democracy
opens up when it is strategically employed in terms of its effects. In both Bhabha’s lecture and its
virtual environment, effect is prioritized over cause – whether it be the effect of reality over the
technological and social causes producing that effect, or the strategic effect of democracy’s
translatability over the geo-economic causes for democracy’s situated materialization or
foreclosure.
By “de-realizing” democracy, Bhabha proposes a suspension of disbelief that allows for the
re-imagination of pre-existing concepts to creatively rearticulate the socio-historical realities that
they name. As I have mentioned, he insists on the need to move away from phenomenal
understandings of categories such as “minorities,” proposing instead that “minoritarian presence is a
sign of ‘intermediate living’ within the history of the present, that is neither gigantic nor small,
neither global nor local” (361). Towards the same end he uses the image of the attacked World
Trade Center not in relation to the historical cause of its destruction, but to the possibilities it opens
up as a virtual category. Recall Bhabha’s description of the scene:

The times and places in which we live confront our sense of Progress with the challenge of
the Unbuilt. The Unbuilt is not a place you can reach with a ladder … What you need once
your towers have fallen is a perspicuous vision that reveals a space, a way in the world …
Neither destruction nor deconstruction, the Unbuilt is the creation of a form whose virtual
172

See Hope (2006) concerning “real time” terminology.
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absence raises the question of what it would mean to start again in the same place, as if it
where elsewhere, adjacent to the site of a historic disaster. (363-64, emphases in transcript)
Just as in the case of “minoritarian presence,” “the Unbuilt” is only defined through oblique and
generalized references to historical location. Bhabha’s description of a potentially new “way [of
being] in the world” relies on vague spatial references. Just in the quote above, we find “global,”
“local,” “site,” “elsewhere,” and the repetition of “space” and “place.” Yet these references suggest
imagined rather than physical spaces, while the image as a whole evokes potentiality as such.
Hence, “the Unbuilt” may be envisaged as a virtuality, which is, as the OED establishes, “a
potentiality” or that which is “apart from external form or embodiment,” in other words, as that
which is apart from the phenomenal realization of being.
The association between Bhabha’s notion of “the Unbuilt” and virtuality is emphasized
when we recall “Building Dwelling Thinking,” an essay that, as Heidegger himself announces,
“traces building back into that domain to which everything that is belongs” (1975: 145, emphasis in
text). Extrapolating Heidegger’s description of “building,” Bhabha’s category of “the Unbuilt” can
be understood to function as “that domain to which everything that is not belongs.” The way in
which Bhabha proposes a new beginning by way of a potential spatiality can be read as a
commentary on Heidegger’s notion of building as the domain of that which is, as well as on
Heidegger’s systematic exploration of being in terms of word-concepts belonging to the semantic
field of the spatial, such as “space”, “site,” “location,” “bridge,” “boundary,” “stadion,” “spatium,”
and “extensio” (Heidegger 1975: 152-158).
Like Heidegger, Bhabha grants such nouns the active qualities usually associated with verbs.
Consider, for example, his opposition of “the Unbuilt” with “a place you can reach with a ladder”
and his equation of it with “a perspicuous vision that reveals a space, a way in the world,” in light of
Heidegger’s definition of “space” as “something that has been made room for, something that is
cleared and free,” or his characterization of “boundary” as “that from which something begins its
presencing” (Bhabha: 363; Heidegger: 154, emphasis in text). Yet Bhabha’s discussion differs from
Heidegger’s in that it is concerned with the potentiality rather than the actuality of being. A
methodological difference accompanies this conceptual one. While Heidegger’s associations are the
result of meticulous etymological investigation into the words that he develops as concepts,
Bhabha’s associations are of an apparently more random nature. The etymological rigor of
Heidegger’s procedure grounds his associations for, as Spivak suggests, it points to “the traces of
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the empirical entailed by the word,” because “words are in the history of language” (1994: 28, 27).
Bhabha’s disinclination to enter the terrain of the etymological may be thus seen as the procedural
counterpart of the position he discursively seeks to argue with the use of the image.
Bhabha’s move away from phenomenal and teleological understandings of reality in the case
of both “minoritarian presence” and “the Unbuilt” is mostly phrased in negative terms, as in, “it is
neither [this] nor [that]” (361, 364). In his description of “the Unbuilt,” Bhabha uses a logical
contradiction: “virtual absence” (364). In logical terms, the Unbuilt can only be a virtual category
because it does not exist yet. It is a virtual presence, and an actual absence. By inverting the terms,
Bhabha cancels out their logic and opens up a paradox. Hence, his definitions, relying upon
negation and contradiction, do not state what the two concepts are, but seek to produce the effect of
what they are in the audience. Furthermore, “virtual absence” does not describe “the Unbuilt”
directly, but describes “a form,” while “the Unbuilt” is described as the “creation” of that “form.”
Earlier, Bhabha has characterized it as “a perspicuous vision” that reveals a further “space, a way in
the world” (363). He thus deploys different levels of reality within the virtual category of the
Unbuilt. While his emphasis on effect is parallel to the modus operandi of virtuality, his layering of
the virtual into differing degrees of reality is analogous to that of the software by which the lecture
is played.
The role of the software frame is to position the virtual as real. Its mode of operation is selfreferential: by staging the effect of different levels of reality within itself, it relativizes the concept
of reality as such. By resituating object and context within the boundaries of the monitor’s screen, it
removes attention from the context extending beyond the computer screen. It attempts to disrupt
history’s sovereignty over the realm of “context” and “the real.” Translated into this technological
support, where socio-historical reality is already displaced to the margins, Bhabha’s call for “derealization” plays out consonantly. Bhabha’s call may be read as a call for a “willing suspension of
disbelief,” a call for a momentary movement away from socio-historical reality, to return to it from
a different perspective. 173 But, framed by Real Player, it also translates as an enduring and
normative condition of understanding (democracy), in cyber-cultural space. 174
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On the “willing suspension of disbelief,” see fn. 64.
Here I use “framed” in a sense that had been latent throughout the section. In so doing, I take from Mieke Bal’s
analysis of the concept in its double meaning as placing a frame around an object, on the one hand, and “setting [it] up”
on the other (2002: 136-37,143, 141-155, esp. 147. See also my fn. 139 above).
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Hyperlinked Space-Time
In the previous section, I indicated that the immediate context of my object is composed of two
items: the window borders, literally framing the screening as “real,” and the topography of
hyperlinks on its hosting page. I now turn to the second element. Hyperlinks are references leading
to other, mutually exclusive, sites on the web. Hence, my object’s virtual context extends primarily
in time rather than space. “Context” here does not so much imply synchronic co-existence, but
rather succession in time. It can only be defined in terms of routes of access. The routes of access to
“Democracy De-realized” are multiple and resist definition beyond individual experience. Any
point along the route holds various interwoven chains in a simultaneous and potential form. The
interconnectivity of elements appears provisional and ephemeral, dependent on the user’s input into
a search engine.
But although routes of access appear to be arbitrary, online research must take recourse to
search engines, which act as gatekeepers to the information. The most widely used search engines
today offer results in the right-hand column that are paid for by the featured companies and
itemized according to the law of the highest bidder. The results shown on the left follow a similar
dynamic but employ a different currency. The search engine submits matching documents to
mathematical analysis. The ordering of the results is not random, the most heavily linked-to sites
gain primacy. A heavily linked-to site “functions as an online authority which makes and unmakes
the reputation of related sites”; it is not just a matter of being linked to, but of being linked to by
“other important (i.e. heavily linked-to) resources” (Ciolek 1999: 13). This process is strengthened
by the search engine. The more a site is linked to, the more likely it is to be made visible by the
search engine and, therefore, the more likely it is to be linked to again. 175
Thus, a search engine’s mechanism structures access according to pre-established criteria of
legitimacy. The offered results respond to individual choice only metonymically, always already
structured by those of the community. Given that this community of Internet users is highly
specific, the sites presented to the individual user will automatically be filtered by the geo-culturally
particular interests of a global elite. This bias is significant with respect to the historical origin of
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Ciolek refers to Google, the most widely used third generation search engine since 1998. He holds that earlier search
engines treated cyberspace as a homogenous whole, scanning the titles and first paragraphs of documents within their
reach (30-50%) and retrieving matches. The characteristic technological development of third generation search engines
is that they treat cyberspace as constellations of interlinked groups of documents, submitting the cluster of crossedlinked documents matching the search input to iterative mathematical analysis (1999).
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the Internet and is most clearly expressed in the predominance of (U.S.) English online. 176 The
cumulative dynamic of the search engine tends to homogenize rather than diversify the already
existing bias. But these structural traits are not clearly visible, obscured as they are by the rhetoric
which emphasizes the Internet’s non-hierarchic heterogeneity and the cybernaut’s “free choice”
within an undifferentiated global continuum of information. 177
In my Introduction, I referred to Brennan’s “Statelessness: that is, the American State” to
point to the persistence of the state today, despite its alleged caducity (2006: 228-232). Nowhere
can the double status of an apparent statelessness underpinned by the hegemony of a single state be
seen as clearly as on the Internet that, even if widely praised for its democracy of access, is unequal
according to statistics. 178 The disproportion that such statistics display does not describe the
hegemony of the U.S.A. as a state. Nonetheless, it is informative of it, particularly when we do not
restrict our understanding of the state to its traditional political institutions. As Naomi Klein argues,
the contemporary phenomenon of the “corporatist state” functions as an increasingly hollow
structure infiltrated by private economic enterprise (2007: 372-81, 502). The geo-economic bias of
Internet users is one more reason why, even if as discursive icons, hyperlinks emphasize
connection, multiplicity and simultaneity, as operative mechanisms, they perpetually defer
connection, multiplicity and simultaneity. They are at once the currency structuring the hierarchy of
online visibility and the rhetorical device that obscures its underlying mechanisms by giving the
impression of agency and free choice.
In the context of the Internet, where the local is framed as global, the discourse of
“Democracy De-realized” institutes a critical distance between the viewer and the discursive effects
of the links. By insisting on the fact that the global world is not as global as it appears, and on the
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“Since the internet was created in the 1960s as a military-research project, America has coordinated the underlying
infrastructure … Today the internet is managed by a private sector group which America helped to set up in 1998 and
still oversees” (Emmot 2005: 1). Furthermore, “American/English makes up 80 % of the language of Web sites” (Li and
Kirkup 2005: 3). See also Leamer and Storper 2001, and Bidima 2006.
177
The role of hyperlinks as online currency and their accumulative processes hold more than an analogous relation to
capitalist dynamics. Chesebro (2003) examines how major companies online become stronger at the expense of small
sellers, which tend to disappear by the very same selection processes described above. On the imagery concerning the
Internet in everyday life from a social science perspective, see Contarello and Sarrica (2005). Concerning this rhetoric
as deployed from within the Internet and its relation to the discourse of late capitalism from a communication
studies/philosophical perspective, see Hope (2006).
178
Research carried out by Canclini points to the fact that 51.3% of surfers were native English speakers in the year
2000. The next highest percentage was that of Japanese native speakers, with only 7.2% of the total. Chinese and
Spanish, the first and second languages with most native speakers worldwide, constituted only 5.2% and 6.5% of the
total cyber-population respectively (García Canclini 2004: 186). A related statistic, published by the World Summit on
the Information Society held in Geneva in 2003, states that 67% of Internet users reside in Europe and the U.S.A., while
97% of the people leaving in Africa have no access at all to the Internet (García Canclini 2004: 181).
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fact that a transnational civil society, universal human rights and democracy are potential promises,
to be strategically used in the present, “Democracy De-realized” operates as a critique of the
simulacrum that is staged by its hyperlinked environment. Bhabha addresses the rhetoric of
connectivity and simultaneity that characterizes contemporary technologies: “most writings on the
expanse of globalization emphasize its excessive temporality … the speeds through which we live in
the air, on screen, in the circuits of cyberspace,” while confronting that rhetoric to what it
obliterates: “the slow pace of illegal migration and contraband, the painstaking bureaucracies of
asylum applications, and the fact that 80 percent of the world’s cargo still travels by sea” (2002:
354).
Yet, “Democracy De-realized” at times seems to support the conceptions it criticizes. To
justify this claim, I return to my exploration of the lecture as a cultural practice, focusing on the
deferral between Bhabha and his Berlin audience, a disadvantage to be overcome performatively by
the lecturer. Bhabha deals with the situation by openly acknowledging and reflecting on the
mediated nature of the encounter:

I don’t know whether you can see me and hear me clearly. I’d like to have some sense that
you are receiving me. Can you hear me? [applauses] Thank you, thank you. Well, if you can
see me, as no doubt you can, I thought I would come to you from the country of the Bald
Eagle, dressed in my white suit, looking like a white dove, a dove of peace. Unfortunately,
that was not to be. (2001a: min. 2)
As may be gathered from the references to “the country of the Bald Eagle” and “a white dove, a
dove of peace,” the lecturer seeks to diminish the distance between him and his audience, not only
by calmly acknowledging the difficulties imposed by video-mediation, but also by recurring to a
shared common sense by means of clichés. Clichés function as shortcuts, brief references or wide
generalizations, the meaning of which is to be completed on the basis of a common cultural
experience across the Cambridge-Berlin divide, thus overcoming the space-time deferral. 179
The clichés employed by Bhabha reveal the double status of the place from which he speaks,
because they require that a particular cultural experience or mode of expression be recognized
179

This strategy is also a result of the conventions required for orally delivered theory; a more “informal” tone is usually
expected. It is also a result of the relatively short format of the lecture, not allowing for extensive elaboration. Stock
phrases allow Bhabha to bring forth a series of implications that need not be extensively justified in their ambiguity.
Without the time and space to draw a map of the geo-historically differentiated agents involved in “democracy,” yet
nonetheless requiring to make such a point to further his arguments, the lecturer takes recourse to generalizations, such
as “[t]hose in the North and South … that have been the victims of Democracy De-realized” or “[o]nly those societies
of the North and South, the East and West that ensure the widest democratic participation … ” (350, 348)
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immediately elsewhere (as in “Bald Eagle” or “a white dove”), or that an abstract expression be
automatically associated with a geographically or politically specific reality (as in “at the heart of
democracy,” “the victims of Democracy De-realized,” “the right to have rights” [350, 358]).
Sometimes, the points of view implied in stock phrases are so arbitrary, yet so widely accepted, that
they appear as universals, while indicating the global hegemony of a particular. Ramón Grosfoguel,
refers to this as “abstract universalism:” a mode of universalizing that hides the historical
particularity of its locus of enunciation (2008b: 209-10). 180
A case in point is Bhabha’s use of “Americans” as shorthand for “citizens of the United
States of America” (347). To be operative, the abbreviation depends on the assurance that the
listener’s geo-cultural bias is such that the figurative meaning will prevail over the primary sense of
the word. The signifier “Americans” will not simply recall its referent but will be displaced to reach
another signifier denoting a different referent. This course is so naturalized that the displaced
referent comes up automatically. The usage of “Americans” in Bhabha’s sense is often associated in
Latin America with the Monroe Doctrine. Regardless of intentions, Bhabha’s choice of
“Americans” as descriptive of U.S. citizens is thus inevitably inscribed in the struggle for hegemony
over the signification of the word. 181
As the names of intergovernmental associations illustrate, amongst countries in the
Americas, the adjective “American” primarily serves to refer to things or persons belonging to the
continent as a whole. 182 At first sight, the fact that the U.S. government employs the term in this
way in its formal international relations with other states on the continent appears to be at odds with
the prevalence of its common usage as limited to a specific country. Yet, that equivocation is
operative. This is exemplified in a Doctrine that, originating as a protectionist measure against
European interference in the Americas, was then used to establish the U.S.A.’s sphere of influence
abroad. Its Roosevelt Corollary, declaring the U.S.A.’s right to intervene militarily in Latin
America, magnifies the equivocation operative in the Monroe Doctrine’s paradigmatic phrase:
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Grosfoguel endorses a different kind of universalizing which he refers to as “concrete universalism.” Concrete
universalism operates by means of a horizontal relationship between all of its particulars (2008b: 209-10). He considers
that abstract universalism is the form of universalizing proper to the Western philosophical tradition; he traces it in the
works of Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Laclau and Mouffe. He considers concrete universalism as an alter-native form
of universalizing and traces the concept in the works of Aimé Césaire, Enrique Dussel and the Zapatistas.
181
On the ideological struggle over signification, see Laclau 1997.
182
A salient example is the Organization of American States (OAS).
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“America [the country] for the Americans [U.S.A. citizens]” or “America [the continent] for the
Americans [U.S.A. citizens].” 183
A final example: Bhabha uses “September 11” as shorthand for “the 11th of September,
2001, New York.” The abbreviation, popularized by the U.S.A. press and exported throughout the
globe, is shaped according to the specific date notation system of the country. The abbreviation is
possible based on the fact that location is so obvious, so universal, that it need not be mentioned. In
other words, that location functions as the zero point of enunciation. 184 The 1973 coup in Chile that,
according to Klein, marks the inauguration of the neoliberal era, which is the object of concern of
“Democracy De-realized,” also took place on an 11th of September (Klein 2007: 70-80). In Spanish
it translates into el 11 de septiembre, an established phrase by which the 1973 coup is usually
recalled, and which the most recent usage has tended to erase. The new shorthand thus denotes a
shallow memory, a shallowness of memory that is reminiscent of the Internet itself . 185 The U.S.plotted and financed military overthrow of the first democratically elected Marxist president in
world history also marks the limits of what Bhabha describes as democracy’s “translatability”
across “genre and geopolitics, territory and temporality” (349). Bhabha’s emphasis on the
possibilities allegedly opened up by the strategic appropriation of democracy in the Third World is
made at the cost of ignoring the role that interests – in Spivak’s understanding of the term – have
actually played in foreclosing the fulfillment of such projects in Chile or Nicaragua, for example
(Spivak 1994: 71, 74). In both the “September 11” phraseology and in Bhabha’s understanding of
democracy, history functions as the constitutive exclusion. 186
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The Doctrine was issued in 1823 by U.S.A. President James Monroe. Its Roosevelt Corollary states: “It is not true
that the United States feels any land hunger … If a nation shows that it knows how to act with reasonable efficiency and
decency … if it keeps order and pays its obligations, it need fear no interference from the United States. Chronic
wrongdoing … may, in America as elsewhere, require intervention by some civilized nation, and in the Western
Hemisphere the adherence of the United States to the Monroe Doctrine may force the United States, however
reluctantly … to the exercise of an international police power.” Furthermore, by such intervention, Roosevelt claims,
“much more good will be done them than by any effort to give them political power.” ([Theodore] Roosevelt 1905: 33,
41)
184
The more popular term “9/11” was resisted by some printed media, especially British; the BBC even resisted the
“September 11” usage, employing instead: “11th of September,” but finally settled for the U.S.A. syntax in written-out
form. On a separate issue, the zero point of enunciation could be defined as the “indexical point of reference,” “the
point that determines all further” acts of enunciation (Ehrat 2004: 302, 136).
185
The erasure of the Spanish by the English version of the emblematic date echoes the procedures of the English
language online. (See Wasserman 2002: 312-13). My object of study, “Democracy De-realized”, was not unaffected by
the web’s short-lived memory. During my most intensive period of research, the hosting page – which had been online
for five years – suddenly disappeared. My “object” simply ceased to exist. Although it was later reinstalled, I learnt how
ephemeral it was, and how unreliable as an “object.” My framing of “Democracy De-realized” as an event is
significantly informed by the period of its erasure.
186
As Ariel Dorfman, a Chilean-U.S.A. writer and academic at Duke, has pointed out, amnesia is a constitutive feature
of a nation state that wishes to erase or to rewrite its ongoing imperialist history (2004: xiii-xvi). In Other Septembers,
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The commonplace abbreviations that I have addressed are rhetorical devices that privilege
an economic use of language. Although reference and deferral are characteristic of language, the
particularity of these devices lies in the fact that not even their primary sense can be achieved
without recourse to a source lying beyond their dictionary definitions and textual limits. To the
extent that clichés withhold a meaning that, without being entirely present, may be immediately
discharged by what is present, and to the extent that they are a form of shorthand deployed to
facilitate the discharge of information across non-contiguous space, they are analogous to electronic
hyperlinks.
The World Wide Web presents itself as universal. it may more adequately be defined as the
global hegemony of a particular. Likewise, there is inconsistency between Bhabha’s critique of how
the local is framed as global and his reliance on the hegemonic particulars that stock phrases entail
to get that point through. Furthermore, both hyperlinks and the stock phrases are marked by the
U.S.A. as the locus of enunciation or origin, and in both cases this locus is obscured. Hence, the
clichés function on the basis of the same double standard that hyperlinks display.
There is, however, one crucial difference. The rhetoric obscuring the structuring principles
of the linguistic shortcuts is not constitutive of them (as in the case of hyperlinks), but an effect of
the contrast between their implications and the wider arguments in which they are embedded. Even
when his choices denote his priorities, Bhabha as an individual is not to be held responsible for the
gap produced between the ideas he proposes and the cultural charge of the words he employs to
convey them. 187 As I have argued with reference to Spivak, the phrases denote “the traces of the
empirical entailed by the word,” for “words are in the history of language” (1994: 28, 27). Bhabha’s
choice of (historically and empirically specific) words points to his own historically and empirically
specific relation to language. Hence, the translation of “Democracy De-realized” into a hyperlinked
environment brings to the fore the problematic of the speaker’s inscription in a language that
Many Americas, Dorfman claims that in the United States this “systematic forgetting of history” has become more
urgent since the 11th of September, 2001, because the event threatened to confront the nation with the terrifying realities
the country had exported abroad, but had so far been exempt of itself (2004: xiv, xvi). Dorfman expresses his
amazement not only at how the widely documented U.S.A. participation in the Chilean coup was erased from the public
sphere and collective memory of U.S. citizens, but also how, in the face of U.S. military intervention in Nicaragua, a
war “waged in the name of freedom and democracy,” they “seemed not to know that for more than a century their
nation had done its utmost to destroy those very ideals in Nicaragua.” (xiv)
187
Since language is shared and inscribed in history, no speaker can entirely avoid usages that might be contrary to her
stated claims. Yet the places where a speaker chooses to use a word regardless of its implications, or to use it but to take
a distance from it through open discussion, or to avoid the word altogether, denotes either her conscious priorities or her
cultural inscription. Thus, for example, despite the urgency of establishing a swift and fluent communication across the
obstacle of video-mediation, Bhabha never employs the generic masculine. Likewise, Bhabha uses the generic “we”
throughout his text, but only after clarifying its pitfalls at the beginning of the lecture (2002: 348).
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exceeds him; his inscription in what Spivak terms “a mother tongue … a language with a history”
(1993a: 27). Before inquiring further into Bhabha’s inscription in a specific language, I turn to the
problem of the subject’s place in language as such.

Realization and Displacement
In accounting for the video-mediated discussion between Bhabha and Bredekamp, I interpreted
Bhabha’s intrusive narrative as a symptom. I suggested that symptom and metaphor are equivalent.
Both entail processes of realization, the symptom traditionally manifesting itself in the body,
metaphor in language. Jacques Lacan phrases it as follows: “The double-triggered mechanism of
metaphor is the very mechanism by which symptom, in the analytic sense, is determined … - a
symptom being a metaphor in which flesh or function is taken as the signifying element” (1997a:
751). 188
As elaborated in Chapter One, the Lacanian conception of metaphor, which I follow, is the
understanding of it as the perfect match between signifier and signified. Metaphor is a
materialization – or, more properly, a realization – of the signified in the signifier; similarly with the
symptom. In Jacques Lacan, a book prefaced by the French psychoanalyst himself, Belgian
psychology scholar Anika Lemaire writes: “the symptom is a formation of the unconscious in the
sense that, in it, the true speech of the unconscious is translated into an enigmatic signifier.”
Lemaire also comments that “the process whereby the symptom becomes fixed is that of metaphor:
the substitution in a signifier-signified relation of signifier S’ for another signifier S, which falls to
the rank of signified” (1977: 206). Hence, in the symptom, as in metaphor, the missing (i.e. the
unpronounced or unpronounceable) signifier is able to find expression and surface in the material
support of language by crossing the S/s bar, becoming the signified of another (more manageable)
signifier.
Although metonymy is also a process of substitution, it is rarely equated with the symptom
in the Lacanian tradition. As discussed in Chapter One, Lacan takes metaphor and metonymy as
describing intra-linguistic relationships. Metonymy always implies a horizontal transfer from one
signifier to another. Since only metaphor describes the vertical transfer between manifest and
subjacent linguistic terms, it alone is equated with symptom, characterized by a substitution of a
188

Likewise in “The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis,” Lacan states that “[a] symptom
here is the signifier of a signified that has been repressed from the subject’s consciousness. A symbol written in the sand
of the flesh and on the veil of Maia … ” (2004: 68)
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repressed or suppressed for a nameable signifier. Dany Nobus, a specialist in psychoanalysis at
Brunel University in the U.K., describes the implications of this conception for clinical
psychoanalysis:

Lacan believed that analysts ought to target their interpretations at the connections between
signifiers in their analysands’ associations, and not at the meaningful links between
signifiers and signifieds (S XI, p. 250). Put differently, he urged the analyst neither to ratify
or condemn the meaning of an analysand’s symptoms (…), nor to try to alleviate these
symptoms by suggesting a new meaning (…), but to elicit analytic effects through the
intentional displacement of the analysand’s discourse. The notion “displacement” is
synonymous here with the shifting connection between signifiers and also with the rhetorical
trope of “metonymy”… By demanding that the analyst formulate metonymical
interpretations – undoing and not fortifying meaning, revealing and not concealing it –
Lacan championed a purportedly more effective tactic for psychoanalytic treatment than any
other, accepted techniques of interpretation (explanation, clarification, confrontation,
reassurance, etc.). For Lacan insisted that all these techniques somehow rely on substitution
of the analyst’s signifiers for those of the analysand, that is to say, they all function within
the dimension of metaphor, which invalidates their power over symptom, because the latter
is a metaphor in itself (E/S, p. 175). Indeed, because the symptom is a metaphor – the
exchange of one signifier for another signifier or, in Freudian terms, the replacement of one
repressed unconscious representation with another representation – it cannot subside by
means of an analytic intervention that is metaphorical too. (2003: 60, emphases added)
Nobus thus shows the importance of establishing the metaphor-symptom analogy, while stressing
the importance of distinguishing metonymy from symptom. Furthermore, he argues that metonymy
is the most appropriate tool where metaphoric symptoms are concerned. Following his logic, I
contend that under inverse circumstances, the opposite is true. Metaphoric procedures are effective
tools for analysis where metonymic discourses prevail.
As discussed in the previous chapter, metaphor tends to be undervalued in contemporary
academic discourses. The figure is frequently criticized for its alleged tendency to freeze the flow of
signification in identity and resemblance. In contrast, metonymy is celebrated as contingent, desireinflicted, and open. The privileging of metonymy over metaphor in post-Lacanian literary and
cultural criticism may be associated with the fact that, within psychoanalytic practice, such a
privileging has a clinical raison d'être, as Dany Nobus makes clear. Below I extrapolate Nobus’
argument to contemporary discourse analysis. If it is metonymy that prevails in contemporary
hegemonic strategies, then, by the same principle described by Nobus, this inverse set of conditions
would require a – cultural – analyst to proceed metaphorically.
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To state that I extrapolate the analysis of the psychoanalytic symptom to the analysis of the
social symptom is in a sense preposterous, because Lacan recognizes the origin of the concept in the
work of Marx. In one of his seminars, he states:

Search for the origin of the notion of symptom, which is not to be sought for in Hippocrates
at all, but in Marx, who is the first to make the connection between capitalism and … feudal
times ... Capitalism is considered as having certain effects, and why in effect wouldn’t it
have them? These effects are, overall, beneficial, for it [capitalism] has the advantage of
reducing the proletarian man to nothing, thanks to which the proletarian man realizes the
essence of man and, being stripped of all, he is charged with being the Messiah of the future.
Such is the way in which Marx analyzes the concept of symptom. Of course, he does so in a
number of other ways, but the relation between this one and a faith in mankind is completely
undeniable. If we make of man nothing more than that which conveys an ideal future, but
we determine him in the particularity of each case of his unconscious and of the way in
which he enjoys it, the symptom remains in the same place where Marx put it. But it takes
on another sense: it is not a social symptom, it is a particular symptom. (1975: 106) 189
Locating the origin of the symptom in the work of Marx rather than Hippocrates, Lacan distances
himself from the medical conception of the term. Lacan draws a continuity between Marx’s
collective subject and the subject in his own psychoanalytic theory: both are characterized by a lack
of being (i.e. the proletarian man is “reduced to nothing,” and it is in that nothing that he finds his
essence) and by a thrust towards the future (a thrust that, in the case of the psychoanalytic subject, is
termed desire). The distinction between the two resides in the difference between the social
dimension of existence and the particularity of the unconscious. Because that difference concerns
scale and object of analysis rather than mode of operation, the symptom as an analytical category
remains the same, in principle, across both terrains.
While Nobus’ argument allowed me to emphasize the analytic potential of metonymy, Lacan
points to the potential of the symptom (and, by extension, of metaphor) as an analytical category.
According to Slavoj Žižek, the reason why Marx produces a notion of symptom that applies to
psychoanalysis as well is that “there is a fundamental homology between the interpretative
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“Cherchez l’origine de la notion de symptôme qui n’est pas du tout à chercher dans Hippocrate, qui est à chercher
dans Marx qui est le premier dans la liaison qu’il fait entre le capitalisme et … le temps féodal ... Le capitalisme est
considéré comme ayant certains effets, et pourquoi en effet n’en aurait-il pas? Ces effets sont somme toute bénéfiques,
puisqu’il [le capitalisme] a l’avantage de réduire à rien l’homme prolétaire, et d’être dépouillé de tout est chargé d’être
le messie du futur. Telle est la façon dont Marx analyse la notion de symptôme. Il donne bien sûr des foules d’autres
symptômes; mais la relation de ceci avec une foi en l’homme est tout à fait incontestable. Si nous faisons de l’homme,
non plus quoi que ce soit qui véhicule un futur idéal, mais si nous le déterminons de la particularité dans chaque cas de
son inconscient et de la façon dont il en jouit, le symptôme reste à la même place où l’a mis Marx. Mais il prend un
autre sens: il n’est pas un symptôme social, il est un symptôme particulier.” (1975: 106. Translation mine)
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procedure of Marx and Freud” (1989: 11). Due to this (methodological) continuity between the
particular and the social, I read Bhabha’s intrusive narrative as a symptom; to historicize rather than
to medicalize the lecturer’s performance.
Referring to Marx and Freud’s respective analyses of the commodity and of dreams, Žižek
observes that:

In both cases the point is to avoid the properly fetishistic fascination of the “content”
supposedly hidden behind the form: the “secret” to be unveiled through analysis is not
the content hidden by the form (…) but, on the contrary, the “secret” is the form itself.
(1989: 11, emphasis in text)
Understood from this perspective, reading the episode at the House of World Cultures as a
symptom does not imply delving into psychic content, but focusing on the external configuration
that conditions that content, that shapes it in particular ways. Following Žižek’s argument, I
propose that the particularity of the form of the Bhabha-Bredekamp exchange holds the “secret” of
the ideological circumstances in which it is inscribed. The symptom is a secret insofar as it points
to a system’s or universality’s constitutive internal contradiction. Žižek states that “the ‘symptom’
is, strictly speaking, a particular element which subverts its own universal foundation, a species
subverting its own genus” (21). To validate the interpretation of the lecture-event as a symptom, I
must first return to metaphor and metonymy.
When contrasting the two figures, the opposition between realization (of being, of meaning,
of desire) and displacement (of being, of meaning, of desire) is centrally at stake. As elaborated in
the first chapter, metonymy is desire-driven, hence characterized by perpetual displacement. This
desire can never be fulfilled because it would literally require the occupation of the same space-time
as the other. But, by the laws of physics, this is impossible. Yet the virtual world that I have
addressed in this second chapter is not subject to those laws. As may be gleaned from my
exploration of the Real Player software frame, that possibility is constantly simulated in the virtual
environment. The virtual element usurps the name of the real object and appears to occupy its place
in the spatial continuum. Likewise, in online experiences such as role-playing in artificial worlds,
one may appear to occupy the same space-time as another because, as Bhabha acknowledges
quoting Lessig “the cyberspace actor is ‘actually living in two places at once’” (351). Yet, the
occupation of this second space-time is metonymic because, by definition, in the virtual world there
cannot be a realization of being, only a displacement.
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Conversely, metaphor is the place of the subject’s realization: the place where, becoming
fully signified, the subject becomes fully satisfied (Lacan 1977a: 756). Yet, in a sense, virtuality is
also operative in metaphor. For a split second, metaphor, in contrast to metonymy, is the place
where the displaced signifier becomes fully signified, which is to become fully satisfied. This
characterizes metaphor as the place of the realization of being. But this is only so because the
signifier that is abolished from the uttered or written expression crosses the S/s bar (from above to
below) to be retained as the signified of the signifier that takes its place at the material level of
discourse (1997a: 745-46). In other words, the outgoing signifier is there, but only in its potential
state, not phenomenally there.
Nonetheless, as Lacan suggests, metaphor persists as the place of the subject’s realization;
the place where, by becoming fully signified, it becomes fully satisfied (1977a: 756). This is
because, even when the displaced signifier is erased from the material realm, the relationship it
holds with the stated signifier is a perfect match. This complete correspondence anchors the
phenomenal aspect of language (the realm of the signifier) in the noumenal (the realm of the
signified). 190 That is why metaphor is linked “to the question of being” (Lacan 1977a: 756).
As I concluded earlier, in metaphor the full correspondence between signifier and signified
is not determined by the nature of the incoming and displaced signifiers in isolation, but by all other
elements that surround the figure of speech, and which point to the place of the new signifier as the
place of the old one. In other words, the syntactic aspect of language operates here to designate the
new signifier as a placeholder of the old one. Although the outgoing signifier is not phenomenally
there, it is structurally there. Because of the centrality of context in their operation, it may be said
that metaphors are, borrowing Spivak’s description of interests, what “congeal[s] the macrologies”
in which they are inscribed (1994: 74). 191 Taking this as my cue, I reconsider Lacan’s postulates in
light of Spivak’s conception of “interests” and of “the mother tongue,” which enable me to
determine the importance of metaphor as an analytical tool for cultural studies.
Much like Spivak’s conception of interests, metaphor can be understood as a micrological
marker of the subject’s place in a wider system. While interest “marks the subject’s empty place
within that process without a subject which is history and political economy,” metaphor could be
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I have introduced the Kantian terms for clarity’s sake; they are not employed by Lacan.
It could be said that, in metaphor, the outgoing signifier is objectively concerned in the place it has abandoned
because the external conditions – its semantic and syntactic context – point to the place of the incoming signifier as that
of the missing one. Similarly, as I have mentioned, the OED defines “interest” as “the relation of being objectively
concerned in something.”
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said to mark “the subject’s empty place within that process without a subject which is [language]”
(Spivak 1994: 71). This analogy holds insofar as we consider language in the abstract. But, as
Ghanaian philosopher Kwasi Wiredu, at the University of South Florida (U.S.A.) implies, the realm
of the political emerges in the movement from language in the abstract to language as a particular
(1996: 81-153).
As long as we consider language in the abstract, the relation between the two propositions I
derived from Lacan and Spivak is strictly analogous. Yet, if we consider a specific language, what
Spivak calls “a mother tongue … a language with a history,” in which “the traces of the empirical
entailed by the word” can be traced, then metaphor, as a marker of a subject’s place in a language,
may also be descriptive of her (relationship to her) place in history (1993a: 27; 1994: 28). In other
words, it may also be informative of her (ideological) inscription in cultural, economic and sociohistorical realities. As indicated by my use of parentheses, the distinctions here are ambiguous
because, as Paul de Man argues, “what we call ideology is precisely the confusion of linguistic with
natural reality, of reference with phenomenalism,” although this “does not mean that fictional
narratives are not part of the world and of reality” (1982: 206).
According to Žižek, the degree to which such fictional narratives permeate the world is more
pervasive today than before. In How to Read Lacan, he suggests that in contemporary society

“culture” is emerging as the central life-world category. With regard to religion, we no
longer “really believe”, we just follow various religious rituals and behaviours as part of a
respect for the “life style” of the community we belong to (non-believing Jews may obey
kosher rules “out of respect for tradition”). “I do not believe in it, it is just part of my
culture”, seems to be the predominant mode of the displaced belief, characteristic of our
times. “Culture” is the name of all those things we practice without really believing in them,
without taking them quite seriously. (2006b: 30) 192
This externalization and objectification of (ideological) beliefs is dealt with more extensively in one
of Žižek’s earlier books, The Sublime Object of Ideology (1989). In the chapter entitled “How Did
Marx Invent the Symptom?” he proposes that ideology is best understood as a practice –
particularly today, when cynicism is the prevalent form of ideology (21, 28, 39).
After recalling that “[t]he most elementary definition of ideology is probably the wellknown phrase from Marx’s Capital: … ‘they do not know it, but they are doing it,’” Žižek
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The passage above concludes: “This is why we dismiss fundamentalist believers as ‘barbarians’, as anti-cultural, as a
threat to culture – they dare to take their beliefs seriously.” (2006b: 30)
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reformulates that phrase (taking into account Peter Sloterdijk’s Critique of Cynical Reason) as “they
know very well what they are doing, but still, they are doing it” (28, 29; emphasis in text). 193
Through this reformulation, Žižek point to the fact that

the illusion is not on the side of knowledge, it is already on the side of reality itself, of what
the people are doing … What they overlook, what they misrecognize is not the reality but
the illusion which is structuring their reality, their real social activity. They know very well
how things really are, but still they are doing it as if they didn’t know. The illusion is
therefore double: it consists in overlooking the illusion which is structuring our real,
effective relationship to reality. And this overlooked, unconscious illusion is what may be
called the ideological fantasy. (32-33, emphasis in text)
Hence, ideology today is best defined in terms of the way in which a subject’s actions or lack
thereof, rather than her apparent knowledge or lack thereof, inform the researcher of her actual
involvement in the illusion that structures reality in a particular way.
Because the ideological fantasy implies a practice carried out regardless of the subject’s
conscious detachment, Žižek aligns it with cynicism. Mere recognition of the real state of things,
unaccompanied by congruent actions, can function as yet another way in which “to blind ourselves
to the structuring power of ideological fantasy: even if we do not take things seriously, even if we
keep an ironical distance, we are still doing them” (33, emphasis in text). Because the illusion that
defines ideology tends to emerge today in the way people actually structure social realities despite
their knowledge, Žižek affirms that we are far from living in a post-ideological era (33).
The ideological fantasy, which Žižek devises as a concept to understand ideology in
contemporary society, accounts for reality as a totality that has fantasy as its support (47). In
contrast, in the more classical approach to the question of ideology, reality as a totality and the
ideological illusion are not coextensive. Thus, for example, the social symptom is inscribed in a
dialectic that allows the observer to question a particular ideology from a position of relative
exteriority. As I pointed out, the social symptom is, according to the Slovenian philosopher, “the
point of exception functioning as [a universality’s] internal negation” (23). Žižek’s “ideological
fantasy” and his “social symptom” correspond to two distinct, yet overlapping, methodological
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Critique of Cynical Reason, by German philosopher at Karlsruhe University of Arts and Design (Germany), Peter
Sloterdijk, was first published in 1983. Žižek summarizes its postulates: “Peter Sloterdijk puts forward the thesis that
ideology’s dominant mode of functioning is cynical, which renders impossible – or, more precisely, vain – the classic
critical-ideological procedure. The cynical subject is quite aware of the distance between the ideological mask and the
social reality, but he none the less still insists upon the mask.” (1989: 29)
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approaches to the question of ideology. In principle, the former is associated with Lacanian theory,
whereas the latter is of a Marxist provenance (30-33; 21-23). 194 Consequently,

in the predominant Marxist perspective the ideological gaze is a partial gaze overlooking the
totality of social relations, whereas in the Lacanian perspective ideology rather designates a
totality set on effacing the traces of its own impossibility. (49)
The partiality of the ideological gaze in the predominant Marxist perspective implicitly deploys the
political as a question of a subject’s position in a wider totality, while the equation between
ideology and the totality in the Lacanian perspective makes it difficult to distinguish between the
realm of the political and the realm of the ontological.
While, strictly speaking, both metaphor and metonymy are Lacanian tools of analysis, I have
opened metaphor up to another possibility by way of Spivak’s understanding of interest. I now wish
to push that possibility further by insisting that what Žižek terms the “social symptom” may be
associated with metaphor, while his “ideological fantasy” may be associated with metonymy. With
the aid of Lacan, Lemaire and Nobus above, I have accounted for metaphor and symptom as
analogous mechanisms operating in different realms (metaphor in literature, symptom in the body).
Žižek defines the social symptom as “the point of exception functioning as [a universality’s]
internal negation” (1989: 23). Similarly, metaphor is for Lacan the exceptional place of realization
occurring along the subject’s inscription in a continuum of constant displacements, counterpointed
by ephemeral moments of realization.
Metonymy, which accounts for the incessant displacement of being, of meaning and of
desire, may be monitored to analyze the perpetuation of the ideological fantasy, described by Žižek
as “the illusion which is structuring our real, effective relationship to reality” (32-33). As was the
case with metaphor, here metonymy’s occurrence in a historically specific language, rather than
language in the abstract, needs to be taken into account for the figure to be informative of political
issues. In sum, the exploration of concrete occurrences of both metaphor and metonymy is
necessary. Even if, for clarity’s sake, Žižek states that in the ideological fantasy “the illusion is not
194

In using the term “social symptom,” Žižek has already translated the Marxist approach into Lacanian terms.
Nonetheless, as Žižek announces with the title of the chapter where he discusses the concept – “How Did Marx Invent
the Symptom?” – the actual methodology encompassed by the term is that of Marx. This point is elaborated by Joseph
Valente, who states: “Žižek undeniably succeeds in demonstrating that the Lacanian symptom and its anterior Marxist
‘invention,’ the materialist contradiction, follow a similar formal logic. In either case, the pathological secret resides not
in some concealed, subterranean content, but in the desire-ridden signifying machinery whereby that content is
articulated within the larger psychic or political economy. In either case, therefore, the pathological instance is not only
anomalous to the system that it troubles, but uniquely characteristic of that system as well.” (2003: 154)
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on the side of knowledge, it is already on the side of reality itself,” still the ideological fantasy is an
“unconscious illusion” (32, 33). The difference between traditional understandings of ideology and
Žižek’s “ideological fantasy” is not that there is no illusion operating in the latter, but that “[t]he
illusion is therefore double” (32, emphasis added). Since a lack of knowledge is still operative, but
since this lack of knowledge is not phenomenally expressed as such, the dismantling of ideology
from both traditional and the “ideological fantasy” perspectives is necessary. 195
The categories of “social symptom” and “ideological fantasy” have, in Žižek’s work (1989),
a greater continuity than that which I exposed. However, in view of Nobus’ argument on the
necessity for the analyst to operate by methods at odds with the phenomenon observed, I have been
more interested in distinguishing the two modes than foregrounding their common denominators.
Hence, I have pointed to the manner in which a reading of culture that approaches the symptom (or
metaphor) as the place of realization of a universality’s constitutive contradiction may prove
pertinent for the analysis of a mode of hegemony that proceeds by instituting an ideological fantasy
in which criticism is elided not by direct confrontation, but by cynically incorporating it into the
discursive dimension of its corpus. As Nobus also suggest, the parallel employment of metonymic
analytical procedures, such as targeting the connections between signifiers, undoing rather than
fortifying meaning, and displacing rather than replacing the discourse under consideration,
continues to be pertinent insofar as more traditional modes of instituting hegemonic ideology also
persist. With this renewed understanding, I return to “Democracy De-realized.”

Live Video, Cyber Video
The video that was beamed live at the House of World Cultures shows Bhabha as he speaks. The
taping of his lecture appears to have been produced exclusively for the broadcasting and to keep a
record, not for artistic purposes. Technical requirements are handled with great carelessness. Lights
are turned on only after the film starts running; the focus is on the lecturer irrespective of how the
frame cuts across other objects; and icons, apparently belonging to the menu of the recording
equipment, appear and disappear randomly at the bottom of the image. In the context of Documenta
11, after all an event dedicated primarily to the visual arts, this is highly symptomatic. It shows
195

Valente considers that attempts to link Marxist and Lacanian theory have been overall unproductive because
“retroversion has either been reduced to contradiction (Althusser) or contradiction has been subsumed by retroversion
(Žižek)” (2003: 172). Valente’s statement points to the necessity of a methodology that is inclusive of both. Yet, while I
concur with his observation that Žižek’s approach emphasizes retroversion, I also find – as I have argued – that Žižek
opens up the possibility of an analysis that includes both perspectives.
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theory as divorced from the material medium of its expression and from the realm of art,
understanding the latter as a self-aware aesthetic discourse.
While artistic video installations form a large part of Documenta 11’s exhibited works, the
recording of the lecture presents itself as a transparent medium that exclusively serves pragmatic
purposes. While background elements are disregarded, Bhabha, behind a desk, with thick glasses
and a large forehead reflecting the light (and emphasizing the head muscles at work as they wrinkle
the skin) occupies center stage. The unmoving camera steadily focuses on Bhabha, showing him
frontally and from the chest upwards. Recalling the sculptured busts of eminent characters, the
image portrays him in terms akin to humanist ideals of authorship. Credit for the video’s authorship
is nowhere to be found on the Documenta website. Hence, the video is not to be acknowledged to
have a particular social agent as its author, but only serves as a functional mediation. Through the
visual metaphor of the great humanist thinker, theory becomes aligned with the transcendental,
while technical mediation is deployed as origin-less. Moreover, Documenta 11 was allegedly
dedicated to de-autonomizing art. The sloppy recording, in reconfiguring authorship, exposes a rift
between the stated political aim in the realm of art and the actual reliance on the figure it aims to
debunk where theory is concerned.
Against the grain of his filmed portrait, the lecturer, constantly exploiting the literary
qualities of language, points to the material textures of discourse as inseparable from theory. Hence,
he effectively contests the transcendental understanding of theory on which the formal aspects of
the video-recording insist. Bhabha’s discourse also works against the grain of the video’s attempt to
obscure the fact of mediation. Time and again, he calls the viewer’s attention to the critical
importance of in-between spaces, such as “intermediate area,” “third space” and “interstice.”
Moreover, he stresses the crucial role of mediating processes such as “translation” and the “middle
passage.” Resorting to the concept of poesis to stress the inseparability of enunciative and political
rights, and emphasizing that an “aesthetic act of communication or narration is also an ethical
practice,” the lecturer’s arguments have the effect of challenging the apparent transparency of the
medium (2002: 363, 360).
I have called Bhabha’s filmed portrait a visual “metaphor,” because the meaning “great
humanist thinker” is not produced by an element contiguous to Bhabha’s image, but brought forth
by Bhabha’s image itself. The signifier (Bhabha’s image) does not call forth its original signified
(Bhabha), but a different one (“great humanist thinker”), which occupies its place at the expressed
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level of visual discourse. Yet, in contrast to the video that was broadcast live in Berlin, the video
posted on the Documenta 11 website may be described as metonymic.
Superimposed on the lower left-hand corner of the original video-image posted on the web,
there is a small rectangle. Its four sides are proportionate and aligned to the sides of the rectangle
demarcating the image as a whole. Given that this smaller rectangle is analogous to the whole while
being constitutive of it, it may be said that the small rectangle has a fractal relationship to the larger
one. While the larger image portrays Bhabha as he speaks, the smaller one projects the synchronic
recording of Bhabha’s audience in Berlin. In the smaller rectangle, the surfer not only sees the
audience, but also the monitor screen on which the audience is watching Bhabha. This third frame
(the material screen in the Berlin auditorium) functions, in turn, as a fractal of the widest image,
within which the middle rectangle is inserted. Thus, the overall impression is that of the widest
image endlessly reproducing itself inwardly. Through this movement, historical time becomes
confounded: scaling leads the surfer to conceive the smaller, embedded images as re-productions of
the largest one. But the total composition is only the result of the event reproduced in the middle
rectangle, which in turn is synchronic with the smallest rectangle of which the largest frame is a
copy. In this mise-en-abyme, time enters a closed cycle.
Because of its substitution of the whole by a part, and because of the chain of deferral it
establishes along contiguous elements, the image of the online video can be described as
metonymic. Bhabha’s spoken metaphor of a “double horizon” effectively comments on this visual
metonymy. Inspired by a photographic essay by Allan Sekula, he establishes a parallelism between
that works’ formal composition and the present from which he speaks (357). He describes this
present as an intermediate space, a “double horizon,” between a past that is not quite past, which
includes colonial regimes, the paradigms of the nation, and the state on the one hand, and, on the
other, a future that has not quite arrived, associated with the global economy and the paradigm of a
transnational civil society (355-359). The horizon of the colonial past traces the contradiction
“between principle and power” found “at the heart of democracy” (350). This horizon also unfolds
those who “have harvested the bitter fruits of liberal democracy rather than the Western imperial
nations that claim to be the seed-beds of democratic thinking” as the locus from which democracy
may be most pertinently translated (348). The horizon marked by the future, continues Bhabha,
“does not signify the ‘global’ as a descriptive condition of contemporary life, but as an ethical or
political claim”; global civil society and universal human rights are not actual conditions but
potential ones (356, 360). Minorities, the author argues, are the place where these two horizons
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converge, and they may strategically employ the democratic discourse of the “right to have rights”
to translate human rights from a potential into an actuality (358). 196
Visually, the surfer is confronted, so to speak, with the “double horizon” of the metaphoric
portrayal of the “great humanist thinker” on the one hand, and with the metonymic mechanism of
the fractal-like composition of the screens on the other. In other words, the superimposition of the
visual paradigms of the original video-image, on the one hand, and of the re-worked image, on the
other, become the signified of the signifier “double horizon.” Coincidentally, each of these visual
paradigms corresponds with one of the two horizons that Bhabha distinguishes in historical and
epistemic terms. He describes one horizon as the paradigm of the state and of the actual
contradictions at the heart of democracy, embodied in lessons of the past. That horizon corresponds
with the metaphor that visualizes Bhabha as a figure of intellectual authority, and which is aligned
with actuality (rather than potentiality). Furthermore, in its erection as a transparent universal, that
metaphor reproduces (in the aesthetic rather than the political field) what Bhabha calls the
traditional modes of “authority and autonomy” associated with the paradigm of the state (357).
Conversely, the superimposition of frames of the online video is characterized by an engagement
with a typically postmodern mode of self-referentiality and with metonymy as a place of
potentiality (rather than actuality). This second visual mode becomes aligned with Bhabha’s second
horizon, which withholds the potential of a global society, understood not as reality, but as political
claim. 197
Bhabha proposes that, at the juncture of these two horizons, one encounters a third space
that is neither line nor cycle, but a strategic suspension of time away from, as well as back to, the
present. Bhabha describes it not only as the place of minorities, but also as an epistemic vantage
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A question that regards media specificity must be considered. Discussing the visual metaphor of Bhabha as the great
humanist thinker, I suggested that Bhabha’s self-referential use of language might have the effect of drawing the
surfer’s attention to the artificiality of the presuppositions on which the visual metaphor relies. Yet the metaphor
persisted, because nothing the lecturer said could literally displace it, anchored as it was on the visual plane. In the case
of “double horizon,” the same principle, with an inverse set of conditions, holds true. Here, the metaphor has the
author’s voice as its material support. Hence, nothing the video shows can literally take its place at the material level of
discourse. Nonetheless, the visual elements that are contiguous to it may be incorporated by the metaphor as its
signified. This possibility is increased by the tendency for displacement that the surrounding metonymic elements have.
Even if these metonymic elements occur on the visual plane, they require nothing but contiguity to pass on their
meaning to another signifier, regardless of the material media in which they are expressed.
197
The outlooks that Bhabha respectively associates to the paradigm of the nation-state and to that of transnational civil
society are discussed by Robert L. Caserio and Cindy Patton. Pointing to how the paradigm of the nation-state may also
be understood as a particular episteme structuring our perceptions of time and space, and to how this episteme is
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informationalism overwhelm the stable time and space to which nation-centred citizenship has been attached.
‘Informationalism’ transforms time into something both momentary and timeless; it transforms space into a ‘space of
flows.’” (2000: 13)
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point, and as the place from which he speaks. Hence, “double horizon” is the metaphor by means of
which the speaker validates his own position of enunciation. Yet, his definition of this place of
enunciation is slippery. Only through a coincidental contiguity, discursively articulated, Bhabha’s
place of enunciation and the place of global minorities become associated with each other.
However, read as a metaphor articulated in a language that exceeds the author, “double
horizon” indicates the place Bhabha occupies historically. “Double horizon,” an image suggesting
the superimposition of frames, shares in the aesthetics of the online video’s superimposition of
frames, substituting historical teleology with formal analogy. Hence, the metaphor points to the
author’s affinity with the modus operandi of the online video, as a historically specific technology.
While Bhabha’s “double horizon” discursively occupies a non-place of potentiality, external to both
of the horizons described, the way in which it is formally, logically and contextually articulated
points to its affinity with the second horizon.
Analyzed in context, Bhabha’s self-referential linguistic strategies serve to foreground the
non-transparency of the material support of discourse. Hence, they deconstruct the foundational
presuppositions on which the metaphor of the “great humanist thinker” is built. Yet these strategies
cannot do the same for the visual mise-en-abyme, since both employ the same discursive procedures
to legitimate themselves. If Bhabha’s self-referential strategies point to the importance of
foregrounding the medium of enunciation, his “double horizon” metaphor points to the crucial role
of time and place in the production of meaning. Analyzed as occurring in a language that exceeds
the author, “double horizon” thus exposes where and when Bhabha’s strategies are historically
pertinent.

Cyberspace Alliterated
When seen from a literary perspective, one of the most striking aspects of “Democracy De-realized”
is the phonetic and semiotic displacement that takes place. If translation is “[t]ransference; removal
or conveyance from one person, place, or condition to another” (OED), we may describe that
recourse as a metonymic form of translation. In contrast to metonymy, Lakoff and Johnson (1980)
view metaphor as a form of translation across discontiguous contexts. 198 As suggested earlier, they
propose that only metaphor involves two domains: a target and a source domain, which are put into
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relation by the paradigmatic trope. 199 In “The Agency of the Letter,” Lacan refers to the form of
connection taking place between such non-contiguous elements as pertaining to the vertical axis of
language (i.e. as crossing the S/s bar). Conversely, metonymy implies displacement along
contiguous elements in the chain of signifiers, which constitute the horizontal axis of language
(1977a: 749, 744). Thus, metonymy can be conceived as a form of translation along the horizontal
axis of language, and metaphor along the vertical one.
Through the metonymic translation of sound from one word to the next, phonetics plays an
important role in knitting Bhabha’s text into a coherent whole. He constantly alliterates: “genre and
geopolitics, territory and temporality,” “a longer lineage of fraying and fragility” (349, emphasis
added). Alliteration is not only widely present, but also – as in the first example above – often tends
to justify the bringing together of otherwise unlikely pairs. If we take “Democracy De-realized” as
another example, and recall that in the Introduction I elaborated on how Bhabha questions the first
term but responds by modifying the adjacent one, even alliterating it, then the degree to which that
rhetorical procedure serves to tighten Bhabha’s discourse may be appreciated.
At a wider scale, Bhabha takes advantage from a parallel procedure, this time involving the
displacement of semantic rather than phonetic similarity from one signifier to the next. He devices a
concept and then associates it to another and yet another, as if to chain together a semantic
constellation along the linear flow of discourse. For example, Bhabha introduces the concept of
“de-realization,” he then associates it with “translatability,” and then transfers the semantic charge
of the latter to the notion of the “incubational.” As his argument develops, the idea of in-betwenness
implied by the notion of the “incubational” is equated with “intermediate area,” the implications of
which translate to “intermediate life,” and subsequently to “double horizon,” then to “third space,”
then to “minoritarian presence, as a sign of ‘intermediate living,’” and so on, threading a long line
of closely interconnected concepts (349-361).
But, while the translation of sounds and semantic charges from one element to the next is
persistent, the translation of a given syntactic structure to a parallel or contiguous unit is notably
absent. Thus, while connectivity is stressed at the levels of phonetic texture and in the resonance of
contiguous elements in the semantic field, the (teleo)logical connections of the argument are
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constantly postponed. 200 To that extent, the lecture’s literary textures play in consonance with the
online video’s formal composition and its hyperlinked background. In both cases “connection” is
rhetorically emphasized yet structurally deferred.
In contrast to metonymy, syntax is crucial for metaphor. As I have elaborated, in metaphor
the incoming signifier is able to retain the absent signifier as its signified insofar as the rest of the
syntactic unit indicates the place it occupies as that of the missing signifier (Lacan 1977a: 745).
Thus, the efficacy of metaphor may be appreciated in terms of its articulation with surrounding
elements. In metaphor, absent and stated signifiers attain resonance in each other insofar as the one
relates to the set of relationships proper to the other.
Although scarce, there are some concept-metaphors in the lecture, for example, “derealization.” 201 Bhabha proposes that the Brechtean notion of “distantiation” and the surrealist
“déréalisation” are to be recalled by “de-realization.” Yet, besides Bhabha’s brief mention of this,
the listener is offered no means to spontaneously have that signifier recall those signifieds.
Nonetheless, the relation between “déréalisation” and “de-realization” sticks because of the words’
etymological properties. But in the case of “distantiation,” where there is no such intrinsic relation,
the translation between the target and the source domain does not occur. The surrounding text does
not point to that signifier as the place of the Brechtean notion. In sum, neither “déréalisation” nor
“distantiation” are elicited as signifieds of “de-realization” through the mechanism proper to
metaphor: that of a signifier occupying the place of another. On this limp metaphorical basis, where
the source domain does not insinuate itself in “what surrounds the figure of speech,” as Lacan
would have it, “de-realization” cannot fully thrive as concept (1977a: 745).
A metaphor’s resonance depends on what Spivak would term syntax “in the general sense”
(1993a: 28). I refer to syntax in this sense to signify something that takes place along both axes of
language. Because a word does not have an essence, it introduces in the discourse in which it is
translated not just the name of an object or idea, but also the series of logical connections or cultural
co-ordinates that defined its place in the context from which it was taken. As Beatrice Warren has
stated, “[i]n metaphor, the source expression does not serve as a restrictive complement but invites
the interpreter to extract at least one property of the source referent and transfer this to the target”
(2002: 113). In Brechtean theory, both the definition and operation of distantiation are only possible
200
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in relation to its opposite: “identification”. 202 Deprived of the dialectic that constitutes it in its
original conceptual terrain, “distantiation” cannot resonate in its place of reception. The abstraction
of distantiation from the relationship it holds with identification is a further element that positions
“Democracy De-realized” as anti-teleological. 203
Another significant concept-metaphor relates to cyberspace. Bhabha writes: “According to
the legal scholar Lawrence Lessig, the cyberspace actor is ‘actually living in two places at once,
with no principle of supremacy between … multiple non-coordinating jurisdictions’” (351). While
Lessig uses “non-coordinating jurisdictions” to describe the legal ambivalence in which the Internet
surfer is situated, Bhabha borrows the concept to denote the strategic rather than physical locus of
minorities in the context of global hegemony (see 361-63).
Bhabha has argued that minorities, situated at a tangential angle to global or state power, are
able to see that, while universal human rights are not an actuality, the discourse of human rights
may be appropriated to translate them into a reality. Because of this strategic re-articulation of
hegemonic discourse, Bhabha claims, “minoritiarian agency is envisaged as an act of enunciation,
adding that “that very aesthetic act of communication or narration is also an ethical practice” (360).
The act of enunciation is ethical, Bhabha continues, because it focuses on “the communal or group
right to address and be addressed” as part of the alleged universal human, and because “that social
‘relation’ – to relate, to narrate, to connect – becomes our juris-dictio, quite literally, the place from
where we speak, from where we engage in the poesis, the making of art and politics” (363). “[N]oncoordinating jurisdictions,” thus denotes the strategic position to be adopted with regard to
democracy’s discursive promise; it is deployed to translate the legal word into a political act.
The phrase, originally coined in cyber-cultural studies, also translates from the lecture (back)
into cyberspace. Framing what was once its place of origin and is now its place of reception, “noncoordinating jurisdictions” paradoxically does not exacerbate the metonymic aesthetics of the space
in which it was wrought. Instead, it translates back vertically, embracing the place of the subject
behind the computer as part of its signified. In other words, the phrase translates as a metaphor of
the listener’s place in the historical present. In pointing to the space-time occupied by the surfer, the
metaphor points to the listener’s “empty place within that process without a subject which is history
202
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The shift away from teleology is meant, Bhabha argues, “to frustrate [democracy’s] naturalistic and normative
‘reference’ and see what potential for translation that idea or insight has” (349, emphasis in transcript). But the virtual
world to which the lecture is translated resorts to the rhetoric of simultaneity and self-referentiality rather than teleology
and reference to achieve its naturalistic effect. Thus, the ideological and aesthetic norm of the context of reception sets
another limit to de-realization’s potential for translation.
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and political economy” (Spivak 1994: 71). Confronted with the place she occupies in front of the
computer as a site of interest that is inscribed in a wider macrology, the surfer’s actual place is
transformed into a signifier standing in for a socio-historically wider signified.
Yet, this very metaphor by which the listener’s physical locus is turned into a signifier
standing in for the abstract, strategic site of what Bhabha terms “minorities” runs the risk of
allowing darstellen (to represent as a descriptive act) to stand in for vertreten (to represent as a
transformative act) (see Spivak 1994: 70-73). Just as what Spivak calls Deleuze’s “valorization of
any desire destructive of any power,” Bhabha finds an intrinsic value in acts of enunciation per se,
giving little importance to the place from which they are formulated (1994: 67, emphasis in text).
Although Bhabha does insist on the importance of “the place from where we speak,” this place is
not historically specific (363).
In “Democracy De-realized,” the places from which minorities speak, much like minorities
themselves, function as floating signifiers that erase historical difference. The lecturer includes in
“minorities” not only “[i]mmigrants and women,” but also an epistemological vantage point that he
terms “third space,” as well as “NGO’s, Truth Commissions, International Courts, New Social
Movements, International Aid Agencies, the spirit of Documenta 11 itself” (361, 355, 359). Taking
Documenta 11 as a minority, while positioning himself as the one “engage[d] in the poesis, the
making of art and politics,” Bhabha proposes his own act of enunciation as an act of transformative
representation or vertretung (363). But, as I have signaled, the continuous internal deferral that
characterizes his discourse tends to foreclose the possibility of escaping tautology or, in Spivak’s
terms, representation as darstellung.
Bhabha de-politicizes the concept of minorities by turning the particular into an ambiguous
universality. He metonymically displaces minorities in the macro-historical sense with his own act
of enunciation in the context of Documenta 11. The metaphor of “non-coordinating jurisdictions”
holds, in principle, the same potential, since it (unwittingly) equates the place of the listener with
that of minorities at large, and since it tends to reduce a historical place (the surfer’s site of access to
the Internet) into a signifier of a virtual locus of agency (a strategic vantage point in the abstract).
Yet, Bhabha’s metaphor also holds transformative potential in that it opens up the dialectic
between actual and virtual places, contextualizing the latter and opening the former up to creative
re-articulation. Since the site of interest occupied by the surfer also maps out her subject position,
her “empty place in that process without a subject which is history and political economy,” the
metaphor may simultaneously confront the surfer with her status as a dislocated subject and the
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socio-historical macrology that gives rise to that dislocation. It may confront the surfer with the
distinction between her subject position, externally pre-determined, and her subject status, her
transformative capacity. The gap between the two is critical to differentiate between interest and
desire, a distinction that, as Spivak intimates, accounts for how “the dislocated machine of history
moves” (1994: 72). 204

Circle Back to the Beginning
Considering the predominance of metonymy in Bhabha’s lecture and its affinity with the aesthetic
of the Internet, the actual event that took place on that 9th of October, 2001 in Berlin can be seen in
a different light. The question arises: given that Bhabha’s lecture as a whole is characterized by
deconstructive strategies, such as the privileging of the virtual and the effect, self-referentiality, and
deferral, why does Horst Bredekamp locate his entire objection in that single image of “the
Unbuilt?” Why is he so disturbed by it that he dedicates his whole contribution to undoing that
metaphor and erecting a new one in its place? Is Bredekamp concerned with Bhabha’s incapacity to
translate vertically, to translate across and beyond language, his inability to translate not only across
the signifier but also across the sign, and into the realm of lived experience? Or is it rather that
Bredekamp is disturbed by the feat that Bhabha has indeed been able to get across?
While throughout his lecture Bhabha employs the deconstructive strategy of metonymic
transfer from signifier to signifier, in the metaphor of the Unbuilt deconstruction ceases to be a
strategy and acquires ontological attributes. As a metaphor, the image of the Unbuilt displaces the
falling towers – as signifiers of the lived historical event – and literally puts a deconstructed world
in the place of reality. The metaphor of the Unbuilt is effective because it points to a deconstructed
scene in the physical world, but also because other scenes of deconstruction pervade reality beyond
the limited sphere of the towers’ debris. As mentioned, Cruz Sánchez considers that the postmodern
world is one in which the image has grown to the degree of becoming both invisible and
meaningless. He proposes that the self-absorbed contemporary image has lost its capacity to
mediate, to communicate (2007: 469-70). Is not this all-engulfing, all-disempowering image that
Cruz Sánchez describes precisely what disturbs Bredekamp? Is not the image of the Unbuilt a
symptom of our times? Bhabha hints at this in the quote that serves as an epigraph to this chapter:
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As I end, let me circle back to the beginning: to the place from where I speak to you today.
Fallen towers, falling idols: what has befallen the ideals and the Ideas of global Progress
now that the New World is bereft of its towers, its towering ladder without rungs targeted as
the symbol of our times? (2002: 363)
Here and throughout his speech, Bhabha points to “the ladder” as a sign of progress and to “the
tower” as the paradigmatic site of progress accomplished; “the Unbuilt” is reiteratively positioned
as that which is beyond progress. Hence, the Unbuilt entails a paradox. On the one hand, it is the
place from which the ideology of progress may be dismantled. On the other, it legitimizes its
criticism precisely by virtue of being chronologically posterior and teleologically superior to the
obsolete ideals of Enlightenment progress.
Bhabha’s definition of minorities, while attempting to escape a referential enclosure, also
benefits from a notion of progress: “[t]his enunciative concept of minoritization is much in advance
of the anthropological concept of the minority” (2002: 361, emphasis added). Bhabha’s double
standard with regard to progress also surfaces in his emphasis on democracy as an unrealized
potential, since that understanding of the concept is inscribed in a teleological mode of thought. As
Srinivas Aravamudan argues, the understanding of democracy as potential, as a “promise deferred”
or as “democracy-to-come,” is nothing other than “the promise of the Enlightenment” (2007:
463). 205
Hope claims that to celebrate a victory over progress is to persist in its logic:

Now, however, progress is disconnected from linear historical narrative. Under global
capitalism the ruling myth of progress is synonymous with the ideology of real time. Thus,
finance culture and info-hype celebrate the drive towards instantaneity. (2006: 291)
Contemporary ideology, manifest in real-time rhetoric, does not so much seek to establish a single
progressive account of history, but rather seeks to do away with history altogether. Real time is
characterized by the drive towards instantaneity. As Hope indicates, “the very notion of full
instantaneity means that the past cannot act upon the present” (298). He suggests that this
obfuscation of historical responsibility has a specific political function:
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the circular logic of real time is built into certain representations of the economy and the
market. As a linguistic abstraction within financial, corporate, and neo-liberal discourses, the
market appears self-operating, self-defining, and ahistorical. (298)
Hope’s description of real time rhetoric is akin to the impressions that are produced by the elements
that embed “Democracy De-realized,” such as hyperlinks, the Real Player frame and the mise-enabyme video recording.
Those elements do not actually alter what “Democracy De-realized” discursively expresses.
Yet, they point to its place in a culture that exceeds it. Dialogue between the lecture and its
surroundings does not occur because they express the same things about their shared historical
reality, but because they have similar ways of coding that shared reality. If particular forms of
coding reality are understood as a particular form of inscription in history, then it may be said that
the lecture and its virtual environment indulge a practice that presupposes, to use Žižek’s term, the
same ideological fantasy.
The affinity between the lecture’s and the Internet’s coding of reality may be further
exemplified with reference to Cruz Sánchez. He argues that the image is not the only strategy that is
de-politicized by power once its towers have fallen. “The obscene” is also no longer effective per se
as a radical political strategy. Etymologically, Cruz Sánchez notes, the obscene may be understood
as that which is off-scene or which cannot be staged. (473-79). Hence, the obscenity of the image is
not a question of content, but of its staging. Thus, for example, the mise-en-abyme online video
translates into lived reality by staging not so much an object of desire, but rather desire itself; by
staging the image as it metonymically translates within itself. This metonymic translation within the
image may be read as a metaphor of a wider reality, of culturally determined modes of structuring
the displacement of desire.
Bhabha reproduces what Spivak described as a schematic opposition between interest and
desire. He seems to work under the conviction that, for democracy’s potential (desire) to be
operative, it is necessary to exclude democracy’s grounding (interest) from the analysis. Hence, in
“Democracy De-realized,” the act of imagination – the act of creatively thinking through the
concept of democracy and exploring its potential – is not acknowledged to be a historically situated
or historically informed act. This relegates the author’s mode of imagination to fantasy rather than
creativity, if we understand the latter as the capacity to innovate through the re-articulation of preexisting material, and not the (potential) production of unprecedented material out of the blue. Yet,
since even our fantasies are historically informed, the difference amounts to the degree of
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deliberation in the form in which that history is re-articulated in the present. Bhabha’s take on the
realm of ideas characterizes his position as an idealist one, not his focus on the realm of ideas as
such. It is in the foreclosure of a dialectics between the phenomenal and the noumenal that the
idealist position is erected.
Metaphor indicates the possibility of analyzing the incidence of the noumenal from the
realm of the phenomenal. As I argued, in metaphor contextual elements operate to designate the
new signifier as a placeholder of the old one. Even if the outgoing signifier is not phenomenally
there, it is structurally there. In other words, structure points to the operation of potentiality. If, by
approaching language in its historically specific expressions, both economic and linguistic
structures are taken into account, the place from which the subject speaks (objective position), and
that subject’s own relationship to that place (ideology), may be determined.
The same counts for the place that concepts occupy. In his exploration of democracy’s
potential, Bhabha does not find it necessary to take into consideration democracy’s worldly
affiliations. His call for a strategic appropriation of the Enlightenment ideal ignores the fact that
such appropriations have been systematically destroyed in Third-World countries according to the
economic interests of the hegemonic corporatist state. Ignoring the double discourse on democracy
of the contemporary imperialist power, Bhabha becomes entangled with it. The approach to
democracy that Bhabha proposes does not prove functional in the historical conditions of his
enunciation. Furthermore, in an economically undemocratic world, the reduction of democracy to a
jurisdictional claim, “the right to have rights,” risks substituting a de facto democratic
transformation with one that is simply de jure. Due to the intricate overlaps between contemporary
state power and transnational economic flows, a contemporary critique of the state cannot afford to
reduce the institution to its exclusively political or jurisdictional façade.
Hope describes how, in the exchange circuit that defines capitalism (M-C-M, MoneyComodity-Money), money becomes an end in itself. As he argues, this exchange dynamic, shortcircuited as M-M, “disrupts the circulation of commodities and the realization of capital.” Today,
“digitally driven finance capital perpetuates self-contained M-M circuits” (2006: 282). This selfcontained circle of exchange may be viewed as a metonymic process in that it perpetually postpones
the realization of capital as commodity. While in commodity fetishism the subject’s alienation is
anchored in money or commodities occupying the place of social relationships, in circuits of
digitally driven finance capital, the social relationship, beyond being substituted, is eternally
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deferred. As in a metonymic chain, one encounters in this circuit the substitute of the substitute of
the substitute. The circuit profits from a self-perpetuating chain of unrealized potential.
As suggested earlier, the location of value creation in either the sphere of production or in
that of exchange is perhaps the central polemic in contemporary Marxist debates. In principle, I
locate the creation of economic value in the sphere of production, not in that of exchange. This does
not mean, however, that value is not actualized in circulation and that economic exchange is not
exacerbated today as a virtual source of value. 206 Baudrillard has pointed out that, in contemporary
capitalism, exchange as a source of value is hypertrophied not only in the field of economics, but
also in that of semiotics. As mentioned in the introductory section, Baudrillard puts forward that, in
consumer society, “we see the abolition of the signified and the tautology of the signifier.” Mass
media communications deliver a “certain kind of very imperative message: a message consumption
message, a message of … misrecognition of the world and foregrounding of information as
commodity, of glorification of content as sign.” “[I]nstead of going out to the world via the
mediation of the image,” Baudrillard continues, “it is the image which circles back on itself via the
world (it is the signifier which designates itself under the cover of the signified)” (1998: 124, 123;
emphases in text).
I contend that Baudrillard’s tautological mass media image, which seeks to “neutralize the
lived, unique, eventual character of the world” by staging contact with it, proceeds metonymically
(123). Metonymic discourses run parallel to, are unaffected by, and have no effect on historical
realities. Though they may appear to contest hegemony, they perpetuate the status quo while staging
resistance to it. Darstellen behaves as vertreten. Because metonymy enacts movement, it gives the
sensation of change or of active intervention. However, this movement is always already limited to
the horizontal axis of language. As a strategy of power today, metonymy divorces language from
what is beyond it. In the ideological construction of a rift between language and socio-historical
worlds, the molding force of discourse in the configuration of ontological and socio-historical
realities tends to be forgotten. However, as metaphor, especially when read through Spivak (1993a),
illustrates, politics is not a world at an ontological remove away from discourse, but a question of
how we position ourselves within it.
Baudrillard’s depiction of the contemporary image as one in which the signified is abolished
and the tautology of the signifier prevails, is akin to Cruz’s description of the contemporary image
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as one that fails to “make visible its meanings.” 207 What the observations of these authors have in
common is that they both point to the impossibility of the signified to become realized in the
signifier. In other words, they point to the absence of metaphor.
Therefore, akin to Žižek’s paradigmatic “decaffeinated coffee,” a commodity that is distilled
from its substance, and akin to virtuality, which produces the effect of something without being that
thing, metonymy lacks both substance and actuality in that it consists of a continuous deferral along
signifiers, while these signifiers are never anchored in their corresponding signified (Žižek 2005:
min. 33). I have read Žižek’s analysis of that commodity as an illustration of how political questions
tend to be displaced by ontological questions in contemporary society. I reached the same
interpretation about his statement that today it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end
of global capitalism (Žižek 2005: mins. 3.45, 33).
In view of my reframing of metaphor and metonymy by way of Spivak (1993a, 1994), and
Žižek’s earlier text (1989), his 2005 statement may be rephrased as: Today, it is easier to imagine
the end of reality (the world), than the end of that which structures that reality in a particular way
(global capitalism). As Žižek’s 1989 book intimates, that which structures reality and functions as
its support is the ideological fantasy (47). When we find it easier to imagine the end of the world
than the end of global capitalism, what we overlook is the fact that in our imagination we behave as
if global capitalism were not a particular way of structuring reality, but the support of reality as
such. Only when understanding global capitalism as a historically situated particular, its hegemonic
universalization as the very condition of being may be politically contested.
The image of the Unbuilt is, so to speak, an image of the end of the world. It hails the advent
of an ontologically deconstructed world as a response to the conditions brought about by global
capitalism. While this metaphor offers an image that, perhaps inadvertently, exposes how the
predominant contemporary ideological fantasy operates, it also obscures the possibility of analyzing
this hegemony in terms of what Žižek, following Lacan’s differentiation of his own usage of the
concept to that of Marx, calls the “social symptom” (1989). Metaphor congeals traits of a wider
macrology. Hence, it may be appreciated as anchored in historical particularity, as indicative of an
ideological inscription, and may thus be equated with the “social symptom.” While, in the
ideological fantasy, reality and the ideological fantasy cannot be differentiated, the social symptom
allows the analyst to approach the ideological gaze as “a partial gaze overlooking the totality of

207

“hacer visibles significados.” (Cruz Sánchez 2007: 470, emphasis added)

152
social relations” (Žižek 1989: 49). This non-coincidence between ideological hegemony and the
phenomenal totality is what Bhabha’s concept of the Unbuilt fails to grasp.
Yet, when taken as a symptom, the Unbuilt becomes informative of an ideological
standpoint that is distinct from “the totality of social relations.” The personal narrative that irrupted
in Bhabha’s response to Bredekamp was symptomatic of his immediate circumstances: his inability
to translate to Berlin. Yet, this inability is also a marker of the historical condition structuring his
exchange with Bredekamp, the historical circumstance on which “Democracy De-realized” reflects:
the aftermath of “September 11.” I recall a reference made in the introductory section of this
chapter: “[i]f there is any symbolism in the collapse of the World Trade Center towers, it is not so
much the old-fashioned notion of the ‘center of financial capitalism,’ but rather the notion that the
towers stood for the center of virtual capitalism” (Žižek 2002a: 387, emphasis in text). Thus,
paradoxically, the historical reason why Bhabha cannot occupy his place at the Berlin auditorium
and thus escape his metaphorical enclosure as a signifier of himself as the sign-man is the attack on
the center of virtual capitalism. It comes as no surprise that a considerable part of Bhabha’s lecture
and most of his exchange with Bredekamp are decidedly a defense of virtuality: of de-realization
and of the image of the Unbuilt.
The metaphor Bhabha and Bredekamp enact cannot be read as such by its participants
because their own inscription in a historically specific language is ignored. As the heated debate
evinces, metaphor – in that Berlin auditorium in 2001 – is lived as an ontological question (if not an
ontological anguish) rather than a contextualized marker of the interests at stake. In reading the
Bhabha-Bredekamp exchange as a metaphor of Bhabha’s uncomfortable relationship to how he is
narrativized by others, that is to say, his discomfort with his own inscription in language, and as
indicative of how political questions tend to be substituted by ontological concerns, I have treated
the episode as a symptom, as a “point of exception functioning as [a universality’s] internal
negation” (Žižek 1989: 23).
But the element that is most symptomatic of Bhabha’s ideological inscription is his
deployment of the central term in the lecture, “democracy.” Throughout, Bhabha treats the concept
as an elusive universal. The “social symptom” presupposes that “every ideological Universal – for
example freedom, [democracy,] equality – is ‘false’ in so far as it necessarily includes a specific
case which breaks its unity, lays open its falsity” (Žižek 1989: 21). Bhabha’s reluctance to confront
“democracy,” as a universal, with particular expressions of democracy in the Third World, blocks
from view not these particulars as cases that deviate from the universal, but as the internal
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contradictions that are structurally necessary for the universal to achieve closure. Extrapolating
from Žižek, it may be said that “[t]he crucial point is, of course, that it is precisely this paradoxical
[democracy], the form of its opposite, which closes the circle of ‘bourgeois [democracies]’” (22).
The disruption of Third-World democracies by internally democratic First-World powers may be
understood as a point of exception in democracy as a universal; analogously to how metaphor may
be appreciated as a phenomenon that rarely occurs in the otherwise constant mechanism of
displacement and deferral along the metonymical chain. In both cases, Bhabha tends to circumvent
the points of exception, whether it be the social symptom or the literary metaphor. In so doing, he
also circumvents the constitutive contradiction of the totality addressed.
I now return to the figure I left on stage: Bredekamp, as he occupies the place of another,
embodying the impossibility of his absent signified – Bhabha, the sign-man – to access the material
realm. As he strives to erase the metaphor of the Unbuilt, Bredekamp is not so much distressed by
Bhabha’s incapacity to get across, but by the tremendous efficiency of his conveyance. But
precisely what has managed to come across is the certainty that our attempts to translate across
language are endlessly deferred by an all-disempowering rhetoric. As a function of language, this
deferral is unrelated to power, but has nonetheless been co-opted by power. Unable to translate to
Berlin because the towers have, indeed, fallen, Bhabha is reduced to the obscene sign of the sign of
the sign on my computer screen.
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Chapter Three

Of Other Strategies:
Self-reflexivity and the New International Division of Labor
The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a placeless place … But it is also a
heterotopia in so far as the mirror does exist in reality, where it exerts a sort
of counteraction on the position I occupy.
Michel Foucault 1986 (1967): 24
The same bourgeois consciousness which celebrates the division of labour in
the workshop, the lifelong annexation of the worker to a partial operation …
denounces with equal vigour every conscious attempt to control and regulate
the process of production socially.
Karl Marx 1990 (1873): 477

In the Introduction, I have defined self-referentiality as the degeneration of self-reflexivity into an
empty gesture. In previous chapters, I have analyzed the epistemic and political foreclosures that
such empty gestures can bring about. At this point, I wish to turn to a more constructive mode of
criticism by concentrating on a text that I deem highly self-reflexive, “More on Power/Knowledge”
(1993a), by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak.
As I argued in the Introduction with reference to Chakrabarty (1989), self-reflexive writing
is not about the author, but about the relationship between the two entities involved in writing
history. To focus on the relationship between the situated writer and his equally situated object of
study is to focus on the historical realities by which their difference is produced. In this way, selfreflexivity can be performed as a political act and as a political statement about that act.
Furthermore, to the extent that it implies taking into account all elements involved in the
historiographical act of interpretation, self-reflexive writing increases methodological accuracy.
Hence, as I concluded earlier, self-reflexivity can be of major epistemological importance, while
also enabling circumscribed yet crucial political commentary.
To determine the limits and possibilities of that circumscription, in this chapter I contrast
Spivak’s essay with a book by Néstor García Canclini. Spivak’s piece, a classic in postcolonial
theory, finds a provocative counterpoint in Diferentes, desiguales y desconectados (DDD), a book
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that lies outside the limits of the corpus that is traditionally considered postcolonial criticism.
Nevertheless, DDD only offers a different approach to what is an old concern of postcolonialism:
the unequal configuration of the West and the rest as proper sites of enunciation and subject
constitution. Since the problem approached by both authors coincides, while their ideological
presuppositions and methodologies differ, the comparison between them will allow me to discern
the perspectives from which the subject of postcolonial discourse can be defined.
Subjects can be distinguished according to their ontological status, i.e., actual, discursive, or
systemic subjects; according to their access to power/knowledge, i.e., the postcolonial-as-subaltern
or the postcolonial-as-intellectual; and according to their textual status, i.e., the author, the
addressed other or the represented other. In all these cases, the degree and mode of self-reflexivity
in which they participate is always a central criterion for defining them. Hence, I address the
different subject positions Spivak and Canclini discuss, yet focus on the forms of self-reflexivity in
which they engage themselves.
As Spivak comments in a “Translator’s Preface” she wrote in 1996, the root sense of “reflection” is “a folding back upon” (270). By extension, the self-reflection that I am concerned with
in “More on Power/Knowledge” can be understood as a folding back of the text upon itself,
producing a superposition of layers that increases depth. I explore the ways in which the different
layers of Spivak’s “More on Power/Knowledge” relate to each other. Taking into account that
textuality and discursive content are two of such layers, I define a self-reflexive form as one in
which the formal constitution can be held accountable for the meaning produced. Yet, the selfreflexivity that characterizes “More on Power/Knowledge” is largely achieved through a
relationship (and a form of accountability) that in principle exceeds the text: that between the author
and her readers.
Spivak offers her readers the “critical intimacy” she advocates. As Mieke Bal explains,
“[c]ritical intimacy points to a relationship blatantly opposed to (classical academic and
pedagogical) ‘distance’ … And it points to subjectivities – in the plural” (2002: 289). Bal also
observes that Spivak’s writing may be best described as “an utterly responsible ‘second-person’
discourse” (2002: 322). In her “Translator’s Preface,” Spivak addresses the question: “when we
engage profoundly with one person, the responses come from both sides: this is responsibility and
accountability” (1996: 269-270). Her description of responsibility exposes the proximity between
response as “observable reaction” and responsibility as “the state or fact of being liable to be called
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to account.” 208 When considering a text as the place where the inter-subjective encounter occurs,
one may find a corresponding proximity between author and reader as “observable” traces in the
text, and the actual social agents that do not literally appear there, but who are “liable to be called to
account.” Therefore, the articulations that the text sets up with these agents may be viewed as an
integral part of its formal mechanisms of meaning-making. 209 If the traces of author and targeted
readers are thus ontologically constitutive of the text’s structure, then they also participate in the
text’s capacity to fold back upon itself, in its self-reflexivity. 210
“More on Power/Knowledge” has had a wide readership since its first publication eighteen
years ago. It first appeared as a contribution to Thomas E. Wartenberg’s edited volume Rethinking
Power (State University of New York Press, 1992). Since then, it has been re-published in Outside
in the Teaching Machine (Routledge, 1993) and in The Spivak Reader (Routledge, 1996). But it
was the 1993 publication of “More on Power/Knowledge” as a chapter of Outside in the Teaching
Machine (OTM) that gained the essay its widest audience. Throughout this study, the version of
“More on Power/Knowledge” I refer to is that which appears in OTM. 211
OTM is Spivak’s second book. Since then, she has published a number of other individually
authored, full-length volumes. 212 Despite the large amount of more recent work by Spivak, I choose
to center my attention on OTM because the book marks not only the consolidation of her place as an
Indian migrant at the heart of U.S.A. academic venues, but also of her endeavor to address this
position, speaking back at the privileged space she and her readers occupy. Because OTM performs
and discusses the infiltration into and reconfiguration of this privilege, the question of strategy,
208

The definition of “response” I employ is the second entry given by the Oxford English Dictionary (OED). The
definition of “responsibility” is the first entry, which reads: “The state or fact of being responsible.” I have substituted
the word “responsible” with its first definition still in use: “liable to be called to account.” (OED)
209
For an introduction to semiotics as a process of meaning-making, see Bal 1994: 1-20.
210
Because the relationship between Spivak and her academic reader is one of the central tensions around which the text
is constructed, I will refer to both frequently. Yet my usage of the name “Spivak” in this sense would be, according to
her own terminology, “catachrestic,” since it is not meant to designate a person, but rather its conflation with the way
the text itself produces effects of intentionality. When I write “Spivak” I mean the principle of coherence that holds the
text together, and gives it sense as a situated and material whole. Likewise, my usage of the term “academic reader” (or,
shortly, “reader”), is meant to account for the way the situated text presupposes a generic target and structures a
relationship with it. For Spivak’s definition of “catachrestic” see 1993a: 26. I employ “effects of intentionality” loosely
in analogy to Bleeker’s (2005) notion of the “truth effect.”
211
In theory, all three versions of “More on Power/Knowledge” are exactly the same. Nonetheless, it is crucial to
specify my source because the essay’s place as part of a wider whole as well as edition-specific typographic errors are
relevant for my analysis.
212
I here refer to Outside in the Teaching Machine as Spivak’s second book – following In Other Worlds: Essays in
Cultural Politics (1988 [1987]) – because all her other previous full-length publications are either edited volumes,
translations and interview compilations, or not within the field of cultural criticism (as in the case of her published
doctoral thesis on W.B. Yeats). Following OTM, Spivak published A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Towards a
History of the Vanishing Present (1999), Death of a Discipline (2003) and Other Asias (2007). She is currently
preparing her next volume, An Aesthetic Education in an Age of Globalization.
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which Spivak characterizes as “an artifice or trick designed to outwit or surprise the enemy” is
central in it (1993c: 3). 213
As Robert Young points out: “The paradox of being ‘outside in the teaching machine’
summarizes for Spivak her own paradoxical role within the academic institution as a professional
outsider, a marginal who now finds herself at the center of academic power. Spivak makes her
reader share in her discomfort” (1996: 230). Chapter Two of OTM is particularly concerned with
the reader’s discomfort. It focuses on the complicities between knowledge and power in which
scholars participate when they access legitimate positions of enunciation, or even the canon of
Western philosophy. Spivak demonstrates the risks of trying to sooth that discomfort through facile
solutions, concentrating instead on the strategic possibilities that discomfort may open up.
Young also indicates that, while the structural organization of Spivak’s earlier book, In
Other Worlds, “reflected something of the trajectory of Spivak’s own interests,” OTM is more
concerned with reflecting on the academy as a point of arrival (1996: 229). Similarly, in contrast to
Spivak’s renowned piece, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, the second chapter of OTM does not focus
on the (im)possibility of representing the (postcolonial) subaltern from a Western academic vantage
point, but centers on the privileged vantage point itself. 214 The text’s heightened consciousness of
its site of production and reception foregrounds not only the issue of strategy, but also touches on a
central question of my study, namely, the location of “the subject of postcolonial discourse.”
I put Spivak’s essay in dialogue with Canclini’s book to explore the relation between the
discursive and the geo-economic markers of such a location. While “More on Power/Knowledge” is
useful for locating the subject positions at stake in a text, DDD is useful for locating the subject
understood as the structuring principle of a field. As I suggest in my Introduction, the discursive
subject position designates the author of a particular text. Meanwhile, “the structuring principle of a
field” refers to the collective subject by which a given discursive practice is structured in a wider
sense. This collective subject position is constituted by the institutional, economic and ideological
surroundings that inform or restrict the author, to her awareness or not.
Therefore, in staging an encounter between Spivak and Canclini, I set in dialogue the
discursive place and the systemic place that, in their respective realms, define the subject position(s)
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Although Spivak announces she cites the OED definition for “strategy,” she actually cites the definition for
“stratagem.”
214
For Spivak’s elucidation of the term “(im)possibility,” see 1987: 263, and 308, n. 81.
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of postcolonial discourse. 215 The question of the plural is dubious here because, while Spivak’s
emphasis on the dialogic structure of a text foregrounds the multiplicity of subject positions
involved (at the least those of writer and reader), Canclini’s more panoramic approach foregrounds
the fact that all agents involved occupy a relatively homogenous subject position once the geoeconomic aspect of their demographics is taken into account. In my title for this chapter I refer not
only to these two different strategies, but also to my own turn towards a more nuanced observation
of that which I had hitherto criticized. Rather than denounce self-referentiality, here I distinguish
between that and self-reflexivity to investigate viable tactics from within the dominant logic. In so
doing, I take my cue from Spivak’s conception and enactment of strategy.
Spivak’s strategic appropriation of Foucault is what gives name to “More on
Power/Knowledge.” I have taken up that usage by alluding to Michel Foucault’s “Of Other Spaces”
(1986) in “Of Other Strategies.” In the posthumously published lecture, Foucault recognizes that
while “[t]he great obsession of the nineteenth century was, as we know, history, … [t]he present
epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space” (1986: 22). Not unlike Fredric Jameson in
Postmodernism or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991), Foucault elaborates on the links
between the spatialization of culture and dominant contemporary ideology. Unlike Jameson,
however, he does not advocate the reintroduction of history, but focuses on “heterotopias” as spaces
that are “other,” yet reside within the system. Spivak’s coming to terms with Foucault in “More on
Power/Knowledge” strongly relies on this typically Foucauldian move of contesting from within,
for, in his view, there is no “without” to power. Spivak’s appropriation of Foucault as one that
recuperates the value of strategy emerges in this maximization of a given terrain, in this
employment of the mechanisms of the reigning order, and in this usage of the force of the opponent.
The first two sections below offer a close-up view of Spivak’s essay, exploring formal selfreflexivity and her take on strategy. In the first section, I account for Spivak’s strategy in general; in
the second one, I focus on a particular strategy. Reconsidering canonical continental philosophy and
associated contemporary theory, Spivak’s strategy relies on relating a work’s theoretical premises
215

Here I am referring to the discursive and systemic subject positions at the level of the human sphere of action. In
Chapter One I referred to those at the level of what Lacan (1977a) terms “the letter.” Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe
pointed to the close association between the subject and the signifier (1992: 27-28). Silverman affirmed that while
syntagm determined a signifier’s discursive place, paradigm determined its systemic place (1983: 103-104). While there
she was referring to syntagm and paradigm as axes at the level of the letter, her statement can be extrapolated. If we
understand syntagma as “a regular or orderly collection of statements,” and paradigm as “a conceptual or
methodological model underlying the theories and practices of a science or discipline at a particular time; (hence) a
generally accepted worldview,” then we may associate each with the discursive and the systemic subject positions at the
level of the human sphere of action respectively (OED).
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with its qualities as an object. These object-like qualities are twofold. First, the textual materiality of
the works: Spivak does not approach them as ideas, but as written artifacts conveying ideas through
the particular use of specific languages. Second, the limits imposed on the texts by their context.
Spivak exposes them as framed – and at times fragmented – by the time, place and culture of their
site of production and reception. With this approach, Spivak opens-up productive and critical
possibilities, which would have remained obscure if the material dimension of the theory had not
been taken into account. I contend that Spivak’s own text must be read from the same perspective:
her text, a written discourse in a particular language, situated in a particular framework of
production and reception, cannot be separated from its theoretical premises. This move does not
only make Spivak more “readable” by liberal humanist standards of academic writing, but also
develops the theoretical implications of her essay.
After dealing with the textual subject positions of author and addressed other as constructed
at the performative level of Spivak’s text, in the third section I introduce the question of the
phenomenological subject. As I suggested in the Introduction, self-reflexivity, as constitutive of the
meta-position in language or theory, is correlated with the self-reflexive act that, outside texts,
constitutes the subject as an ontological entity. In “More on Power/Knowledge,” Spivak addresses
this mode of subject constitution and, critical of how that discussion has taken place within the
Euro-centric philosophical tradition, she offers an account of the ways in which historical
specificity intervenes in the ontological act of self-reflection. Her politicization involves her rereading of the work of Foucault. My discussion focuses on how geo-economics participates in the
constitution of differentiated subject positions outside texts and on the political relevance of
Spivak’s approach to ontology. By contrasting Canclini’s work to Spivak’s, and with the aid of
Foucault in the background, I distinguish between actual, discursive and systemic subject
positions. 216
In the last two sections, I focus on DDD and on “More on Power/Knowledge” respectively
to explore how each deploys distinct subject positions according to their use of two parallel but
significantly different analytical categories: the new international division of labor (NIDL) and the
epistemic divide. The different methods of Canclini and Spivak point to their distinct foundational
categories and ideological outlooks. I will explore the possibility of allowing the diversity of these
positions to productively complement each other for the benefit of the problematic they both
216

Here I distinguish between discursive and actual subject positions, but it is not until the following chapter that I will
fully address the question of the relation between the two.
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address and that is also of my concern. Stimulated by the idea of critical intimacy, I close by
rethinking my provisional conclusions in light of Foucault’s words on self-reflexivity and Marx’s
words on the division of labor in the epigraphs above.

Spivak, Strategist
“More on Power/Knowledge” is structured around three questions, the answer to each being the
focus of the different subsections that make up her essay. The questions are: “What is it to use a
critical philosophy critically? What is it to use it ethically? Who can do so?” (1993a: 25). 217
Addressing the first question, Spivak distinguishes critical from dogmatic philosophies, critical
philosophies being those that are aware of the limits of knowing (25). 218 Reading the work of
Foucault through that of Derrida, and with a reconsideration of Heidegger as a common
background, Spivak embarks on an analysis of the usage of the word “power” in Foucault’s oeuvre.
She argues that a naturalized referent for the word “power” is tacitly presupposed and attributed to
Foucault within the North-Atlantic philosophical tradition, as if he had “an ontological commitment
to a thing named ‘power.’” But, argues Spivak, “power” for Foucault is not a structure, not an
institution, but “the name that one lends to a complex strategical situation in a particular society.”
The act of naming this complex strategic situation “power” “produces power ‘in the general sense’”
(27, 26, 28; emphases added).
In “More on Power/Knowledge,” power in the general sense is envisioned as a magnetic
field of force. As such, it is “traced with irreducible struggle structures,” composed by the play of
antagonistic forces (32). This antagonistic free-play reaches its term, the field polarizes and stable
relations are deployed; the mechanism is sustained by its inner tensions. Power in the general sense
is virtual rather than ontological: it has visible effects and structures the workings of power in the
world, yet it cannot be constituted as an object of study. In the U.S.-Anglo episteme, however,
“power” has only been conceived in its empirical dimension, so Foucault has been (mis)read as a
functionalist (32-33).
Also concerning Anglophone (mis)readings of Foucault, Spivak argues that the everyday
sense of the French doublet, pouvoir-savoir, has been ignored. This everyday sense allows for an
217

My account of the essay is inevitably reductive. The intricate relationship between wording and meaning in “More
on Power/Knowledge” makes it particularly difficult to disentangle one from the other. For the same reason, I
frequently take recourse to paraphrasing.
218
Technically, this partial answer precedes the question. However, as I will later demonstrate, this inversion does not
nullify the relationship I have posed between the two.
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understanding of pouvoir-savoir as: being able to do something only as one is able to make sense of
it (34). While the subject is enabled by her capacity to do and to make sense of that doing, the
particular way in which she can do things and in which she can make sense of things is culturally
determined. The implications of the common usage of the French doublet explain Foucault’s
understanding of power in the general sense: “Power as productive rather than merely repressive
resolves itself in a certain way if you don’t forget the ordinary sense of pouvoir/savoir” (35). Power
in the general sense implies that power and resistance are not opposites, but constitutive elements of
a system, which tends towards self-perpetuation. Participating in the image of the system as a
magnetic force-field, the everyday tactics of pouvoir-savoir can be envisaged as day to day actions
that find their support in terminals of resistance that, despite the particular uses to which they are
put, are constitutive of the power structure or force field in which they are inserted (35). 219
In response to her second question, “What is it to use it [a critical philosophy] ethically?”,
Spivak resorts to The Care of the Self (1990). She reads Foucault’s piece as an unfinished project,
focusing on the placement of pouvoir-savoir within a Heideggerian framework (25). Foucault’s
work suggests to her that the subject is not only ontologically, but also ethically constituted (37-46).
Since the ethical aspect of a subject’s self-relation is historically specific, Spivak’s recuperation of
The Care of the Self may be described as a historization – or even a politicization – of ontology; an
issue that will be discussed below. For now, I turn to the final question that structures her essay.
Spivak’s answer to: “Who can do so?”, that is, “Who can [use a critical philosophy critically
and ethically]?” is the most ambiguous (25). On the one hand, she suggests methodological paths by
which the academic subject can read ethically and critically. On the other hand, she implies that the
position of power held by the academic subject is epistemically disadvantageous. In contrast, the
postcolonial subject position, which she describes as situated at a clash of epistemes, allows for a
wider perspective and a strategic use of the dominant episteme (46-51). As I elaborate in the next
section, the subject position that emerges at the clash of epistemes plays a key role in Spivak’s
theory. Here, however, I focus on the subject position of the reader. With Spivak’s third question, it
is this position that is foregrounded.
Addressing the two initial questions, Spivak foregrounds the aspects of theory that I have
described as object-like qualities. 220 The first question leads Spivak towards an explicit discussion
219

The inconsistency between the use of the slash and the hyphen in the French doublet will be addressed below.
As I wrote in the introductory section, these object-like qualities are twofold: first, the textual materiality and
linguistic specificity of the works concerned; and, second, the ways the texts’ theoretical possibilities are confined by
their historical specificity.
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of the question of language in the reception of Foucault’s theory: she touches on nominalism,
paleonymy, narrow and general senses, the different subtleties in apparently equivalent words in
English or in French. The exploration of the second question emphasizes the limits that are imposed
on philosophy by its culturally and historically determined sites of production and reception.
Spivak’s response to the last question is where her strategic use of the place of enunciation she
occupies takes center stage.
Only in answering the third question does Spivak address the reader directly. The author
insistently uses the second person pronoun “you,” and frames it in the conditional imperative: “If
you are actually involved in changing state policy ..., you cannot choose ... And if, like Derrida and
Foucault, you are a scrupulous academic ..., you stage the crisis relationship ... ” (51). Spivak’s
address to the reader does not build from the presupposition of a reader’s fixed identity, but
provokes him by deploying two elements: position and agency. Opening up alternative
methodological paths to approach critical philosophies, she stirs her academic reader into an
awareness of the possibilities available for his agency. Yet, Spivak’s emphasis on the
epistemological limits of the academic position indicates the strategic and self-critical awareness
through which such an agency can actually become effective.
Spivak’s dual response to the third question resonates with the procedures of Jacques
Derrida, whose success as “a strategist” she attributes to his capacity to confound by juxtaposing
“the hope of success and the fear of failure” (44). While Spivak’s recuperation of Foucault concerns
content, her appropriation of Derrida is at the methodological level. Spivak recognizes that Derrida
devised “a philosophical strategy” to “oppose reason from the inside.” 221 I contend that in “More on
Power/Knowledge” Spivak herself construes a discursive strategy to oppose Western
power/knowledge from the inside. In that strategy, the medium (language) and the target (the
reader) acquire central importance. 222
221

Spivak’s description of Derrida as a “strategist” and a “trickster,” who is “always rusing on the track of ruses,”
admits this view (43, 39). As to the particular kind of strategy deployed by Derrida, Spivak’s understanding of it is not
phrased out in her own words, but is implicit in her acceptance of Boyne’s formulation: “When he reads Derrida as
‘invent[ing] a philosophical strategy which opposes reason from the inside,’ Boyne cannot see that the importance of
this invention is in its confounding of the hope of success with the fear of failure” (44). Thus, Spivak questions Boyne’s
understanding of the importance of this invention but admits the invention itself without literally phrasing-out her
stance. Here, as elsewhere, Spivak’s position, though clear, is difficult to assert. Such a move is strategic: her position
being constantly implied, she is able to get her point through but remains ungraspable, a target difficult to pinpoint.
222
Spivak announces this strategy herself in the “Foreword” to OTM: “as the margin or ‘outside’ enters an institution or
teaching machine, what kind of teaching machine it enters will determine its contours. Therefore, the struggle continues,
in different ways, after the infiltration” (1993d: ix, emphasis in text). Citing Derrida, Spivak further clarifies that she has
“long held that in the arena of decolonization proper, the call to a complete boycott of so-called Western male theories
is class-interested and dangerous. For me, the agenda is to stake out the theories’ limits, constructively to use them …
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The notion of strategy weaves her text together. In an interview with Ellen Rooney in OTM,
Spivak defines the notion in contrast to theory: “Strategy works through a persistent
(de)constructive critique of the theoretical. ‘Strategy’ is an embattled concept-metaphor and unlike
‘theory,’ its antecedents are not disinterested and universal” (1993c: 3). 223 Hence, “strategy” for
Spivak may be understood, firstly, as ingrained in the semantic field of the political; secondly, as
taking place in the realm of the theoretical but without pretensions of universality; and, thirdly, as a
non-linear motion, which at once constructs and deconstructs the theoretical. Those three aspects
operate throughout “More on Power/Knowledge,” but become more relevant in relation to the
question that motivates the last section, since that alone addresses a critical starting point for any
strategy: the question of the strategist’s position.
French cultural theorist Michel de Certeau (1925-1986) points to the importance of position
in the definition of strategy:

I call strategy the calculation … of power relationships that becomes possible as soon as a
subject … can be isolated. It postulates a place that can be delimited as its own and serve as
the base from which relations with an exteriority … can be managed. As in management,
every “strategic” rationalization seeks first of all to distinguish its “own” place, that is, the
place of its own power and will, from an “environment” … [I]t is an effort to delimit one’s
own place in a world bewitched by the invisible powers of the Other. (1984: 35-36,
emphases in text)
While the foundation of autonomous space is central to strategy, tactics is characterized by its lack.
De Certeau asserts that “a tactic is a calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locus.
No delimitation of an exteriority, then, provides it with the condition necessary for autonomy” (3637, emphasis added).
As de Certeau suggests, tactic is to strategy what trajectory is to map. A trajectory is a
temporal movement in space. It draws a figure that can only be apprehended at a single glance once
it is mapped out, thus turning

the temporal articulation of places into a spatial sequence of points. A graph takes the place
of an operation. A reversible sign (one that can be read in both directions, once it is
[A]ll my work is a forcing of deconstruction(s) into ‘an impure, contaminating, negotiated, bastard and violent …
filiation.’” (1993d: x)
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In the same interview, Spivak states: “I have, then, reconsidered my cry for a strategic use of essentialism. In a
personalist culture, even among people in the humanities, who are generally wordsmiths, it’s the idea of a strategy that
has been forgotten.” (1993c: 5)
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projected onto a map) is substituted for a practice indissociable from particular moments and
“opportunities,” and thus irreversible ... It is thus a mark in place of acts, a relic in place of
performances: it is only a remainder, the sign of their erasure. (35, emphases in text)
Like trajectories in course, tactics are “indissociable from particular moments and ‘opportunities’”
and can only “maneuver ‘within the enemy’s field of vision.’” In contrast, strategies are like
mapped-out trajectories because they offer the possibility of “viewing the adversary as a whole
within a distinct, visible and objectifiable space” (37).
The institution of the strategist’s place is “a triumph of place over time,” because it gives “a
certain independence with respect to the variability of circumstances.” Moreover, it permits a
“panoptic practice,” in which “foreign objects can be observed and measured, and thus
control[ed].” Since “to be able to see (far into the distance) is also to be able to predict, to run ahead
of time by reading space,” this panoptic practice entails “a mastery of places through sight” (36,
emphases in text). Another consequence of the establishment of the strategist’s place pertains to the
intricacies of power and knowledge. De Certeau proposes that,

It would be legitimate to define the power of knowledge by this ability to transform the
uncertainties of history into readable spaces. But it would be more correct to recognize in
these “strategies” a specific type of knowledge, one sustained and determined to provide
oneself with one’s own place. (36, emphasis in text)
Because of this, de Certeau clarifies, power is not only an “effect” or an “attribute” in the
knowledge entailed by strategy, but also its “precondition” (36, emphasis in text).
These distinctions between strategy and tactic also operate in Spivak’s essay. The canonical
author Jacques Derrida is described as “a strategist,” in contrast to the common, “homely tactics” at
play in “everyday pouvoir/savoir” (44, 35). The latter are conceived as operating at terminals of
resistance that cannot be distinguished from (and are even constitutive of) power in the general
sense, or what de Certeau would call “the invisible powers of the Other” (36). Furthermore,
Spivak’s description of the relation between theory and strategy in the interview with Rooney is
akin to de Certeau’s conception of “‘strategies’ as a specific type of knowledge” (36). Yet, while for
de Certeau the intricacy between power and knowledge is characteristic of strategy alone, Spivak’s
account in “More on Power/Knowledge” implies that the association persists in both strategy and
tactics. She suggests that tactics do imply power/knowledge, even if this power/knowledge is
different from the one at stake in strategy. Tactics imply power, but only in the everyday “sense of
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‘can-do’-ness” and they also imply knowledge, but only in the everyday sense of pouvoir rather
than that of connaissance (34). 224
Spivak advocates the everyday tactics of pouvoir-savoir. Yet, due to the geo-economic,
institutional and discursive place that she occupies, and due to the configuration of
power/knowledge that comes with that place, I start by taking her position to be, like Derrida’s, that
of a strategist, not a tactician. Spivak places herself at a historical site of legitimation of power
(theoretical discourse), fracturing and reconfiguring it from within. Among her ruses is the
exacerbation of traces of the unwritten, the un-English, and the non-linear in written, Western,
academic discourse. As Mieke Bal argues, an oral, spoken logic seems to structure Spivak’s long,
“convoluted sentences” (2002: 322). 225 Rhythm is also styled according to the rhetoric of orality,
rather than that of writing. In “More on Power/Knowledge,” movement occurs along lengthy and
saturated paragraphs, interrupted by sudden one-sentence paragraphs. Spivak stages the placement
of additional emphases as they are made in oral discourse: by reiteration. For example: “The
homology I am about to draw is, strictly speaking, an imperfect homology ... I repeat, it is an
imperfect homology” (36).
With regard to her use of English, Spivak confronts the language with its limits by making
use of French. She inverts the usual order of clauses and deploys English syntax in such a way that
an alien, subtextual logic seems to structure the sentences. This subversive logic at times fractures
the surface, producing accidents such as an adverb in the place of an adjective, as in “a merely
pragmatic nominalist” (29). At another point, it breaks through the surface as Foucault “writed”
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In “More on Power/Knowledge” Spivak is only openly concerned with Foucault’s savoir, not with his use of
connaissance. However, the latter is operative in her distinction of the former. Foucault contrasts both terms: “whereas
the history of ideas finds the point of balance of its analysis in connaissance (and is thus forced, against its will, to
encounter the transcendental interrogation), archeology finds the point of balance in savoir – that is, in a domain in
which the subject is necessarily situated and dependent, and can never figure as titular (as either a transcendental
activity, or an empirical consciousness)” (2002: 202. See also 16 [translator’s n. 2]).
225
Bal associates this oral-like rhetoric to Spivak’s teacherly qualities: “And Spivak? Read her as if you hear her teach
and all difficulty fades away”; and: “Technically, teaching is oral; the teacher talks” (2002: 316, 317; emphases in text).
Bal further associates Spivak-as-teacher to the dialogic style of her writing: “Indeed, the many parentheses, the long
footnotes, and the convoluted sentences can be absorbed as the painstaking efforts of a teacher committed to … being
responsive to the many ‘second persons’ who follow her class.” Meanwhile, Spivak associates her role as teacher to her
experience as strategist. Questioned by Rooney on the need to deal with the essence/anti-essence dilemma as a
classroom topic, Spivak answers: “rather than talk about it constantly make the class a proof of this new position. If
we’re talking strategy, you know as well as I do that teaching is a question of strategy. That is perhaps the only place
where people like us actually get any experience in strategy.” (1993c: 18)
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instead of Foucault “wrote” (33). In this last accident, English is exposed in the arbitrariness of its
own conventions. 226
Spivak calls the reader’s attention to the particularity of French conventions as she allows
the English translation of “pouvoir-savoir” to preposterously modify the French original by
frequently – but discriminately – referring to the doublet as “pouvoir/savoir,” with a slash rather
than a hyphen (34-37, 44-46; cf. 34, 39 41, 42, 45, 48, 49 ). The first to translate Foucault’s
“pouvoir-savoir” as “power/knowledge” was his former research assistant at the Collège de France,
Colin Gordon, who also edited and translated Foucault’s Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews
and Other Writings, 1972-1977 (1980). Gordon writes:

I translated pouvoir-savoir as “power/knowledge” in the title of the volume of that name
(which I also chose). I said I had done that in my Afterword to that volume (233), which
Foucault read before publication. Whether it’s a better translation than “power-knowledge”
as Robert Hurley renders it in Discipline and Punish (27-28), … is for others to judge … I
think my reasoning was, and is, that the hyphen has different semantics in French and
English, and that use of the slash connective in English is slightly more likely to make it
evident that this was a neologism, an original conceptual assemblage, and not (the easy and
obvious misreading, which has of course still inevitably occurred) a term affirming that
power and knowledge are one and the same. I may have thought a distant echo of the then
recent S/Z would tilt understanding towards the sense of a differential coupling rather than
an equivalence relation. (2006) 227
Following Gordon’s logic, Spivak’s retroverse infiltration from the translation into the original
would appear to be contrary to Gordon’s attempt to distinguish the relation of pure equivalence
from that of a differential coupling. In her interchangeable use of both hyphen and slash to connect
the French doublet, it is as if she were foregrounding the fact that equivalence and difference are
two aspects of the same relationship. Yet, the collapse is not complete. Spivak not only respects the
usage of “pouvoir-savoir” when quoting Foucault directly (38), but also persists at times in the
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“writed” appears in OTM. I have only been able to consult one of the two other editions of “More on
Power/Knowledge.” The version included in The Spivak Reader does not feature “writed.” I do not aim to argue either
for or against Spivak’s subjective intentionality here. I am also not regarding the text as an autonomous whole, and thus,
not justifying an interpretation of “writed” by way of New Critical criteria. Rather, viewing the text as a situated,
interdependent whole, my position is that the subversive logic that moulds Spivak’s deployment of the English language
is such that actual “mistakes,” whether deliberate breaking of grammatical rules or typographic errors, may easily slip in
revisions (be it that of the author or others).
227
This text first appeared in 2004 as part of a discussion in an online forum. I corroborated its authority by email
communication with Colin Gordon, 16 May 2006. See Gordon 2004 for the follow up discussion. (Above, Gordon
refers to the publication of Roland Barthes’s S/Z in 1970.)
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employment of “pouvoir-savoir” when giving her own argument (34, 39, 41, 42, 45, 48, 49). This
foregrounds the very existence of the two versions and thus the intermediation of translation itself.
As Gordon notes, the different semantics of the hyphen in the two languages have
contributed to the misreading of Foucault. Yet, as Mieke Bal argues, in Spivak’s work acts of
misreading also function as a “pre-condition for … productivity” (2002: 292). Bal cites Spivak’s
declaration that her reading of Hegel in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason is “the kind of ‘mistake’
without which no practice can enable itself,” and proposes that the affirmation is applicable to
Spivak’s analyses generally as well as providing a useful way to approach the book of the
postcolonial theorist herself (Spivak 1999: 39 qtd. in Bal 2002: 286). The same holds true for “More
on Power/Knowledge.” While Spivak’s text as a whole is a critique of how Foucault has been
misread from what she calls the North-Atlantic philosophical tradition, and a proposal to re-read
him by way of Derrida, unlike Gordon, Spivak does not simply avoid “the easy and obvious
misreading … that power and knowledge are one and the same” (Gordon 2006). Rather, she
exposes how Foucault’s theory has been retroactively constituted through its Anglophone
appropriations. The intervention of the French couplet with the corresponding Anglophone graphic
convention is the mark that traces that history.
Because Spivak’s infiltration of the French doublet “is not simply a postmodern act of
quoting the past,” but rather an exhibition of how the past (of a given body of knowledge) is not
stable, but actively rewritten from the (linguistic) specificity of the present, it is akin to Bal’s notion
of preposterous history (1999: 267). The latter is a “challenge to ordinary logic” and to “the
merciless chronology that dominates history,” yet operates under the awareness that “suppressing
the contingency of our own historical position impedes the understanding of history that is an
indispensable supplement to history as we practice it ordinarily” (104, 267). Spivak incorporates
traces denoting a misreading of Foucault insofar as they expose the preposterous reality of the
corpus that, from the Anglophone academic tradition, we term Foucault’s theory.
Besides the strategies that call attention to the written and English specificity of her
discourse, Spivak advances a third strategy. The following section is dedicated to an analysis of that
strategy; one in which the author resorts to a non-linear (rather than un-English or un-written) form
of disruption. Let me illustrate the strategy briefly. Spivak’s frequent double negations could be
converted into a simple affirmation without apparently altering the meaning. However, this would
leave out the deferral, the postponement, the intricate path that takes the reader from the first
negation to the second, to the articulation of both, to their resolution, and finally back to the
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paradoxical tension that holds them together, and which is, in fact, the point of the phrase. 228
Spivak’s constant double negations are an example of how she destabilizes and thus foregrounds
linearity.
Having illustrated the three major strategies operating in “More on Power/Knowledge,” I
close this section by pointing to the insight that the unwritten, alien, and non-linear prevail to such
an extent that the readers may not feel comfortable enough with the text’s language to disregard
language itself as a transparent medium. In this way, the targeted readers are led to recognize that
their field of battle, as academics, begins with the very presuppositions of knowledge, power and
discourse that are concomitant with and legitimize the exertion of power “out there.” In these ways,
then, Spivak lands the addressed others in relation to the limits of their historical role as First-World
academics. This historical grounding is also an enablement. By confronting her presupposed readers
with their position, Spivak confronts them with the complicities of power and knowledge in which
they participate. This prompts their discomfort and the desire to gravitate toward the more
disquieting (yet more productive) subject position that emerges at the clash of epistemes, which, by
definition, only the postcolonial subject can inhabit.

Weaving, Citing, Slashing
I now focus on Spivak’s third strategy: her simultaneous use and fracturing of linearity. In written
discourse, linearity is what Spivak would call “a violating enablement,” analogous to the way she
reveals teleological change as a violating enablement (44). 229 “More on Power/Knowledge” is
saturated with punctuation marks and typographic emphases that have two functions: first, to call
attention to the materiality of writing; and, second, to disrupt the easy, linear flow of reading. In the
essay, italics proliferate, particularly in places where they are unusual, confounding or difficult to
emphasize, most commonly prepositions. This gesture forces the reader to pause, to re-read the
sentence and to reflect on the possible implications of the emphasized word. But, as a preposition
has no referent, the reader is led to reflect on its function within a larger whole. It is significant that
228

Spivak’s characteristic double negation is the phrase “cannot not want,” which, in purely logical terms, would equate
“want” yet actually denotes a much more complex relation with its object (42, 45, 46).
229
Spivak does not specifically describe teleological change as a violating enablement, but does so with respect to
“liberal individualism” and implies it concerning liberal humanism in general (44; see also 44-51). It is as an ideal of
liberal humanism that I speak here of teleological change. The idea of progress and the teleological conception of
history being complicit – through what Fabian (1983) has described as the “denial of coevalness” – with the exertion of
power in postcolonial contexts, it is a violation. But, Spivak argues, liberal humanism is the dominant episteme. Hence,
one can only be enabled by strategically partaking in its power/knowledge. As part of that dominant knowledge, the
belief in teleology must be cited if one is to be enabled by its concomitant power.
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Spivak emphasizes prepositions, the function of which is to express a relationship between words.
Overemphasizing relationality, she turns connections into obstacles along the otherwise smooth
path of linear discourse. 230
While italicized prepositions disrupt linear logic by provoking the reader to pause and move
backwards to recapitulate, one of Spivak’s most characteristic punctuation choices, the slash,
introduces simultaneity. Though occupying different places on the printed line, words that are
slashed together occupy the same place at the levels of syntax and logic. Confronted with the
juxtaposition of linearity at the levels of print and progressive reading, and with simultaneity on the
logical plane, the reader is constantly trained in a reading-through of teleological discourse. In cases
such as “Power/Knowledge” (25), this contrivance, merely by indicating that the two words are held
in a relationship that cannot be accounted for by a conjunction in linear discourse, makes Spivak’s
reader responsible for the articulation he establishes between them. In cases such as “and/or” (26),
this device establishes a logical indeterminacy, again, to be determined (or not) by the reader
herself.
Spivak does not only use punctuation as marks on the printed page, but also uses the words
denoting these marks figuratively, as where she writes: “[to] bracket problems” (28). Again, one of
the most prolific cases is the word “slash.” Spivak writes: “to slash her with an ‘ism,’ even
feminism, puts her singularity at risk”; “[t]he slash between these two proper names … marks a
certain nonalignment”; “Foucault is not in Derrida, but Foucault slashed with Derrida prevents him
from being turned into a … pragmatic nominalist or a folk hero of American feminism” (46, 26, 29;
emphases in text). These instances indicate the discontinuity produced by the slash: it disrupts
singularity (“puts her singularity at risk”), disrupts linear ordering (or “alignment”), and is not
concomitant with liberal humanist ideals (as implied in “pragmatic nominalis[m]” and the usage of
Foucault as a “folk hero”). 231 They also destabilize the distinction between the formal elements of
writing and the power/knowledge complicities that are being addressed. The importance of the slash
as a figure of speech in the essay is such that, after extensively discussing affinities between
Foucault and Derrida, Spivak places a rare single-sentence paragraph that reads: “And yet the slash
must be honored” (39). Moreover, these examples bring into play the non-typographic sense of
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Conjunctions, particularly “and,” are scarce in the text.
My association of the above with liberal humanist ideals is due to the fact that Spivak discusses such interpretations
of Foucault as limited to a narrow sense understanding of the word “power” (26-29). However, “liberal humanism” in
the essay is not reduced to its unquestioned usages. Spivak describes the view of Foucault as a pragmatic nominalist as
articulated “from within the North-Atlantic philosophical tradition” (27).
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“slash” as poignantly expressed in Spivak’s most prominent use of the metaphor: “reading Foucault
slashed in Derrida” (28). To slash is “to strike violently,” “to cut or wound with a sweep[ing]
stroke,” to tear cloth apart and expose underwear (OED). 232 In Spivak’s writing, and in her reading
of Foucault, the slash is a “violating enablement,” which tears apart linearity, which tears apart
Foucault, exposing what could not otherwise be seen (Spivak 1993a: 44).
Spivak is attentive to the materiality and thereby to the limits of writing as a site of
power/knowledge. She examines “how Foucault’s language is bending” and goes as far as
analyzing the placement of “a curious comma” in the author’s work (33). By acknowledging the
limits of Foucault’s knowledge, Spivak opens up further possibilities in his work. Her interpretation
is also enabled by the fact that she conceives his work as fragmented, as an unfinished project. She
does not approach his work as an autonomous whole, but slashes out a fragment and exposes its
constitutive logic. When placed back in context, this fragment re-signifies its surroundings. Hence,
Spivak signals the open-endedness of the corpus and of her own intervention in it. Slashing emerges
as a methodology that exposes not only the “undergarment” of the texts that are analyzed, but also
leaves unadorned Spivak’s own gestures of intervention.
Parallel lines of thought co-exist throughout the essay, expressed by the proliferation of long
comments and even by full sentences in-between parenthesis. The discontinuity entailed by the
slash is a refusal to pre-determine modes of articulation at the level of discourse. Another break
with continuity is the irruption of quotes. Yet, rather than another form of foregrounding and
destabilizing linearity, Spivak’s citation is, like her slash, also a form of “wound.” The form of
citation that she practices can be described with the same words she employs to convey Derrida’s
use of quotation in Glas: “This is not postmodern practice. There is none of that confident, absolute
citation where what is cited is emptied of its own historical texting or weaving. This is a citing that
invokes the wound of the cutting from the staged origin” (1992: 795). Spivak is as eager to express
the importance of “historical texting or weaving” as she is to emphasize her understanding of
“origin” as “staged.” This vigilant use of both deconstruction and teleology is eminently strategic.
The notion of history as a staged origin invoked in the textual present that Spivak narrates in her
account of Glas is the kind of politicization that she performs in “More on Power/Knowledge.”
Her essay is characterized by the proliferation of quotes and intertextual allusions that are
not explicitly introduced. More significantly, after the insertion of a quote, Spivak rarely takes the
232

As a noun, a slash is: “A cutting stroke delivered with an edged weapon … A long and deep or severe cut … A
vertical slit made in a garment in order to expose to view a lining or under garment.” (OED)
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reader step by step from an observation in the quote, through an argument leading to a conclusion.
Rather, she confronts the reader with the unmediated extract and her own already elaborated
deductions. To grasp these deductions, the reader must diverge his attention from the linear course
of reading and move back-and-forth between her words, the reader’s original impressions of the
quote, and the quote itself.
Frequently, pointers in Spivak’s elaborations are not to be found by straightforward
referentiality but through the equivocity of language, its accidental and polysemic qualities. It
strikes me that a significant point in Spivak’s argument is made by a quote from Finnegans Wake, a
book that represents the modernist thrust to take formal exploration to the limits of
understandability (40). Although the unexplained allusion to James Joyce (1882-1941) is seemingly
disconnected, Spivak takes full advantage of the Irish writer’s onomatopoeic word-play to comment
on Foucault’s exploration of the ethical constitution of the subject.
The quotation nonetheless operates as a response to what Spivak had been discussing in the
preceding paragraphs. After arriving at the climax of her reading of Foucault’s work as an
investigation into the ethical constitution of the subject, she states: “Undoubtedly, this sort of stagetalk on my part is to impose a continuity. But this imposition becomes strategically necessary when
… philosophy is seen as a private enterprise” (39, emphases added). Spivak associates this view of
philosophy with neocolonialism, liberalism and the view of Foucault as “pushing for the poet’s
desire for autonomy as a general ethical goal” (40, emphasis in text). Thus, after declaring that she
has made a calculated use of continuity, she immediately breaks with it through the insertion of this
unexpected element that she does not quite integrate into the explicit progression of her discourse.
Furthermore, that break is caused by placing philosophy and literature on the same plane, a move
that is not concomitant with the liberalist conception of either discipline and which allows literature
to perform what she will later describe as its unique capacity to simultaneously inhabit the private
and the public realms (48).
“Literature,” a word which Spivak places between inverted commas (48), is a sub-textual
theme in the essay. It emerges into explicit discourse at the point when Spivak declares that
literature, despite its stigmatization by some “‘Euro’-teleology” as “a ‘less developed stage,’”
straddles the epistemic divide between the public and the private (48). Thus, she establishes an
implicit analogy between the vantage point of the postcolonial subject position, emerging at a clash
of epistemes, and literature. Each straddling two epistemes, literature and post-colonial subjectivity
are positions that may be used strategically. Inhabiting the dominant episteme they are in a position
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of enablement; simultaneously inhabiting something other than the dominant episteme they are in a
position of relative exteriority.
If the everyday tactics of pouvoir-savoir are, as de Certeau comments, enacted “within the
enemy’s field of vision” and, therefore, “the art of the weak,” then they gravitate towards what
Spivak conceives as the subaltern episteme (de Certeau 1984: 37). As “More on Power/Knowledge”
suggests, while the canonical theorist strategizes from his place in the dominant episteme, the
placeless subaltern must co-opt already existing power structures (1993a: 49). The postcolonial
intellectual, situated at the point of collision of both epistemes, is in an uncertain position between
strategy and tactics, which proves to be strategically advantageous. His or her exteriority from the
dominant power/knowledge allows for a critical distance, while his or her complicity allows for its
vigilant use. Possible only because of a clash of epistemes, it is not only an attitude directed towards
a particular object, or towards a particular configuration of power, but a way of thinking the world
and of being in the world.
While the clash of epistemes inhabited by the postcolonial subject is violently at odds with
the epistemic simultaneity that is opened up by literature, Spivak comments on both realms when
she discusses the postcolonial writer Mahasweta Devi (48-51). Literature and the postcolonial
subject position, two different yet analogous epistemic vantage points, are woven together so that
each, in turn, surfaces as the explicit subject matter of her discourse, and then plunges back again
into the subtext. At one point, when the most recent explicit subject-matter is epistemic violation in
decolonized space, Spivak quotes an author who she regards as a liberal humanist, Richard Rorty.
Spivak’s only remark on Rorty’s quote is an exceptionally short one-sentence paragraph that simply
reads, “O brave new world” (48). If the reference to the British novelist Aldous Huxley (1894-1963)
is taken-up, the reader is forced to re-think the previous words, referring to postcoloniality, with
reference to literature. Literature and the postcolonial subject position differ from academic
discourse in the range of their epistemic multiplicity. The fact that they are further juxtaposed here
exposes discourse in its rhetoric dimension, and thus insists on the rift between theory and
practice. 233 The recognition of this rift is important for Spivak insofar as “stag[ing] the crisis
relationship between theory and practice” prevents the legitimation (through disavowal) of “the
polarization between the academic world and the real world” (51).
233

This feature also foregrounds the fact that Spivak’s discourse, like human liberalist academic writing (which favors
transparency and linearity), is also a construct exploiting its formal constitution towards the attainment of a particular
effect (see Bleeker 2005). The difference lies in the fact that Spivak’s writing acknowledges itself as writing, i.e., it is
self-reflexive.
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Besides literature, history is another figure straddling the divide between form and content in
“More on Power/Knowledge.” History and literature, in the general senses, are interdependent
figures. History is also a form of “texting or weaving,” while literature is also a correlation (and
thus a politicization) of the past in the present. When slashed into each other, we could say that
history and literature perform “a citing that invokes the wound of the cutting from the staged origin”
(Spivak 1992: 795). When Spivak discusses the tactical citing of the history of the Enlightenment
episteme from within postcolonial space, she contrasts the teleological conception of history with
history as a political act of citation in the present. While the first is associated with imperialist
power, the second is associated with postcolonial subjectivity. While arguing that history is
tactically cited in the present, Spivak actually cites the word “cited”: it is placed in-between
inverted commas (1993a: 48). Thus, the referential present and the present of reading converge.
Spivak’s citing of canonical theoretical discourse is analogous with the postcolonial citing of
the history of the Enlightenment episteme: an invocation in the present and a strategic act of
legitimation. Spivak’s text is saturated with quotes. She assimilates the vocabulary of the quoted
authors to the point of disorientation. She constantly invades citations with square brackets, to the
point of leaving only the roots of many words. She infiltrates and reconfigures from within. She
cites not only words, but also the logic holding them together. Her arguments are supported by
structural homologies between the discursive constructs of the authors she discusses and her own.
While being a strategic move, however, this entangled, ceaseless citation is also the establishment
of responsibility towards her legacy as a Western academic. In this way, Spivak performs the
vigilant “assent to the dominant” power/knowledge that she “cannot not want” (45). The gesture
echoes that of postcolonial subjects generally, who must engage in the “productive unease of a
persistent critique” of values that are at once an urgent political claim and “coded within the legacy
of imperialism” (48, 46).
The slash conveys that double-edgedness that characterizes Spivak’s strategy. It also
conveys a sense of limit, particularly an epistemic one. As Barthes writes in his analysis of Honoré
de Balzac’s Sarrasine, a slash may be imagined as “the blade of antithesis, the abstraction of limit,
the obliquity of the signifier, the index of paradigm, hence of meaning” (1970: 113). 234 Spivak’s
concern with the limits that connect and separate subaltern and dominant epistemes, as well as her
equation between the dominant symbolic order and the symbolic order as such come to mind. Yet,
234

“le tranchant de l’antithèse, l’abstraction de la limite, l’oblicité du signifiant, l’index du paradigme, donc du sens.”
Translation mine.
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for Spivak limits are perhaps predominantly of an ethical importance. In 1996, she writes that
capitalism, a system “based on remote-control suffering,” one that profits from the passivity of its
subjects, works under the illusion that ethical responsibility is a choice (1996: 277). To be human,
implies Spivak, is to be always-already inserted in a structure of responsibility (277). “More on
Power/Knowledge” suggests that the first step towards one’s effective insertion back into this
structure is the acknowledgement of one’s own limits – those limits that, in historically defining the
space of the self, define the space of the actual other. For Western academics, argues Spivak, these
limits are to be defined in terms of the global-capitalist configuration of power/knowledge of which
they are an active part (51).
Beginning with its title, “More on Power/Knowledge” positions itself as a response to an
always-already existing other before the “More.” With Spivak’s first sentence being a question,
with her whole text structured around questions, and with none of them having straightforward
answers, the text asks the reader to respond, to enter the structure of responsibility that Spivak has
activated between Foucault, Derrida and Heidegger, between them and Mahasweta Devi, and
between all of them and herself.
While staging this dialogic responsibility, Spivak is also opening up an actual structure of
response with her reader. The dialogues between the various authors is, at the time of the
confrontation between reader and text, recorded history, actually brought forth, enabled, through
Spivak’s performative use of language. The strategy explored in this section reduces all modes of
syntactic and discursive articulation to a minimum, making the reader responsible for establishing
the relationship between one element and the other. This strategy slashes self-fulfilling, linear time,
and opens up shared, simultaneous time. History and the present time of reading violently enable
each other, that is, they slash each other, as Spivak writes: “The critical exit is in liberal
individualism, if that is our dominant historical moment, even as we are in it by reading and writing
this book” (44, emphases in text). That is how Spivak points to the “historical texting or weaving”
that articulates her text with the reader’s contextual reality (1992: 795). She cites the historical
present to wound the suspension of disbelief that operates outside texts.
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Relations between Self and Self, Self and Other, Self and Object
I have already discussed the three questions that structure Spivak’s essay. I now address the author
who helps her answer them, Michel Foucault. 235 “More on Power/Knowledge” can be seen as
Spivak’s coming to terms with Foucault. The critical distance from him in her earlier work here
becomes a “critical intimacy.” She recuperates the possibilities opened up by Foucault, making his
theories productive by reading his work through Derrida’s, a philosopher with whom she has greater
affinity. With the help of Foucault and Spivak’s rereading of him, in this section I explore the selfreflexivity of phenomenological subjects. My focus is on how that self-reflexivity is mediated by
history. By incorporating Canclini’s views on similar questions, I then address the way in which
such historical mediation can be taken as a tool to approach that other who is the object of study as
an actual, autonomous subject. The relations between the subject, the other, and the object are the
central targets of my inquiry.
Spivak employs the work of Foucault to allow the variable of history to participate in one of
the most abstract philosophical discussions in the wake of Heidegger, namely, the question of
subject constitution. In her reading of The Care of the Self, Spivak links the quintessential
ontological act to historical realities through Foucault’s concern with the ethical aspect of selfreflection. Her analysis of the ethical relation of the subject to himself in Foucault’s work takes
place against the backdrop of two other relations, that between the subject and the other, and that
between the subject and the object. These two relations address the two main terms in Spivak title,
power and knowledge respectively.
In a critical monograph on Foucault, the Australian-Pakistani philosopher Ali Rizvi
describes “self to self, self to other and self to object” as the three types of relation prominent in the
work of the French philosopher (2001: 34). The “self to self” relation is of an ethical nature, the
“self to other” relation is one of power, while the “self to object” relation concerns knowledge.
Rizvi elaborates:
Foucault mentions three fundamental relations that we come across in human societies.
Knowledge relations, which Foucault term as “relations of control over thing” (which
includes truth relations). Power relations, or what Foucault calls “relations of action upon
actions of others” (including state and institutional relations). Ethical relations or the relation
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Spivak writes that she “will attempt to consider these questions with reference to the word ‘power’ in the famous
opening of ‘Method’ in History of Sexuality, volume one.” (25)
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between self and self, “relations with oneself.” These relations do not exist separate from
each other but are necessarily connected to and enmeshed in each other … (23) 236
In the endnotes, Rizvi clarifies:
Knowledge relationship is the relationship between the knowing subject (self) and object.
Power relation is a relation between self and other. Ethical relation is a relation between self
and self. (102)
Each of these corresponds to a level of Foucault’s relational regime, and so “every society has its
truth regime, its power regime and its regime of individuation (of which subjectivisation is a
particular form)” (78). In her analysis of The Care of the Self, Spivak is highly aware of the
entanglement of ethics with power and knowledge; yet, her focus is on the self to self relation, the
place of subject constitution. Power and knowledge are relevant in that analysis only insofar as they
contaminate, condition and/or provoke that self-relation.
Spivak is critical of the Heideggerian tradition that informs Foucault, because it proposes the
existence of a (universal) subject that is constituted by a mere self-reflexive act, regardless of
ethnicity, gender or historicity. Nonetheless, she finds in The Care of the Self a possibility to
conceive of the subject’s ontological constitution as culturally mediated. Spivak argues that, if
Foucault’s exploration of the care of the self in ancient Greece is only understood as a reflex
activity, a bodily action, then it remains in the sphere of the ontic, of things in the world. However,
if it is understood as a coded activity, in which the subject relates to himself, as a self, through his
body, then it enters the realm of the pre-ontological, where the subject has a tacit understanding of
himself as a subject. Thus, concludes Spivak, Foucault’s project may be understood as a first step in
the investigation of the ethical constitution of the subject.
Because he points to the ethical constitution of the self as culturally and historically specific,
Spivak considers that Foucault’s work may serve to push the universal subject into visibility and
specificity. Furthermore, by way of Derrida, she reminds her readers of the importance of the
“responsibility to the trace of the other” that is involved in the ethical relationship to the self (40). In
this way, Spivak resituates the (Heideggerian) ontological question in the vicinity of two classic
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Rizvi’s quotes here are from Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of Prison, London: Penguin, 1977,
27. I approach Foucault by way of Rizvi since the latter names three types of relation that are central to Foucault’s work
yet dispersed throughout different volumes. Below, I keep to Rizvi’s definition of those relations, although I vary his
phrasing.
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concerns of postcolonial theory: cultural specificity, and the relation between the self and the other.
While clearly distinguishing her own trajectory from that of “the existentialist position,” Spivak still
points to the productivity of its insights for the postcolonial field (45).
As I hope my literary analysis in the previous sections has shown, self-reflexivity and an
ethical concern are also prominent traits in Spivak’s formal handling of discourse. The ethical
concern is enacted in the structure of response and responsibility through which she opens herself
up to her readers. In Spivak’s case, this action is politically productive, even if in a circumscribed
manner, because it frames her theoretical production in historical terms. However, in other works of
postcolonial theory, such an endeavor has at times degenerated into mere simulation.
As I argued in Chapter One, the realm of the ethical – as concerned with what Rey Chow
refers to as “the ‘other’ within” – has been used to displace the political realm, which is concerned
with external rather than internal otherness, with the difference constitutive of the self rather than
the actual, geo-political other (1998: 5). 237 Chantal Mouffe argues that this trend, shared by many
contemporary discourses, serves to legitimize the present hegemony. With the incontestable
discourse of human rights as its basis, this hegemony eludes questioning and forecloses the
possibility of changing existing power structures, a possibility relegated to the apparently obsolete
adversarial mode of politics (2005: 5, 10, 29, 72-76). As Arif Dirlik suggests, while the ethical
emphasis within postcolonial theory can be associated with its repudiation of large scale structures
(such as capitalism) as foundational categories, it still “ends up not in an affirmation of historicity,
but in a self-referential, universalizing historicism that reintroduces through the back door an
unexamined totality” (1994: 345).
Dirlik’s comment on self-referentiality in postcolonialism brings me back to one of the most
prominent characteristics of Spivak’s text: self-reflexivity. It is important to recall here that both
tendencies presuppose a gesture away from, followed by a return to the same. Yet, as the
quintessential act of subject constitution, self-reflexivity implies a qualitative change, a return to the
ontic as the ontological. Self-referentiality lacks this qualitative change; in the act by which the self
points to the self, that self remains unaltered. Hence, the formal gesture, as suggested in Spivak’s
reading of The Care of the Self, does not suffice. It requires the mediation of an actual externality –
which in Spivak’s reading of Foucault is cultural specificity – for the qualitative change to take
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Mouffe does not differentiate these two approaches to alterity in terms of ethics and politics respectively, but, more
precisely, describes her own approach as an “ethical-particularistic” one, in opposition to the “moral-universalistic”
approach that is “widespread among some ‘postmodern’ thinkers.” (2000: 129)

178
place. In other words, the meta-position characteristic of self-reflexivity is achieved through an
always already historically specific form of (self)relating.
When one considers language as an abstract, foundational category, the historical specificity
involved in gestures of self-relating is not taken into account. Hence, they become empty gestures.
Enacted primarily as reifications of rhetorical strategies, such gestures engage with no externality so
that no actual relation can emerge. 238 This is not the case with Spivak in “More on
Power/Knowledge.” While methodologically committed to deconstruction, she constantly alludes to
the limits imposed by her historical site of enunciation and thus positions herself as a responsible
subject behind the text. 239
But regardless of the deconstruction of her own subject position, Spivak continues to occupy
a universal subject position as the text’s author. As Foucault argued, the author is a “rational entity”
and “this construction is assigned a ‘realistic’ dimension” by conflating the writer (a social agent)
and the “author-function” (the organizing principle of the text, as perceived by the reader) into a
single figure (1977: 127). In the conflation of her role as the universal site of enunciation and her
existence as an actual subject, Spivak hegemonizes the subject position. 240 This observation may at
first sight appear self-evident. It is clearly justified by Spivak’s own worldview, which emphasizes
the indivisibility of power and knowledge and the paradoxical, yet inevitable fact that one must
play by the rules of the present hegemony to be able to subvert it at a local scale.
However, as Foucault elaborates, the author, as we understand it, emerged after the
Renaissance in close association with the entrance of literature into the circuit of property values
(1977). In other words, the conception of the author as inevitably occupying the universal subject
position of a text is a historically specific construction. In Chapter Five, I will approach a text that
does not rely on the same understanding of authorship that we have inherited from the Renaissance:
Mabepari wa Venisi (1969), a translation of William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice by
Julius Nyerere.
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As I wrote in Chapter One, self-referential discourses do imply an understanding of the need for otherness as a
logical requirement in self-definition. But while otherness as an abstract function is acknowledged, there is no actual
external referent to delineate their finitude.
239
As may be appreciated from my earlier analysis, through her constant self-inscription as the text’s author, Spivak
acknowledges not only the limits imposed by her situated medium of expression but also her own limits as a FirstWorld academic. At the textual level, self-reflexivity emerges through the reference to something beyond language.
240
Here, the move I make, by way of Foucault, from actual to textual subject positions is rather fast. In the following
chapter, I elaborate on the relation between textual subject positions and the social agents with which they are
identified.
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Nyerere does not displace the Elizabethan playwright. He takes great care in achieving a
faithful translation of The Merchant, and Shakespeare appears as sole author in the credits. Yet,
Nyerere cannot be reduced to a mere translator either, in the modernist understanding of the term.
As I will argue, Neyerere’s inscription of his ideological interests in Mabepari by means of
elaborate literary devices, together with his position as Tanzania’s head of state and the historically
specific associations of authorship and authority that that situation triggered, all position him as the
author of Mabepari. Furthermore, the Swahili literary tradition allows for a conception of Nyerere
as legitimate author not only despite of, but also due to, his role as translator. In modernist terms, it
could be said that Nyerere co-authored Mabepari. In the local configuration, however, for Nyerere
to achieve a subject position concomitant with the “author” status does not require the erasure of
any other subject position as the articulating principle of Mabepari, but instead thrives on the
dialectic between them. 241
I rely on this example and on my previous chapters to claim that the strategic appropriation
of the universal site of enunciation by First-World authors of Third-World origin, and even the
discursive and performative deconstruction of that position, is insufficient. This holds true even for
one of the most critical theorists within the field, as I consider Spivak to be. Her approach is both
epistemically and politically productive, especially when considering the sought-for effect in her
audience. But Spivak continues to rely on sources categorized as Western as the single intellectual
authority, while the postcolonial other slashes and interrupts that corpus but does not provide a
positive intellectual contribution in its own right. Hence, the self-reflexivity that defines the subject
position is conceived of here as inevitably Western, lacking a positive externality.
My discussion of DDD is motivated by the fact that its frame of reference differs from that
of postcolonial theory, in which Western discourse persists as the foundational referent. The
unequal possibility to access the subject position is an undeniable fact in the current world order,
one that requires urgent address. But to conceive that inequality in terms of the opposition between
West and Other, and in this way to persist in the conflation between the self to other and the self to
object relations is a methodological choice. In DDD, the equation between the West and the
universal subject position is taken into account but not reaffirmed. The West vs. Other axis is only
one of three analytical axes in Canclini’s work.
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The same holds true for Nyerere’s writings on political theory. In those, Nyerere is the articulating principle not only
at the formal, inter- and extra-textual levels of the texts, but also the sole voice at the discursive level. Yet, the whole
corpus of his political writings is conceived from abroad as a translation of Marxism to the African context.
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Diferentes, desiguales y desconectados (Different, Unequal, Disconnected) is a study of
interculturality. Canclini approaches the phenomenon through a triple affiliation to anthropology,
sociology, and communication studies (García Canclini 2004: 13-15). Each of these disciplines
accounts for one of the words in his title. Referring to anthropology, he addresses interculturality in
terms of difference (Diferentes); referring to sociology, he addresses it in terms of inequality
(desiguales); and referring to communication studies, in terms of disconnection (desconectados).
Hence, “difference,” which, as discussed in earlier chapters, is exacerbated in some works of
postcolonial theory to the point that it becomes a rhetorical wild card, standing in for and yet
foreclosing actual difference, is relativized in DDD. The two other operative principles in the book
impede such a reification of the concept.
Declaring the need for a “post-metaphysical conception of the subject,” Canclini considers
that the subject must be recuperated not as an “egocentric” entity, but as a concept “capable of
designating a place, at once conditioned and creative” (163, 157; emphasis added). Partly defining
the subject in relation to its geo-economic and historically conditioned place allows Canclini to
investigate who can and who cannot access the subject position in the contemporary world order.
He sets out to investigate the role of the subject in terms of its relationship to market interests as
well as its contemporary intellectual, artistic and cultural reconfigurations (25).
Canclini, like Spivak, accepts the impossibility of representing the subaltern (García
Canclini 2004: 166). Yet, he does not take language to be the only place of subject constitution,
although he does see it as the only place of its legitimation. Taking social interaction as a place of
subject constitution, he does not so much seek to understand what the subaltern says, but rather
seeks to refine Spivak’s question of why she cannot speak. 242 In contrast to the postcolonial critic,
Canclini does not attempt to exploit the double-edged potential of the paradoxical enclosure, but
seeks to make more accurate the question itself through an exploration of the socio-historical,
intellectual and economic forces that determine that foreclosure in specific cases. 243 He writes:
The reduction of the subject to a mere “support,” “carrier” or “effect” of structures seems to
forget that which in each one [subject] is raised or driven back in social conflicts, the
personal and collective nuclei where we elaborate what structures do to us. If we do not
allow this interactive space to occupy its place within theory, it is not possible to
comprehend the contradictions between system coercion and the attempts to contest it.
242

See Spivak 1994. For discussions of her essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1994), see Chapters One and Four.
The epigraph to DDD is a quote from Clifford Geertz that reads: “If you do not know the answer, discuss the
question.” “Si no conoces la respuesta, discute la pregunta.” Translations from DDD are mine.
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Idealism has withheld that psychosocial interaction in the intimacy of the solitary
consciousness, but it is actually the site where we suffer objective determinations and these
intersect with our efforts to supersede them. (160) 244
I have previously argued – by way of Spivak – that the self-reflexivity that constitutes subjects is
mediated by historical specificity. I suggested that self-reflexivity is different from selfreferentiality insofar as it is a situated form of self-relating. The specificity of social conflicts that
Canclini points to determines the epistemic accessibility of differentiated places, in relation to
which individual or collective subjects constitute themselves. Since his methodology deems the
subject positions (as opposed to the subject status) of marginalized subjects to be epistemically
accessible, he finds plausible ways to engage with these sites as sites of enunciation, taking into
account the historical particularity that defines any subject (whether individual or collective), while
acknowledging the epistemic gap that is marked by the analyst’s lack of access to the other’s actual
enunciation.
Canclini’s distinction between subjects and the positions through which they are coconstituted disentangles the problematic conflation faced by much postcolonial criticism today: that
between the self to other and the self to object relations. While the focus on the externality through
which the self to self relation of a marginalized subject is accomplished is insufficient to account for
that relationship in itself, I find that Canclini’s project offers a key contribution to postcolonialism’s
concern with the question of the other as subject. 245 His emphasis on concrete, external differences
by which the other constitutes herself does not allow external difference to be subsumed as internal
difference. Furthermore, in acknowledging the connections, yet distinguishing the epistemic
foreclosure from the foreclosure brought about by objective power relations, he opens up the field
of the political.
In the quote above Canclini also argues for the necessity of a theoretical endeavor that takes
into consideration the incidence of the particular in the universal. In line with his view that the
dialectic of structure and history co-constitutes the subject, he is concerned with putting theory back
into its historical condition. In his seventh chapter, “Who Speaks and in which Place: Simulated
244

“La reducción del sujeto a ser ‘soporte’, ‘portador’ o mero ‘efecto’ de las estructuras parece olvidar lo que en cada
uno se levanta o se repliega en los conflictos sociales, los núcleos personales y colectivos donde reelaboramos lo que las
estructuras hacen con nosotros. Si no dejamos que ocupe su lugar en la teoría este espacio interactivo, no es posible
entender las contradicciones entre la coerción del sistema y los intentos de responderle. El idealismo recluyó en la
intimidad de la conciencia solitaria esa interacción psicosocial, pero en realidad es el sitio donde padecemos las
determinaciones objetivas y estas se cruzan con nuestros esfuerzos por superarlas.”
245
For Dirlik’s account of subjectivity as the paradigmatic concern of postcolonial theory see 1994: 336, 332.

182
Subjects and Post-Constructivism,” he examines the place of the subject in the context of
globalization that, bringing about the increase of reciprocal dependencies between societies,
modifies the prior modes of configuring subjects (161). Having assessed the contributions of the
Marxist, psychoanalytic and structuralist deconstructions of the subject, Canclini flags their limits
(149). After the last of these discussions, concerning structuralist anthropology, he summarizes:
“Anti-subjectivism, anti-historicism, anti-humanism: it could no longer be said that man spoke or
thought, but that he was spoken and thought by language” (154). 246
Canclini questions the pertinence of the conception of language as a foundational category
precisely by historicizing it:

These corrosive attacks were useful in countries where the subordination of scientific
objectivity to philosophies of consciousness (France, Germany and Latin-Americans
influenced by them) took away rigor from the foundations of knowledge. But the reactive,
reductionist character that these critical movements often had led them to exclude, together
with the problematic of the subject, the study of the singular constitution of the human
world, the difference between nature and history, the genesis and evolution of social
structures. The negation of the subject was accomplice to the underestimation of history: if
there is no subject, the possibility of there being an action that transforms the ruling order
and gives a responsible sense to the process of becoming evaporates. (154) 247

The last sentence suggests the mutual constitution of subject and history. Hence, the author’s
emphasis on the external factors that condition the subject is not deterministic; those external
conditions are, in turn, configured by agents and thus subject to change. While the particularity of
the relation between the self and the self can be conceived as a response to given conditions, it also
exceeds them and can bring about change precisely, though paradoxically, because of a sense of
responsibility awakened by those historical givens. 248
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“Quién habla y en qué lugar: sujetos simulados y posconstructivismo” (147). “Antisubjetivismo, antihistoricismo,
antihumanismo: ya no podía decirse que el hombre hablaba o pensaba, sino que era hablado y pensado por el lenguaje.”
(154)
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“Estos ataques corrosivos fueron útiles en países donde la subordinación de la objetividad científica a las filosofías
de la conciencia (Francia, Alemania y los latinoamericanos influidos por ellos) quitaba rigor a la fundamentación del
saber. Pero el carácter reactivo, reduccionista, que a menudo tuvieron estos movimientos críticos los llevó a excluir, con
la problemática del sujeto, el estudio de la constitución singular del mundo humano, la diferencia entre naturaleza e
historia, la génesis y la evolución de las estructuras sociales. La negación del sujeto fue cómplice de la subestimación de
la historia: si no hay sujeto se evapora la posibilidad de que haya una acción que transforme el orden vigente y dé un
sentido responsable al devenir.”
248
Above, I translated “devenir” as “process of becoming.” However, the Spanish word can also be translated as
“future.”
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So, it may be said that Canclini, like Spivak in “More on Power/Knowledge,” conceives of
the subject not as a situated historical configuration, but as a response to and a responsibility
towards that place. However, this same conception is played out in drastically different ways
because of their different foundational categories. While Canclini employs the insight to draw out a
situated historical analysis of the epistemic foreclosure at stake, Spivak seeks strategic outlets by
dramatizing her inner entrapment as the universal site of enunciation of her text. Spivak’s strategy is
enacted at the level of her authorial subject position. This position emulates the self-reflexivity that
defines actual subjects. In the following section, I will discuss the systemic subject position that
Canclini prioritizes and which also emulates the self-reflexivity that characterizes actual subjects.

The Systemic Subject
Strategy finds its limits in being a terrain-specific approach. Hence I have begun to pursue Spivak’s
endeavor from another front, bringing the work of Canclini, another contemporary cultural analyst
with similar concerns, into the discussion. The different ideas and different forms of writing of
Spivak and Canclini allow me to understand how actual, discursive and systemic subject positions
participate differently in the strategies advanced by each author. While Spivak offers a strategy to
destabilize the universal subject position at the level of discourse, Canclini offers what may be
conceived as a strategy that addresses the subject position at the level of system.
In DDD, differentiated sites of enunciation and subject constitution are described as
correlative to historically specific mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion. This analysis also
returns in the way in which Canclini, as the subject of enunciation, situates himself. This strategy
can be deduced from the comparison of his discourse with his implied actions as a publishing
author. He investigates how “[d]ata bases like the Citation Index tend to over-represent the books
and journals published in English” (186), while the editorials in Spain that control the market of
books written in the Spanish language conceive Latin America

as a producer of [fictional] literature and as an opportunity to expand the clientele in Spain.
They almost never publish cultural, sociological or anthropological studies by LatinAmericans and, when they do, their branches in Argentina, Chile, Colombia or Mexico,
restrict the circulation of those books to the country of origin. Except for a few, middle sized
editorials … like Fondo de Cultura Económica and Gedisa, the international image of LatinAmerica has been constructed as that of a provider of narrative fiction, not of social and
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cultural reflection, and it is attributed a domestic interest, only for the country that generates
it. (García Canclini 2004: 121) 249
Canclini’s choice of publishing house (Gedisa), his bibliographic selection (including lesser known
Latin-American authors and unpublished dissertations from universities in the continent), his
continued publication in Spanish, and even his choice to embark on the socio-cultural reflection of
these topics can be appreciated as a performative response to the unequal circulation of cultural
capital that he discusses. 250 Thus, Canclini’s self-reflexivity as an author is not brought about by
the alignment between the discursive and the performative dimensions of the text, as is Spivak’s.
Rather, it concerns the alignment between the discursive dimension of the text and the text’s
material existence as a social act in dialogue with particular sources, and as a commodity destined
for particular audiences and distributed through particular means. Its self-reflexivity consists in how
the text articulates its outside rather than itself alone.
Benefiting from the work of French philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1913-2005), Canclini stresses
the need to examine the correlation between verbal constructs and empirical referents, and departs
from the assumption that every reference is in fact a co-reference (150). A co-reference necessarily
presupposes a social pact. Hence, an analysis from this perspective cannot reduce the
conventionality of language to its epistemic traits, but must constantly relate them to sociohistorical conditions, interests, and agencies. Hence, at stake in the self-reflexivity of DDD’s
author is not the gap between signifier and signified, nor that between the realms of the referential
and the referred, but the dialectic between signs and their use, between texts and their conditions of
emergence.
Canclini attempts to give credibility to the text by being consistent in relation to its extradiscursive articulations rather than by foregrounding the arbitrariness of language as his means of
expression. Reflecting on the experiment of educational researcher Bon Bonza, who wrote three
papers under false names, which included plagiarisms and racist insults hidden in German quotes,
and managed to get published by major universities, he writes:
249

“Las bases de datos, como el Citation Index, tienden a sobrerepresentar los libros y revistas publicados en inglés”
(186); “… como creador de literatura, y como ampliación de las clientelas españolas. No publican casi nunca estudios
culturales, sociológicos o antropológicos de latinoamericanos, y, cuando lo hacen, sus filiales de la Argentina, Chile,
Colombia o México, limitan la circulación de esos libros al país de origen. Salvo pocas editoriales de tamaño medio …
como el Fondo de Cultura Económica y Gedisa, se ha construido la imagen internacional de América latina como
proveedora de ficciones narrativas, no de pensamiento social y cultural, al que sólo le atribuyen interés doméstico, para
el país que lo genera.” (121)
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I frame those aspects as choices because since his Hybrid Cultures (first published in Spanish in 1990), Canclini’s
work has come to be widely recognized internationally.
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In a certain sense, it is useful to detect that identities are the product of narratives and
staging. But the postmodern enthusiasm with this fictionalization of subjects, with the
constructed character of identities, may not be justified in the same way in recreational or
risk contexts … Can there be a society, that is, a social pact, if we never know who is talking
to us, or writing, or presenting a paper? It is possible to live in society insofar as there are
subjects that make themselves responsible. It is not a question of returning to easy certainties
of idealism nor to those of empiricism … It is a question of inquiring whether, to a certain
degree, it is viable to find empirically identifiable forms, not only discursively imagined
ones, of subjectivity and alterity. (150) 251
While pointing to the subject’s deconstruction as useful in some occasions, Canclini affirms that a
social pact cannot be achieved if there aren’t responsible subjects behind language. Thus, he asserts
the importance of site specificity in the questioning of the subject.
Canclini continues his reflection by remarking that the deconstruction of the subject is an
enterprise that has deep historical roots and not the exclusive venture of postmodernism. Moreover,
he asserts, the traditions which have sought to deconstruct the subject ultimately sought to give
consistency to citizenship and verisimilitude to social interactions (151). Hence, the author
emphasizes the place of the constitution of the subject as an epistemically accessible site for
addressing the other as an implied subject. His operative question is not Spivak’s “Can the subaltern
Speak?”, but rather: “What is it to have a place in [the contemporary process of] world-ization?
Who speaks and where from?” (24). 252 While Spivak’s question focuses on an epistemic
foreclosure, Canclini’s points to the historical surroundings that determine the epistemic
foreclosure. At this juncture between the position of enunciation and the socio-historical forces that
configure access to that position emerges what I have called the systemic subject.
Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe (N&L-L) discuss a similar subject in the work of Jacques
Lacan. In their analysis of “The Agency of the Letter,” they elaborate on that subject position with
reference to strategy. N&L-L affirm that “strategy is one of the major elements of Lacanian
systematics,” suggesting that Lacan uses the word “to indicate the possible status of a nonsubjective subject – that is to say a plural, combinatory subject, neither present to itself (it is without
251

“En un sentido, es útil detectar que las identidades son producto de narraciones y actuaciones. Pero el entusiasmo
postmoderno por esta ficcionalización de los sujetos, por el carácter construido de las identidades, no se justifica del
mismo modo en contextos lúdicos o de riesgo … ¿Puede existir sociedad, es decir pacto social, si no sabemos quién nos
está hablando, ni escribiendo, ni presentando ponencias? Convivir en sociedad es posible en tanto haya sujetos que se
hagan responsables. No se trata de regresar a certezas fáciles del idealismo ni del empirismo … Se trata de averiguar si
en cierto grado es viable hallar formas empíricamente identificables, no solo discursivamente imaginadas, de
subjetividad y alteridad.”
252
“¿Qué es un lugar en la mundialización? ¿Quién habla y desde dónde?”
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consciousness) nor in a definite place (since it is reduced to a calculus of odds)” (1992: 87-88). I
extend the definition of strategy that N&L-L reach in reading Lacan’s essay to refer to a subject
position beyond it. As in Chapter One, here I rely on the fact that “Lacan confessed unreservedly to
his faith in the ideal of mathematical formalizations, because he considered them to be transmitted
without the interference of meaning” to justify my extrapolation of Lacan’s formulations outside
psychoanalysis (Nobus 2003: 65).
If we understand the words of N&L-L as referring to a subject position brought into play by
the mere fact of the formal logistics of a system, independently of what that system may be, then we
can say that, in contrast to Spivak’s strategy, which addresses the foreclosures brought about by the
hegemony of a particular discursive subject position, Canclini’s strategy targets that of a systemic
one (García Canclini 2004: 160). In other words, Canclini is concerned with the extra-discursive,
impersonal and economic collective logic that structures the field of postcolonialism as a whole,
rather than with any particular (actual and subjective) subject position that it may comprise. Hence,
the strategy (i.e. the non-subjective subject position) which he adopts and advocates is one that,
seeking to destabilize that other – hegemonic yet unlocalizable – subject, cannot be performed (as
can Spivak’s) at the level of the author, since the latter reifies subjectivity in the conflation of a
social agent and the author-function. Instead, and because it is characteristic of strategy to retaliate
against the hegemonic subject position that it contests with its own weapons, Canclini’s contestation
is enacted at the level where access to the discursive subject position is granted or foreclosed to
begin with, the level of operative correlations between the geo-economic status quo and the
possibility to write and publish.
Canclini addresses the short-sightedness of endeavors that ignore the extra-discursive
organizing principles of texts in chapters four and five of DDD. At the beginning of the fourth
chapter, he writes:
Here I will try to show the limits of the postmodern epistemological and political debates
that situated the conflicts of interculturality in the construction of ethnographic texts. In the
next [chapter], I will propose a parallel effort regarding cultural studies. (103) 253
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“Aquí intentare mostrar los limites de los debates epistemológicos y políticos postmodernos que situaron en la
construcción de los textos etnográficos los conflictos de la interculturalidad. En el próximo [capítulo], propondré un
trabajo semejante con los estudios culturales.”
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He comments that, when focusing on ethnography as something more than a textual problematic,
the analyst finds not only data, but also the possibility to address the organization of a field, its
mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion. Anthropological authority, for example, is not only a
question of the distance established in relation to the studied other, nor only of the coherence of the
discourse produced, but also something that is established “by the way in which the organization of
the anthropological field establishes what should be studied and what will be left out” (111). 254 In
the fifth chapter, he engages in a similar critique of Latin-Americanist cultural studies in the U.S.A.
He argues that, however critical an analysis of a cultural object may be, if the scholar does not take
into consideration the conditions that structure her access to and choice of the object in the first
place, she is most likely to perpetuate the epistemic foreclosure and fetishistic reduction of the
other.
Furthermore, as Murat Aydemir, a Dutch cultural analyst at the University of Amsterdam,
illustrates, self-criticism at the discursive level may serve to obfuscate the perpetuation of epistemic
violence at the level of the systemic subject position. In his analysis of the Royal Museum for
Central Africa (Tervuren, Belgium), he describes the two narratives offered by the exhibition, “the
one colonial, the other self-reflexive” (2008: 82). While the first of this is constituted by the original
exhibition, the second is a series of comments in the guide and an alternative tour which “may also
well function as a tokenistic gesture, supplying the required excuse to keep the permanent
exhibition intact.” This contemporary addendum,

serves as a convenient way to offer the visitor some temporal distance from the main
exhibit, so that it can then be consumed nostalgically: “Look! That’s how we used to display
the ‘primitives’ (but wasn’t that a lot of fun!).” Viewers initially put off by the exhibition
may be sufficiently reassured by the marginal critical commentary to go on and enjoy the
show. (82, emphasis in text)
Aydemir reveals how “the critical ‘asides’ offered by the visitor’s guide and the supplementary tour
matter less than the disciplinary order that organizes the exhibition’s main rooms” (82). The
disciplinary order that Aydemir locates is equivalent to what I have described as the organizing
principle of a field, the systemic subject position that determines what is included and what is
excluded in the first place.
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“por la manera como la organización del campo antropológico establece lo que debe ser estudiado y lo que quedará
excluido.”
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Taking into consideration such implicit organizing principles in the analysis of specific
discursive practices, Canclini transcends the West vs. Other enclosure at which ethnographic
discourse exerts itself. Since he criticizes ethnography from a different ideological and operative
framework, he is able to distinguish between the epistemic foreclosure (the relation between self
and object) and the political one (the relation between self and other). Rather than with the West vs.
Other opposition, Canclini is concerned with the singularity of global capitalist culture. In this
sense, he shares the approach of World Systems theorist Immanuel Wallerstein.
As Patrick Wolfe reports:

Wallerstein held that the two [the singularity of the international division of labor and the
multiplicity of cultures and nations] were … different ways of representing the same
indivisible phenomenon, the capitalist world economy. On this basis, the unit of analysis
ultimately becomes the world itself, a level at which there is no separating internal from
external factors … since all factors are internal to the system. (404) 255

Like Wallerstein, Canclini works on the presupposition of a single system, prevalent over its
constitutive internal differences. Canclini’s combination of this large-scale framework with
attentiveness to discursive detail may be read along the lines of Wolfe’s characterization of
diasporan postcolonial theorists:

Rather than viewing the incompatibility between Marxism and poststructuralism as
necessitating a choice between them, diasporan postcolonialism has derived much of its
disruptive energy from a strategically provisional grounding of the two (408).
In principle, this is the case not only for Canclini, but also for Spivak. Yet only in principle, for, as
suggested earlier, strategy is always ground-specific.
What distinguishes the strategy of Canclini from that of Spivak is largely the outcome of
their respective locations or, more accurately, their respective systemic subject positions. If strategy
is “a plan for successful action based on the rationality and interdependence of the moves of the
opposing participants,” place would be, according to de Certeau, what conditions the specific
rationality and interdependence of those moves (OED). Spivak’s vigilant awareness is tailored to
the dangers of representational realism that have long accompanied the appropriation of authors like
255

Wallerstein is a U.S. sociologist at Yale University (U.S.A.); Wolfe is a historian at the University of Melbourne
(Australia).
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Foucault from within the First-World Anglophone academy. Canclini’s vigilance, addressing this
same site of power but from a different one, is directed not at the dangers of the good-willed
practices taking place inside, but at the mechanisms that regulate entrance.
Hence, we could push this distinction further and argue that, whereas Canclini gravitates
towards strategy, Spivak gravitates towards tactics. To recall de Certeau, strategy is defined by the
establishment of a place of one’s own, in clear distinction to that of the enemy, while a tactic is “a
calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locus. No delimitation of an exteriority,
then, provides it with the condition necessary for autonomy” (36-37). Canclini operates from a
place that is in a relative, yet more clear, position of exteriority in comparison to the place of
Spivak’s infiltration.
Spivak’s selection of audience, theoretical sources, publishing medium, and institutional
place of enunciation is in principle a choice contradictory to her stated aims. Yet this contradiction
is legitimized by her conception of resistance as imbricated with power, by her occupation of the
same systemic subject position that she targets. She chooses to critique from within, while Canclini
deems an articulate structural externality both possible and necessary. Yet, the systemic subject
position or the structuring principle of a field that Canclini targets is seldom taken into account in
deconstructions of discursive subject positions within postcolonial theory. Partially explaining this
fact may be the intangibility of the systemic subject, with its non-subjective status and lack of
reliance on any actual individual subject.
Discursive and systemic subject positions come into view or are blurred out of the picture
according to whether we focus either of two axes: the epistemic divide or the new international
division of labor (NIDL). Spivak and Canclini respectively employ each of these analytical
categories. Neither names them explicitly; yet, the NIDL is as foundational to Canclini’s approach
as the epistemic divide is to Spivak’s. In this section, I have focused on Canclini’s modus operandi.
In the following, I return to Spivak in order to contrast the how of their procedures and the
implications of prioritizing either one or the other axis to structure a totality inhabited by unequal
subjects. While Canclini’s implicit prioritization of the NIDL foregrounds systemic subjects,
Spivak’s concern with the epistemic divide is crucial to distinguish enunciating from represented
subjects and, consequently, to distinguish between the postcolonial-as-intellectual and the
postcolonial-as-subaltern. All of these distinctions are decisive in addressing one of the central
questions that motivates the present study: who is the subject of postcolonial discourse?
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Subalterns, Intellectuals and the Axes that Divide
In my exploration of the question as to who the subject of postcolonial discourse is, I am interested
in how the postcolonial who is shaped in terms of its where. Therefore, in this section I examine
how the postcolonial subject position is configured by the NIDL and the epistemic divide. 256 The
crucial issue is not whether critics discuss either of these axes, but the roles that these axes play as
structuring principles within their methodology. Hence, at the heart of my concern for how the who
and where of postcolonial discourse structure one another in the work of Spivak and Canclini lies an
interest in the how of their procedures. It is the how of Canclini’s work that most clearly marks his
exteriority in relation to postcolonialism.
Like Spivak in “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, in DDD Canclini is concerned with the
constitution of the subject across the epistemic divide. Compare these two quotes:
The subaltern cannot speak. There is no virtue in global laundry lists with “woman” as a
pious item. Representation has not withered away. The female intellectual as intellectual has
a circumscribed task which she must not disown with a flourish. (Spivak 1994: 104)
Insofar as the specialist in cultural, literary or artistic studies is willing to carry out a
scientifically consistent job, his final objective is not to represent the voice of the silenced
but to understand and name the places where her demands or her everyday life enters in
conflict with others. (García Canclini 2004: 166) 257
Spivak and Canclini converge in their appraisal that to represent the voices of subalterns is a
methodological impossibility. They both point to the fact that attempts at their representation
implies simulation rather than an actual solution. Yet, the manner in which they confront this
impossibility differs. While Spivak’s analysis can be described as an attempt to deepen the question
of representation, to find a paradoxical solution from within, Canclini expands rather than fine-tunes
the perspective, analyzing the conditions that give rise to epistemic foreclosure to begin with.
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The New International Division of Labor (NIDL), as opposed to the classic IDL, refers to the change from the period
of colonial rule, when First-World economies were based on industrial capital and Third-World countries had plantation
agriculture and were basically exporters of raw material, to the period during and after formal de-colonization in the
1960s, in which Third-World countries became industrialized and thus became the place for the valorization of capital.
See the Introduction for a full account of this process, with reference to Fröbel et al. 1980.
257
Recall that the possessive pronouns in Spanish are gender neutral; here and throughout, my translation of “su” as
“his” or “her” is arbitrary. “En la medida en que el especialista en estudios culturales o literarios o artísticos quiere
realizar un trabajo científicamente consistente, su objetivo final no es representar la voz de los silenciados sino entender
y nombrar los lugares dónde sus demandas o su vida cotidiana entran en conflicto con los otros.”
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Hence, Spivak’s approach presupposes the cause to be intrinsic to representation, while Canclini
views it as extrinsic.
Continuing the quote above, Canclini describes his procedure as follows: “The categories of
conflict and contradiction are thus at the nucleus of this mode of conceiving research; not to see the
world from the single point of view of contradiction, but to understand its present structure and its
possible dynamics” (166). 258 This argument leads him to take the NIDL as his operative principle,
where Spivak favors the epistemic divide. This is not to say that Spivak does not reflect on the
historical conditions within which representation is politically embedded, but simply that her
procedure is de facto committed to the presupposition of incommensurability rather than
contradiction.
In “More on Power/Knowledge,” Spivak returns to the Foucauldian notion of pouvoir-savoir
to propose that “an episteme can be taken, loosely, to be one level of social pouvoir savoir” (1993a:
42; emphasis in text). 259 Furthermore, “on a certain layer [of pouvoir-savoir], the word ‘episteme’
can stand in for ‘assent to the dominant’” (45). Epistemes, she implies, are “historically determined
(or determining of history)” (44). Within this framework, she defines the dominant contemporary
episteme as associated with liberal individualism and “Anglo-U.S.” forms of appropriation of
knowledge (27-37; esp. 33).
As I have indicated, Spivak distinguishes the dominant episteme from that of the subaltern,
describing them as mutually exclusive spaces. She then focuses on their place of collision,
understood as a subject position:

The subject position of the citizen of a recently decolonized “nation” is epistemically
fractured. The so-called private individual and the public citizen in a decolonized nation can
inhabit widely different epistemes, violently at odds with each other yet yoked together by
the everyday ruses of pouvoir-savoir. (47-48)
Partaking in the dominant episteme, the postcolonial subject is enabled; simultaneously inhabiting
something other than the dominant episteme, he or she gains critical distance. The result is a
vigilant use of the dominant power/knowledge (45-48). Hence, “[i]t is hard to acknowledge that
liberal individualism is “a violating enablement” (44).
258

“Las categorías de contradicción y conflicto están, por tanto, en el núcleo de este modo de concebir la investigación.
No para ver el mundo desde un solo lugar de la contradicción, sino para comprender su estructura actual y su dinámica
posible.” (166)
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Here, and on page 39, Spivak exceptionally writes “pouvoir savoir” without any mark between the terms.
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Although she describes the clash of epistemes as associated with “the postcolonial subject,”
Spivak actually only refers to intellectuals as occupying that space, exemplified by the cases of
Kenyan writer and activist Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o and Indian writer and activist Mahasweta Devi (4547). The position of the postcolonial-as-subject is only occupied by professional writers, while the
position of the postcolonial-as-subaltern is only occupied by fictional figures (45-51, esp. 46).
Since the subaltern episteme forecloses the possibility of accessing the subject position, it is only
inhabited by narrated rather than narrating agents, such as those that appear in Mahasweta’s stories.
On one such character Spivak comments: “Child of violation, Mary Oraon is the very figure
of postcoloniality, displaced to the subaltern level” (50). Mahasweta must work “actively to move
the subaltern into hegemony,” toward “that other episteme, where the ‘intuitions’ of feminism
become accessible” (49). While Mahasweta, in her capacity as author, inhabits the clash of
epistemes that defines her position as that of a “postcolonial subject,” the site of the subaltern is a
displacement further removed.
In “More on Power/Knowledge,” the subaltern episteme, in contrast to the place where
subaltern and dominant epistemes clash (i.e. the postcolonial subject position), is characterized by
inarticulateness, the consequence of its inaccessibility to the site of enunciation of the dominant
episteme. Therefore, “[t]hese women of Mahasweta’s fiction are almost like unconnected letters in a
script ... They are monuments to the anxiety of their inevitable disappearance as ‘justice is done’
and the episteme is on the way to regularization” (51).
In an implicit reference to her affirmation elsewhere that “[t]he subaltern cannot speak,” in
“More on Power/Knowledge” Spivak insists that those fictional characters cannot be “spoken for,”
and that Mahasweta Devi “does not speak as them, or to them. These are singular, paralogical
figures of women (sometimes wild men, mad men) who spell out no model for imitation” (1994:
104; 1993a: 49, emphases in text). The inarticulateness associated with subaltern space is staged at
two levels: as a lack of relationship to language (they cannot “spell out,” cannot “speak,” cannot be
spoken “for,” “to” nor “as”) and as a lack of logical articulation within language (i.e. “paralogical,”
“unconnected letters”). 260
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As I analyzed in Chapter One, Spivak’s paradigmatic figure of the subaltern, Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri, is also
characterized by this impossibility to access the signifying chain that constitutes the (legitimized and legitimizing)
symbolic order. As a result, she cannot access the subject position. Spivak defines the subaltern as an “identity-indifferential” (1994: 79). It can only be defined negatively, as that which precedes or exceeds the dominant
power/knowledge.
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I speak of a “subaltern episteme,” yet is a contradiction in terms because such an episteme
could only defined by its lack of access to the (hegemonic) symbolic order. Spivak does not employ
the term, but merely implies its existence as it surfaces at the clash of epistemes. Inhabiting the
“clash of epistemes,” the postcolonial subject position stages the fact of an insurmountable
“epistemic divide.” 261 Therefore, the postcolonial subject position and the postcolonial subaltern
position outline two distinct spaces as responses to the question of where the postcolonial may be
located. While the first of these delineates historically specific subjects, the second can only point to
repressed or imagined subjectivities. The latter can emerge only as a symptom and taken as a
repressed substratum of the hegemonic symbolic order, while failing to articulate an actual subject
position.
For Spivak, then, subaltern space is defined by the epistemic foreclosure. Beyond Spivak’s
work, however, the place of the postcolonial intellectual and that of the subaltern have been
conflated. An example can be found in the first three paragraphs of Robert Young’s
Postcolonialism: A Very Short Introduction:
It has been said that there are two kinds of white people: those who have never found
themselves in a situation where the majority of people around them are not white, and those
who have been the only white person in the room. At that moment, for the first time perhaps,
they discover what it is really like for other people in their society, and, metaphorically, for
the rest of the world outside the west: to be from a minority, to live as the person who is
always in the margins … the person who is not authorized to speak.
This is as true for peoples as for persons … Have you ever felt that the moment you
said the word “I”, that “I” was someone else, not you? That in some obscure way you were
not the subject of your own sentence? … Or that when you hear others speaking, that you
are only ever going to be the object of their speech? That you live in a world of others …?
How can we find a way to talk about this? That is the first question which
postcolonialism tries to answer … If you are someone who does not identify yourself as
western, or as somehow not completely western even though you live in a western country,
or someone who is part of a culture and yet excluded by its dominant voices, inside yet
outside, then postcolonialism offers you a way of seeing things differently, a language and a
politics in which your interests come first, not last. (2003: 1-2)
Young’s conflation between internal and external difference, as well as his celebration of it are
guided by a didactic impulse: the need to awaken an interest in the field in his young readers by
means of identification. But precisely because of its didactic nature, the quote is a perfect example
261

Although Spivak mentions the “epistemic divide,” it is more often staged and only latent as subtext. Her stated
emphasis is rather on the clash of epistemes (48). See 46-51.
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of how nuanced critical positions within postcolonial theory, such as Spivak’s, can loose their
nuance and edge through popularization. 262
Young not only equates the personal experience of someone circumstantially in a room with
the experience of colonialization at large but, in doing so, erases from view any other possible
problematic than that of (the feeling of) difference. Furthermore, this difference is, at its most
historically grounded, ethnic; otherwise, it is simply existential. Young’s second paragraph points to
the experience of being a subject in its contemporary psychoanalytic and philosophical
understandings (i.e. “Have you ever felt … [that] you live in a world of others …?”; “Have you ever
felt that the moment you said the word ‘I’, that ‘I’ was someone else, not you?”). 263 In that sense,
Young’s account of subjective postcolonial experience is an account of subjectivity as such, and
would perfectly fit Žižek’s description of the individual subject as “noncoincidence-with-itself”
(2006a:45). Young’s second paragraph stages the non-coincidence with the self as mediated by
language, regardless of the historical conditions in which this problematic is framed. Furthermore,
at the beginning of the third paragraph, the author declares this to be “the first question which
postcolonialism tries to answer.”
Young’s last paragraph rhetorically performs the gradual, metonymic displacement from a
situated problematic to an existential dilemma. Notice the sentence that begins: “If you are someone
… ”. In the first clause, the condition is “who does not identify yourself as western.” The next
clause offers another option, which deems the NIDL as of secondary importance: “or not
completely western even though you live in a western country.” The third clause expands the
condition to include a feeling of exclusion, for whatever motive, in whatever culture: “or someone
who is part of a culture and yet excluded by its dominant voices.” The last conditional clause
requires merely a sense of self, a feeling of non-absolute coincidence with one’s own context:
“inside yet outside.” If any of the above conditions are fulfilled by his readers, “then,” Young
declares, “postcolonialism offers you a way of seeing things differently, a language and a politics in
which your interests come first, not last.”
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I have catachrestically employed the term “popularization” since it remains within the academy. Furthermore, as
Bal’s analysis of the teacherly qualities in Spivak’s writing illustrates, didactics is not always reductionist but can also
operate through a radically different mode: “Spivak, like Lacan, perhaps dramatizes her excellence as a teacher in order
to compensate for the difficulty of her writing. Perhaps she doesn’t. It doesn’t matter. As more than just a compensation
for a lack, this strategy turns her writing into a superb form of teaching (teaching-to-teach).” (Bal 2002: 322)
263
Compare Young’s words, alleging to account for the specificity of postcolonial subjectivity, with these words with
which Aydemir accounts for subjectivity per se in Lacanian theory: “The subject only finds his or her ‘signifying place’
in the dimension of alterity. / Because of the subject’s necessary recourse to, or reliance on, this ‘elsewhere’, s/he is no
longer even the grammatical subject of her or his own speech: it is not an ‘I’ that speaks, but an ‘it […] that speaks
through ‘me’.” (2002: 128)

195
Young’s concluding remark evidences the collapse between the subject position of the
subaltern and that of the postcolonial intellectual. He has staged the problem faced by the
postcolonial subaltern by establishing an analogy with the problems his reader might be likely to
face or have faced. That analogy, though problematic, is still an analogy. But then Young solves the
problem of the subaltern’s lack of access to the place of enunciation, through the reader herself
who, entering the field of postcolonial theory, will gain access to “a language and a politics in
which your interests come first, not last.” Young’s figurative illustration has now usurped the place
of reality. Through the resolution of the figurative plane (the “interests” of the reader, probably
young students in First-World academic circles), the reality it was supposed to address (the interests
of the postcolonial subaltern) is foreclosed and perpetuated. Postcolonial theory, it would seem, is
the final realization of subaltern speech: it stands in for and simulates the resolution of that lack.
Criticizing the postmodern tendency that leaves no space for the distinction between
simulacrum and reality, Canclini writes,
But, as Boltanski and Chiapello observe, this [lack of] distinction leaves us without a place
from which to construct a critical point of view. The postmodern critical position invalidates
itself: “If everything, without exception, is no longer anything more than construction, code,
spectacle or simulacrum, from which position of exteriority could the critic situate himself
to denounce an illusion that is confused with the totality of the existing?” (162). 264
Faithful to this insight, DDD does not stop at difference as a single analytical category, nor take
language as the foundational organizational principle of the intercultural experience. The critique of
the unequal access to language, which concerns much postcolonial criticism, would require the
incorporation of an exterior anchorage to expose its conditions of emergence. However, it is not
enough to acknowledge those conditions in historical terms. Young’s Postcolonialism: A Very Short
Introduction offers extensive anecdotic accounts of the history of colonialism. Yet, if a study is to
resist either naturalization of the hegemonic order or co-optation, it is necessary to integrate
historical variables as part of the methodology.
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“Pero como observan Boltanski y Chiapello, esta [falta de] distinción nos deja sin lugar desde dónde construir un
punto de vista crítico. La propia posición crítica postmoderna se invalida: ‘Si todo, sin excepción, ya no es más que
construcción, código, espectáculo o simulacro, ¿desde qué posición de exterioridad podría situarse el crítico para
denunciar una ilusión que se confunde con la totalidad de lo existente?’” Read in context of the preceding paragraphs,
the absence of the words “falta de” (“lack of”) in this quote is clearly a typographic error. Hence, I have inserted them
in-between square brackets.
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This happens with the inclusion of NIDL as an analytical category, as in Canclini’s case. 265
Methodologically, the NIDL can be compared to Spivak’s epistemic divide, despite the fact that the
foundational a priori of each category is radically distinct. Still, it could be said that while Spivak
departs from the later in dialogue with the former, Canclini works in the opposite direction. He
phrases his general concern as follows:
The new strategies of artistic and intellectual division of labor, of accumulation of economic
and symbolic capital through communications and culture, concentrate in the United States,
some European countries and Japan the profits of almost all the planet and the capacity to
co-opt and redistribute diversity. How to reinvent criticism in a world where cultural
diversity is something to be administered: by corporations, by States, by NGOs? (23) 266
Thus, Canclini is concerned with the incidence of the NIDL as setting the conditions of emergence
of the epistemic divide.
As I have indicated, Canclini focuses on the economic and historical conditions that restrict
access to the position of enunciation. Not only his objects of analysis but also the choices he makes
about language of publication, type of audience, site and politics of editorial, geo-institutional
affiliations and bibliographic selection, all position his work in relation to the NIDL. These choices
operate as a self-reflexive response to the issues he addresses: the Third World’s exclusion from
theory, its reduction to a particular, and the co-constitution of the West as universal. Both
discursively and performatively, his emphasis is on the necessity of acknowledging responsible
subjects behind language and of correlating epistemic limits and linguistic possibilities with sociohistorically specific conditions, interests, and agencies.
Canclini attempts to bridge the epistemic divide between the postcolonial subject position,
which he structurally occupies, and the postcolonial subaltern position, occupied by his objects of
study. As I mentioned, for him the subaltern other is epistemically accessible, even if in a
circumscribed manner, because the historical place against which she constitutes herself as a subject
is epistemically accessible. Historically specific place functions as a co-reference in subject
constitution. While Spivak accounts for a strategic outlet within the epistemic givens of hegemony,
Canclini focuses on the external conditions that make epistemic hegemony appear as given.
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Canclini does not use the exact term NIDL, only proximate categories. However, the concept itself is operative in his
work in the same sense that I have given the term in my general Introduction.
266
“Las nuevas estrategias de división del trabajo artístico e intelectual, de acumulación de capital simbólico y
económico a través de la cultura y la comunicación, concentran en Estados Unidos, algunos países europeos y Japón las
ganancias de casi todo el planeta y la capacidad de captar y redistribuir la diversidad. ¿Cómo reinventar la crítica en un
mundo donde la diversidad cultural es algo que se administra en corporaciones, en los Estados y en las ONG?”
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Ultimately, Spivak addresses the same division of labor as Canclini does. However, Spivak focuses
on the given-ness rather than the constructed-ness of the conditions at stake. For all practical
purposes, in Spivak’s work, the hegemonic symbolic order and the symbolic order per se are
identical.
Since for Spivak the hegemonic symbolic order and the symbolic order are synonymous, the
only way out is further into hegemony, through a strategic use of the “regulative political concepts”
that the status quo offers (48). This is why Spivak endorses the way in which Mahasweta Devi
“works actively to move the subaltern into hegemony” (49). Here, the epistemic inaccessibility of
the subaltern other is absolute. To be able to communicate from the other side of the epistemic
divide is to have access to (hegemonic) language; hence, to cease to be subaltern. In contrast, by
focusing on the external conditions that make epistemic hegemony appear as a given, Canclini
emphasizes the plausibility of bridging the epistemic divide between the postcolonial subject
position – that is, his own incidence in the text as author – and the postcolonial subaltern position.
He stresses that the (relative) accessibility of the subaltern other resides in the objective place she
occupies, which, while not being informative of the subaltern’s actual subjectivity, is epistemically
accessible as an actual subject position in conflict with other sites of interest. If we take into account
Spivak’s proposition in her reading of Foucault, that the relation of the self with itself that
guarantees the subject status is historically mediated, Canclini’s analysis of the historical place in
which that relation occurs must be, to some degree, indicative of it.
While both Canclini and Spivak advocate responsibility and self-reflexivity, they are of a
different kind. Spivak exercises her responsibility as an author in the Foucauldian sense of the term,
at the place where the self as a social agent and the articulating principle of the text collapse. Since
the subaltern other has no possible place at this juncture, Spivak responds to her by luring the reader
– the only other entity that finds a place at the juncture of the social and the textual – into the
structure of responsibility that she offers. Quite differently, Canclini is not concerned with the
juncture between the performative and discursive dimensions of the text, but rather with the way in
which his discursive and actual subject positions are ethically aligned. For him, it is not a question
of how his actual subject position works into the textual one, but of how these two mirror each other
as if along parallel lines. 267
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Recall Canclini’s call for the need of responsible agents behind their discursive subject positions: “Can there be a
society, that is, a social pact, if we never know who is talking to us, or writing, or presenting a paper? It is possible to
live in society insofar as there are subjects that make themselves responsible. It is not a question of returning to easy
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Due to her methodological choices and analytical interests, Spivak offers precedence to the
epistemic divide over the NIDL. While, in her own writing, this procedure allows for a distinction
between the critic’s position as a postcolonial intellectual and subaltern foreclosure, that distinction
relies on her own intricate handling of language and concepts. Hence, appropriations of her
propositions are liable to a collapse of categories, as I exemplified by way of Young’s text.
Conversely, Canclini gives precedence to the NIDL and so accounts for the epistemic divide in
terms of its historically situated conditions of emergence.
This contrast could be tangentially associated with the geo-historical areas with which both
authors are mostly concerned and in which they work most. The intellectual tradition to which
Spivak belongs is paradigmatically postcolonial. A migrant from a recently decolonized nation, she
writes for an Anglophone audience and works at a major university in the U.S.A; she engages with
feminism and Marxism but is methodologically most close to deconstruction, primarily through
Derrida. Conversely, Canclini does not categorize himself as a postcolonial theorist; neither do his
critics. An Argentinian migrant in Mexico, he writes for a Spanish speaking audience; his work is
deeply informed by French sociology, particularly by Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002). Marxist
analytical frameworks and other humanist theoretical traditions are historically contextualized in his
work, but not flagged as “foreign.” Perhaps because of the profound historical links between those
theoretical traditions and social movements of resistance in Latin America, the central questions at
stake are not as readily frameable in terms of Euro-centrism. 268
A mode of resistance that is critical of, yet remains articulated in and through the
West/Other opposition, does not hold sway so easily in Latin America as it does in recently
decolonized space. The cultural clash that the West/Other opposition describes took place on the
continent over 500 years ago. 269 In its 200 years of independence from Portuguese and Spanish rule,

certainties of idealism nor to those of empiricism … It is a question of inquiring whether, to a certain degree, it is viable
to find empirically identifiable forms, not only discursively imagined ones, of subjectivity and alterity.” (150)
268
As an example of the interconnectedness between so-called Western theoretical traditions and Latin American
political history, see Gandler (2007). Stefan Gandler, German philosopher and political scientist at the Universidad
Autónoma de Querétaro (Mexico), traces the relation between political history and the development of an endogenous
critical Marxist philosophy in Latin America, focusing on the continent’s rupture with Stalinism and dogmatic versions
of Marxist theory, starting with the work of Peruvian journalist José Carlos Mariátegui (1894-1930), but focusing on the
aftermath of the Cuban revolution, especially on the work of two contemporary Mexican thinkers: philosopher Ádolfo
Sánchez Vázquez and critical theorist Bolívar Echeverría.
269
Furthermore, the Spanish and Portuguese conquistadors mixed in with the local population (through rape or
otherwise), and settled in Latin America to a far greater degree than the British, Germans, Belgians and Dutch who
governed Asia and Africa mostly through policies of indirect rule (with scarce and segregated settler populations). The
French colonizers were exceptional in their interest to impose their language and culture in Africa, while their more
pragmatic counterparts (paradigmatically the German colonizers) were cautious to invest on or hand out these tools.
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Latin America has been subjected to less candid modes of imperialist domination by a different
power. This long subjection to (economic and military) neo-colonialism, and the 500 years of
distance from an allegedly pure, non-Western identity, tilts the emphasis towards questions of
inequality and of how inequality produces difference. Hence, the geo-historical specificity of the
objects of Spivak’s and Canclini’s respective analyses function as a co-reference to the approach
they assume. Similarly, their respective geo-institutional locations determine their distinct
strategies. 270
But even if historical conditions may lead particular authors to feel affinity with specific
theoretical frameworks, historical place and ideology cannot be conflated. In terms of ideology, the
approaches of Spivak and Canclini can be respectively associated with one of the two logics that
Žižek describes and which I mentioned earlier:
the opposition of two logics, that of antagonism and that of difference, is the deployment of
a logically preceding term, of the inherent “pure” difference, the minimal difference which
marks the noncoincidence of the One with itself. This noncoincidence, this “pure difference”
can either unravel into a multitude of entities forming a differential totality, or split into the
antagonistic opposition of two terms. (2006a: 36)
Žižek describes the mediating term between these two logics in the same way as he elsewhere
defines what is constitutive of the individual subject: “minimal distance, noncoincidence-withitself” (2006a: 45).
The breach between historical place and ideology is ultimately mediated by the subject. Yet,
the subject is not only “a lack,” as argued by the Slovenian philosopher, but a lack in relation to a
positive content, as suggested by Canclini’s approach (Žižek, 2006a: 44). Canclini also points to the
following fact:
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The relationship between these differentiated positions of power and the strategies and ideologies to which they are
respectively correlated may be appreciated in the following example. In 1990 Canclini published Culturas híbridas:
estrategias para entrar y salir de la modernidad (Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity).
The book was published in Spanish four years before Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994), but its English
translation appeared only a year after Bhabha’s book. The two books, discussing similar issues but from radically
different perspectives, were written in roughly the same time frame. Although Canclini was the first to publish, the
concept of hybridity has been attributed to Bhabha in the Anglophone academy and popularized through his work
within postcolonial studies. Canclini’s perspective on the subject differs from Bhabha’s in that his is a critique of how
the hybrid ethnic and cultural condition in Latin-America has been exploited by the ruling elites to legitimize their
positions of power. While Canclini opens hybridity up to the logic of contradiction, Bhabha opens it up to that of
difference.
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The negation of the subject was accomplice to the underestimation of history: if there is no
subject, the possibility of there being an action that transforms the ruling order and gives a
responsible sense to the process of becoming evaporates. (154) 271
The subject is a process of becoming, a response conditioned by history, and yet a responsibility
conditioning of history. The author, as an individual with access to publishing venues, as the text’s
universal site of enunciation, and as a self-reflexive entity, occupies the position of the subject. But
that position is equally constituted through conventionalized forms of dialogue: intersubjectivity
being what makes language meaningful, what allows knowledge to grow and transform and, finally,
what makes subjectivity differential. 272 The dialogue each author stages and enacts, with whom, and
for what purpose is a historically and institutionally conditioned choice.

Conclusion
In the introductory section, I exemplified self-reflexivity in postcolonial theory with reference to
Dipesh Chakrabarty. After having analyzed Spivak’s “More on Power/Knowledge,” it is pertinent
to add that she not only continues Chakrabarty’s endeavor, but furthers it. In foregrounding the
relationship between the analyst and his or her object of study, Chakrabarty historicizes that
relationship. But in foregrounding the crucial third entity involved in the act of writing, the
addressed other, Spivak actualizes that history and in that way politicizes it. The author’s
presupposed reader, whom she foregrounds, is a historically specific (even if generalized and
implied) other that infiltrates the author’s discourse and plays a crucial role in the latter’s mode of
self-relation, bringing about a qualitative change in the text. Spivak thus brings the analyst-object
relationship (always already a question of the past) to bear upon the present of writing. This also
applies to the present of reading. Hence, Bal points out that “[i]f there is any writer of what is
broadly called ‘cultural studies’ who has been successful in arguing that, and how, reading can be
activist and politically effective, it is Spivak” (2002: 319).
The presupposed readers influence the act of writing and situate the writer historically
insofar as they shape both the mode and content of the writer’s production according to the
specificity of the external historical, socio-cultural, geo-economic and institutional conditions under
which the author writes and publishes. Because of this, the presupposed readers share some of the
271

“La negación del sujeto fue cómplice de la subestimación de la historia: si no hay sujeto se evapora la posibilidad de
que haya una acción que transforme el orden vigente y dé un sentido responsable al devenir.”
272
On intersubjectivity see Bal 1994: 4-5 and esp. Bal 2002: 11-13.
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traits of the Other in Lacanian theory. Žižek characterizes the big Other with reference to Lacan
(1972) as “properly virtual, in the sense that its status is that of a subjective presupposition.” The
virtual character of the big Other is so central to it that “[o]ne can even say that the only letter that
fully and effectively arrives at its destination is the unsent letter – its true addressee is not the fleshand-blood others, but the big Other itself” (Žižek 2006b: 10, emphasis in text). Yet, Spivak’s
“letter” does arrive at its destination. She is centrally concerned with the cultural and historical
specificity of those “flesh-and-blood others” that she addresses. In this way, Spivak’s presupposed
reader is informative of both her actual readers and of the virtual Other. Yet, it is informative of the
latter only in the strict sense that Silverman characterizes as “a culturally and historically
determinate Other …, a particular symbolic order,” in opposition to the Other as “a universal or
absolute” (1983: 192, emphasis added).
Therefore, the different forms of otherness produced by Spivak’s text are far from the
conflation of internal and external difference discussed in Chapter One. “More on
Power/Knowledge,” returning the reader’s attention once and again to the formal dimension of the
text, to the actual social agents involved in its reading, and to the cultural, social, and institutional
realities in which it is inserted, constantly hinders the possibility of substituting internal for external
otherness. Although Spivak confronts the postcolonial and subaltern others with the addressed
other, she stresses the incommensurability, not the interchangeability, between the otherness at play
in her text and the subaltern.
Besides the subject positions of author and reader, Spivak is concerned with three other
differentiated subject positions, occupied respectively by canonical Western voices, the West’s
excluded others, and postcolonial intellectuals. Heidegger, Foucault and Derrida occupy the place of
enunciation. Fictional, inarticulate characters in a story as well as those who have not been
incorporated into the dominant episteme of Western liberalism occupy the subaltern position.
Finally, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o and Mahasweta Devi occupy the paradigmatically postcolonial position
at the clash of epistemes, fraught with contradiction and susceptible to strategic appropriation. If the
place of the Western intellectual is the site of enunciation, and if that of the subaltern is
characterized by a lack of access to the (dominant) symbolic order, then the place of strategic
appropriation of the site of enunciation by the postcolonial subject may be best defined as the site of
citation par excellence. In the next chapter, I will develop this insight about the place of citation as a
key subject position.
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Pointing to the ways in which representation and citation participate in history, Spivak also
indicates how history participates in the act of writing. In her performative critique of her own
discursive subject position, “Outside [yet] in the Teaching Machine,” Spivak exploits the mutuality
between author and reader that constitutes the text. Foregrounding the formal traces of these social
agents in the text, she claims a structure of response as a structure of responsibility. She puts the
present continuous act of writing and reading into relationship with a wider historical present to
actualize and thus politicize the task. Both Spivak and Canclini acknowledge that theory requires a
certain degree of the same suspension of disbelief that governs fiction. But while Canclini does so
by aggrandizing stylistic gestures that reveal the literary aspect of his text, Spivak takes the opposite
direction, foregrounding the literary and the linguistic conventions that sustain theory by
deconstructing them. This applies not only to her own text, but also to her analysis of the theorist
she comes to terms with in “More on Power/Knowledge,” Michel Foucault.
That brings me back to the epigraph for this chapter. In “Of Other Spaces” (1986), Foucault
describes heterotopias as the paradigmatic sites of self-reflexivity for the system as a whole. After
characterizing the contemporary paradigm as one that foregrounds space, envisioned as a series of
interconnected sites, he focuses on sites “that have the curious property of being in relation with all
other sites, but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that they happen
to designate, mirror or reflect” (24). Such sites are the utopia and the heterotopia. The latter is best
exemplified in the motif of the mirror:

The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a placeless place … But it is also a heterotopia in
so far as the mirror does exist in reality … The mirror … makes this place that I occupy at
the moment when I look at myself in the glass at once absolutely real, connected with all the
space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass
through this virtual point which is over there. (24)
I benefit from this image of (self-)reflection to elaborate on the forms of self-reflexivity I have
discussed. Let me begin by pointing to the fact that the self-reflexive act that constitutes actual
subjects, like Foucault’s mirror, enters the dialectic between a virtual point of reflection and a
historically situated surface against which to reflect.
Above, with reference to Spivak, I arrived at the conclusion that the self-reflexive relation
that defines the subject is always already culturally mediated. Since in that case, as in Foucault’s
metaphor, “this space that I occupy at the moment when I look at myself in the glass” is not only
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interceded by a “virtual point which is over there,” hence “absolutely unreal,” but also “absolutely
real, connected with all the other space that surrounds it,” Spivak is able to denounce the
incompleteness of traditional accounts of subject constitution in philosophy. Because the subject is
not a mere relation between the self and itself in the abstract, but shaped by the place from which
she relates to herself, it follows that cultural analysts can indeed address other subject positions as
constituting an implied self to self relation. In DDD, Canclini enters into contact with the specificity
of the material support against which the self-reflexive gesture of the other bounces off. In this way
he is able to discern and address relatively marginal others in the particularity that defines them as
actual subjects. Although he does not represent the other as an actual subject, the procedure allows
him to engage with the other’s subject position in an analytical manner. Rather than focusing on
access to the subaltern other as an inevitable epistemic foreclosure, his work offers the possibility to
break down the problem of otherness and representation into its constituent parts, thus allowing for
a nuanced discernment between the epistemic aspects (i.e., the self to object relation), and the
political aspects (i.e., the self to other relation).
Heterotopias do not reflect themselves alone but are the surface for self-reflection of society
as a whole. As Foucault points out, they

function in relation to all the space that remains. This function unfolds between two extreme
poles. Either their role is to create a space of illusion that exposes every real space, all the
sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still more illusory … Or else, on the
contrary … their role is to create a space that is other, another real space … not of illusion
but of compensation. (27)
Foucault’s definition of heterotopias as spaces that, in being either more real or more illusory than
surrounding space, comment on the status of the latter, allows us to view these spaces as symptoms,
in the sense established in Chapter Two. This is to say that they reveal the constitutive
contradictions that govern the status quo outside the spaces of exception.
In this way, the factory in a capitalist society could be taken as a heterotopia in Foucault’s
sense. On the factory as such a place of exception, Marx writes:

The same bourgeois consciousness which celebrates the division of labour in the workshop,
the lifelong annexation of the worker to a partial operation, and his complete subjection to
capital, as an organization of labour that increases its productive power, denounces with
equal vigour every conscious attempt to control and regulate the process of production
socially, as an inroad on such sacred things as the rights of property, freedom, and the self-
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determining “genius” of the individual capitalist. It is very characteristic that the enthusiastic
apologists of the factory system have nothing more damning to urge against a general
organization of labour in society than that it would turn the whole of society into a factory.
(1990: 477)
The division of labor here is the axis around which the mutual reflection of factory and society is
structured: “in the society where the capitalist mode of production prevails, anarchy in the social
division of labor and despotism in the manufacturing division of labor mutually condition each
other” (477). In a footnote, Marx adds that,

the less authority presides over the division of labour inside society, the more it is subjected
there to the authority of a single person. Thus authority in the workshop and authority in
society, in relation to the division of labour, are in inverse ratio to each other. (477,
emphasis in text)
Here Marx’s conclusions are the result of the comparison between two types of society. He
discusses the development from societies that were dominated by the separation of trades as
spontaneous forms of social division of labor, when each tradesperson participated in the different
stages of the production process and so there was no division of labor within the workshop, to
nineteenth century manufacturing, in which the factory assigned the worker to a partial operation in
the line of production, instituting the division of labor inside the factory, and having as a
consequence the disappearance of spontaneous trade group organization on the outside.
In other words, the more visible the manufacturing division of labor is, the more invisible
the social one. The erasure of the social division of labor that the apologists of the capitalist mode of
production advocate is only a question of visibility. As a heterotopia, the factory reveals the
correlation between the two forms of division of labor, allowing them to reflect on each other. The
factory is a heterotopia in that it is the sine qua non space of exception to the freedom advocated by
capitalist ideology, revealing the freedom in remaining space “as still more illusory” (Foucault
1986: 27). But while the factory could be conceived as a heterotopia, unlike Foucault, I have not
been concerned with “sites” in this chapter (nor with the contemporary conception of space as one
that foregrounds sites), but with the “relations by which a given site can be defined” (Foucault
1986: 23). Hence, I have centered on the epistemic divide and the new international division of
labor as axes producing specific sites of enunciation, representation and subject constitution.
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Moreover, my emphasis has not been on dispersed sites, but on the global unit of analysis.
Both Spivak and Canclini give predominance to the singularity of the worldwide capitalist culture
in the production of site specificity. The epistemic divide and the NIDL structure a spatial totality.
For Spivak, the epistemic divide, which is the subject position occupied by the postcolonial
intellectual, is the place from where “the history of the Enlightenment episteme is ‘cited,’” just as
“the script is cited for an actor’s interpretation” (48). Therefore, it is fair to say that the epistemic
divide is the axis along which the mutual reflection of Enlightenment and subaltern epistemes is
produced, revealing, as “Of Other Spaces” suggests, the illusoriness of that which, from a single
episteme, is taken as “real” (Foucault 1886: 27). Similarly, Canclini foregrounds the First World’s
reliance on the NIDL to achieve economic and epistemic articulation. He correlates the possibilities
offered by the system with the foreclosures on which it rests. As a consequence, he dismantles the
illusion of First-World self-sufficiency through which First-World privilege is legitimated.
In those ways, the epistemic divide can be imagined as a surface of reflection. So can the
slash, which, according to Barthes, may be envisaged as a “mirror,” or more accurately, as “the
specular surface” (“la surface spéculaire” 1970: 113). Spivak’s graphical and metaphorical
commitment to the slash is not far removed from Barthes’s description of it, insofar as it is
employed to throw back a reflection that, like Foucault’s portrayal of the mirror image, is never
self-identical. Like the slash, the division of labor, if envisaged as a specular surface, portrays a
catachrestic relation between the thing and its reflection. As indicated by Marx above, that axis can
correlate a space of “normality” with that of its exception.
One such exception, the factory as a heterotopia in nineteenth-century England, translates
only catachrestically into the contemporary global economy. The integration of economies into a
single one has tended to redistribute manufacture from enclaves in First-World nations to the other
side of the NIDL, making the latter the axis along which specialization into manufacturing, service
and intellectual workforce occurs. The inverse ratio by which the division of labor as either one of
manufacture or of society acquired visibility at the time of Marx’s Capital finds its correspondence
today in the NIDL’s relative invisibility in First-World nations; a situation that is rendered illusory
through its reflection in a “virtual point which is over there,” at the other side of the NIDL (Foucault
1986: 24). Because of this, thinking categories that are predominant in the hegemonic ideology
(such as space) in a different way, rather than merely advocating the reintroduction of the ones that
are excluded (such as history), is crucial to the strategic adequacy of the projects that Foucault,
Spivak and Canclini advocate. Although Spivak and Canclini allow for the closer inspection of
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power (the relation between self and other) and knowledge (the relation between self and object) as
relatively independent foreclosures, the question of approaching the other as a relatively
autonomous self-to-self relation in her own right persists. Hence, I devote the following chapter to
an analysis of the ways in which Anthony Appiah opens up that possibility.
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Chapter Four

The Subject Incorporate:
Scholarly Invocations and the Production of Value

By turning his money into commodities which serve as the building materials for a
new product …, by incorporating living labour into their lifeless objectivity, the
capitalist simultaneously transforms value, i.e. past labour in its objectified and
lifeless form, into capital, value which can perform its own valorization process, an
animated monster which begins to “work”, “as if its body were by love possessed”.
Karl Marx 1990 [1873]: 302
If introjection, as Abraham and Torok conceive it, is part of the stuff of everyday, a
critical agency would arise only when introjection did not take place: that is, when
incorporation, leading to a haunting, would exist in its place.
Ranjana Khanna 2003: 262

Starting with its title, In My Father’s House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture (1992), by BritishGhanaian philosopher at Princeton, Anthony Appiah, is framed as a story. While the preface is
largely an account of Appiah’s personal history, his childhood, his family trajectory, his beliefs and
motivations, the epilogue offers a tale told from beginning to end. It accounts for an episode in
Appiah’s life in Ghana. It narrates the family feud over the place, manner and date of the funeral of
Joe Appiah, Anthony’s father. Through this narration, Appiah exposes the politics behind the family
feud, which deal with typically postcolonial subject matters such as the tensions between local precolonial and national state authorities. But the style in which the story is told is close to that of
fictional story-telling, and asks for the reader’s commitment to a “suspension of disbelief.” As may
be deduced from my previous chapters, this is contrary to the way in which much postcolonial
criticism is written, since usually authors invest a lot of effort in subverting that suspension.
Following French philosopher Jean-Francois Lyotard (1924-1998), Appiah develops the
understanding that postmodernity, while declaring the end of meta-narratives, is in itself a metanarrative account (227). Since “[t]o theorize certain central features of contemporary culture as post
anything, is, of course, inevitably to invoke a narrative,” postcolonial theory is implied in Appiah’s
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denunciation as well (227, emphasis in text). Since narrative cannot be avoided, Appiah does not
attempt to do so. Rather than calling attention to the constructed character of his own discourse
through self-referential rhetorical strategies, he tells a story. His critique thrives not on the
disruption, but on the exacerbation of precisely those narrative qualities that are inescapable in any
textual account. Note the tone as well as the creation of diegetic spaces and atmosphere that Appiah
calls forth:

Home is a house my parents built just before independence. Downstairs, two doors come off
the front veranda; one to the house, one to my father’s legal office. As children, we would
go to school in the mornings past the many people who gathered from early morning on that
veranda to see him. Many of them were very poor and they brought chickens … (1992: 309)
Here, Appiah foregrounds his own intervention as storyteller and, consequently, the arbitrariness of
his position. He does so explicitly when he speculates on how his so-called Western reader might
perceive the world he narrates as “an almost fairytale world of witchcraft and wicked aunts and
wise old women and men” (295). Hence, it could be said that Appiah is concerned with the critique
of metanarrative that he describes as characteristic of postmodernity, but his way of going about it
varies significantly from the ways in which authors that I have explored earlier, such as Spivak,
Bhabha or even Canclini go about it. 273
In the first two chapters, I have associated the metonymic tendency of postcolonial
discourses with the disruption of teleology at the level of the smallest units of discourse. Take, for
example, Homi Bhabha’s break away from the logical conventions of grammar in “Democracy Derealized.” The scale at which Appiah works towards making his writing self-reflexive is
considerably larger. He does not play with the conventions of language, but with those of literature.
In other words, he does not comment on the arbitrariness of signs, nor on their teleological
subsequence, but accepts these conventions in order to be able to comment on something else.
Nonetheless, his foregrounding of the literary qualities of his narration reminds the reader of the
conventional basis on which the discourse as a whole is constructed. This focus leads Appiah to
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Much like Canclini, Appiah does not enact a performative demonstration of his incidence in the text as its
enunciating principle, but situates himself in relation to the historical specificity from which he narrates. Yet, unlike
Canclini, he does not use his social agency as a writer to enact self-reflexivity, but constructs himself into the text at the
level of explicit discourse. Where Canclini’s self-emplacement is implicit, performative and geo-economic, Appiah’s is
explicit, discursive and autobiographical. He writes, for example: “It became clear in the seventies, and increasingly in
the eighties, that organisations in Kumasi like the Methodist church (to which my father belonged) and smaller churches
(such as my mother’s) were becoming more and more central in organising …” (274)
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open up the possibility of exploiting a performative recourse that is only available when the author
reflects critically on large scale narrative conventions, rather than those of the letter in the strict
sense. One such convention is the employment of citation. Appiah suggests the use of quotations as
a way in which to democratize access to the position of enunciation and thus put to practice what he
preaches. Yet, that suggestion is implicit and only timidly brought about by himself. I take the
possibility he opens up and seek to push it further. Towards that end, I benefit from the work of
Ranjana Khanna.
In Dark Continents (2003), Khanna elaborates on the critical agency that is traditionally
associated with melancholia in Freudian psychoanalysis. In contrast to mourning, which implies the
assimilation of the lost object, in melancholia “the lost object is swallowed whole” (2003: 22). 274
Hence, explains Khanna,

the subject is effectively stuck with the lost object, and therefore begins criticizing it, even
though the subject cannot recognize and does not know what it is he or she criticizes. This
means that the subject criticizes him or herself for attributes one would associate more
readily with the lost object. While melancholia is paralyzing in Freud’s terms, the
inassimilable paradoxically becomes the site of what Freud calls “critical agency.” (22,
emphases in text)
In her project of reclaiming this critical potential, Khanna clarifies that, unlike Freud, who “would
eventually transfer the critical agency found in melancholia into the normalizing function of the
superego,” she “would salvage it, putting the melancholic’s manic critical agency into the
unworking of conformity, and into the critique of the status quo” (2003: 23).
Also unlike Freud, Khanna distinguishes incorporation from introjection, borrowing for this
purpose from the work of French-Hungarian psychoanalysts Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok. 275
Khanna observes that “[i]ntrojection refers to the full psychical assimilation of a lost object or
abstraction”; hence, it implies a sublimating process and is in this sense “rather like Freud’s
mourning” (23). Conversely, “[i]ncorporation, like the swallowing whole described above, can be
the cause of the breakdown of signification.” This breakdown “blocks assimilation” and so
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Following Freud’s discussion on narcissism, Khanna employs metaphors of orality when distinguishing mourning
and melancholia.
275
They, in turn, borrow from Hungarian psychoanalyst Sándor Ferenczi (1873-1933). In more general terms, Khanna’s
concept of colonial melancholy is adapted from the work of the French founder of the Algiers School of psychiatry,
Antoine Porot.
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incorporation is a term that “refers to unsuccessful mourning.” In incorporation one treasures rather
than digests “the inaccessible remainder” that is “the kernel of melancholia” (24). 276
Khanna explains that the block brought about by incorporation “can be carried through
generations as a phantom that haunts speech ... For Abraham and Torok the work of psychoanalysis
is to identify the phantom, and bring it back into unhindered signification through assimilation”
(24). Yet, for the purpose of social analysis, Khanna argues, the emphasis on healing proves
inadequate. Furthermore,

the purported “success” of the work of mourning is tenuous because there will always be
some remainder of the lost object. In fact, to do away with this remainder would be an
impossible and unethical assimilation of otherness, a denial of loss and of an engagement
with the damage brought about by that loss. (24)
The recognition of such a remainder and the exploration of its critical potential as it presents itself
through the process of incorporation is one of the central propositions of Dark Continents.
My usage of Khanna’s concept of incorporation in this chapter responds to the wish to
investigate the possible manifestation of the subject of postcolonial discourse as one such
remainder, incorporated in texts of postcolonial theory that circulate in First-World academic
circles, and/or as the subject that undergoes that process of incorporation in relating to that
remainder. Hence, in my discussion of the different textual subject positions at stake in theoretical
texts such as Appiah’s, I want to take Khanna’s distinction between introjection and incorporation
in the most literal way.
Consider the epigraphs above as an example. Please note how, in the case of Khanna’s
fragment, the reference to Abraham and Torok is “digested” in the sense that she uses her own
words to describe their proposals. The larger discourse of psychoanalysis that is brought forth by
the epigraph, while substantiated by the work of a number of authors besides the two FrenchHungarian ones, is wholly assimilated, functioning as either given concepts or discursive
preconditions. Thus, for example, the use of the concept of “critical agency” in Freud’s sense, or the
passage’s implicit reliance on the work of Sándor Ferenczi. In contrast, in the epigraph where I
quote Karl Marx, the relationship between Marx’s text and his direct quotation of the German writer
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The breakdown in signification caused by incorporation “manifests itself linguistically in terms of silence and
demetaphorization” (Khanna 2003: 24). In this respect, Khanna’s salvaging of the critical potential of
demetaphorization in principle opposes my own arguments on metaphor and metonymy in the first two chapters of this
study. The tension between Khanna’s point of departure and my own will be addressed in the following chapter.
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Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) can be conceived as what Khanna terms an
incorporation, a “swallowing whole.” The words from Goethe’s Faust find their articulating
principle in a distinct source that is external to Marx’s Capital. This allows them to operate as a site
of resistance within Capital itself. Here, I do not use the term “resistance” in an explicitly political
nor strictly ideological sense, but simply to name the presence of a different logic that, articulated
from an external point of cohesion, defies complete assimilation at the material level by the main
authorial voice of Capital.
In his analysis of Marx’s quotation of Goethe, Thomas Kemple is impressed by how
Goethe’s words serve as a “moment of interruption” in Marx’s own thought (1995: 31). In that way,
Kemple implicitly points to the intervention of the remainder of the other that the quote entails. In
his comparative analysis of the scene from Faust and the part of Capital that are brought together in
this passage, he concludes that in the quoted episode of the play, as in Marx’s act of quotation,
“words substitute for thoughts” (40). Hence, Kemple also implicitly points to the fact that we are
witnessing an objectified remainder of another subjectivity. Marx’s citation of Goethe is originally
unreferenced; yet, as both Kemple and Michael DeGolyer, have indicated, the phrase from Faust
would rarely escape Marx’s contemporary readers (Kemple 1995: 30; DeGoyler 1992: 109). 277
Indeed, naming the source is not essential because the material dimension of Goethe’s Faust
is literally incorporated into the text. The fragment of Goethe’s play in Marx’s Capital is physically
distinguishable: it has its own material dimension and is separated from the rest of the text by
quotation marks. In other words, unlike Abraham and Torok’s ideas in the epigraph taken from
Khanna’s Dark Continents, Goethe’s ideas in Marx’s text have a corresponding body. 278
In that sense, Goethe as quoted by Marx would qualify as a material remainder of a subject
that is other to the text. Yet, insofar as the fragment of this extraneous body resists full assimilation
to the work of the quoting author, the bodily dimension of the fragment does not negate but rather
foregrounds Goethe in his capacity as author, as the abstract articulating principle of the words. In
the quote from Faust in Capital, Marx functions as the incorporate subject: a subject whose
subjectivity cannot be located in the words themselves, but who is nonetheless presupposed as their
meta-articulating principle. Like Marx’s surrounding words, the words in the quote from Faust
cohere around a presupposed autonomous subjectivity associated to the physical dimension of the
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Of course, like Khanna’s text, Marx’s also benefits from a number of other assimilated sources, yet the analysis of
that continuity is not pertinent here.
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letter. Insofar as they operate in this way, they can function as a site of critical agency in relation to
the wider logical and discursive complex in which they are inserted.
I dedicate this chapter to an analysis of such forms of situated intertextual agency. 279 The
analysis will allow me to trace the place of the subject of postcolonial discourse in relation to the
forms of citation that characterize (postcolonial) academic writing. As Mieke Bal argues in Quoting
Caravaggio: Contemporary Art, Preposterous History: “[t]he subject whose ‘intention’ is involved”
in practices such as painting, visual analysis or, what concerns me here, academic writing,
inevitably “steps into a citational practice that is already whirling around” (1999:14). Because, as
Bal explains with the aid of Derrida and philosopher Judith Butler, “performative utterances cannot
succeed unless they … quote … an already coded, iterable utterance,” every utterance denotes the
subject’s insertion in a historically specific tradition. Moreover, “the relation with what is quoted is
established from the vantage point of the quoting text that is situated in the present” (14). Whether
“the quoted artifact is enshrined or abducted, dispersed or unreflexively absorbed,” Bal continues,
the analyst’s act of quotation functions as “proof of the presence of the cultural position of the
analyst,” denoting the weight of “her own legacy of discursive precedents” in the analysis (15).
In those ways, quotation denotes a writer’s situatedness as well as the political character of
his or her relationship with the quoted material, taking politics here as the choice to actualize a
specific historical claim. As Michael Taussig proposes, calling forth (un)acknowledged histories
often entails “a political fight over the past and its meanings” (2002: 327). 280 By focusing on the
particular forms and contents of quotation in postcolonial theory, I seek to understand how and to
what effect concrete historical subjects are included or excluded as authorized subjects of
enunciation. Hence, in this chapter I not only explore textual subject positions in writings of
postcolonial theory as sites of critical agency, but am particularly concerned with the ways in which
those positions are selectively made available to or foreclosed from specific subjects in the
historical world. In this way, although quotations are much more than invocations of authority, my
focus is on their role as such. Since etymologically “legitimate” is a word that “expresses status
which has been conferred or ratified by some authority” I refer to socially valued positions of
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“The term intertextuality was introduced by the Soviet philosopher of language Mikhail Bakhtin. It refers to the
ready-made quality of … linguistic … signs, which a writer … finds available in the earlier texts that a culture has
produced” (Bal 1999: 8, emphasis in text). Yet, “the concept of intertextuality as deployed more recently implies … that
… the sign borrowed, because it is a sign, inevitably comes with a meaning. Not that [the person who borrows the sign]
necessarily endorses that meaning, but she or he will have to deal with it: to reject or reverse it, ironize it, or simply,
often unawares, insert it into the new context.” (Bal 1999: 9)
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enunciation, the access to which is restricted, by means of that adjective (Oxford English Dictionary
– OED).
Furthermore, I analyze not only literal quotations as possible sites of critical agency, but also
more generally the conventions of referencing in academic writing. As the quotes from both Khanna
and Marx in the epigraphs illustrate, incorporation implies a displacement between “spirit,” or,
more appropriately, the articulating principle of an organic whole, on the one hand, and its material
dimension, on the other. In that respect, incorporation is a process that tends to disrupt the usual
distinctions between the living and the dead, animate and inanimate, subject and object. Inspired by
Khanna’s idea of “haunting” and Marx’s metaphor of the “animated monster” in the epigraphs, in
this chapter I approach the referencing system in academic writing as a system of invocation, not
excluding the metaphysical associations that are attached to that term.
To conceive academic citation in that way is to understand the practice as one of the
“enduring enchantments of modernity.” With that phrase, Indian postcolonial theorist at El Colegio
de México, Saurabh Dube, undoes the opposition between tradition and modernity in contemporary
postcolonial historiography, as well as that between “analytical categories of an academic
provenance” and “the quotidian configurations of these entities, the demanding terms of everyday
worlds” (2002: 744). Like Dube, I am not interested in “merely … demystifying … the
enchantments of modernity” because “[t]hese enchantments constitute the formative entities and
key coordinates of our worlds.” Therefore, it is crucial to “not simply cast these [enchantments] as
ideological aberrations, and mistaken practices,” but rather to recognize “their dense ontological
dimensions, which simultaneously name and work on the world” (751). Hence, my critique of the
academic referencing system as legitimated by the act of invocation operates through the same
conventions that are the object of my analysis. Yet, in attempting to dismantle them, I aim to
explore more ideologically congruent ways in which to approach their continued operation.
Towards this end, the potential that Khanna associates with incorporation becomes crucial.
The critical agency that, according to Khanna, is present in sites of incorporation presupposes a
subject. Here the indeterminacy between the living and the dead, the animate and the inanimate, the
subject and the object comes into play. Since I center my attention on quotations, the particular
form of the subject-object indeterminacy that I am concerned with is the distinction between actual
human individuals and textual subject positions.
In a helpful essay in her book On Meaning Making, Mieke Bal reconfigures the notion of
trace through a re-reading of the work of French linguist Émile Benveniste (1902-1976). She argues
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that “the trace, as symptom or index, relates to its co-text by contiguity” (1994: 105). In this way,
Bal explains, the trace does not point to “the outcome of an original activity, but to the form of a
structure” that emerges as “the you that constitutes the I, while the I presupposes an even
unformulated you” (105, emphases in text). Once having established that structural basis of the text,
Bal proposes to map out the different textual subject positions, such as “narrating voice/addressee,”
focalizer/interpreter,” “according to their semiotic activities” (1994: 106). She adds:

These positions, and those of represented subjects/diegetic agents being plural by definition,
the semantic network of such positions can be mapped for each discursive unit, thus
providing the traces of subjectivity in the sense of projection. It is only at this point that the
relations between this discursive subjectivity which is basically semantic, and the social,
ultimately individual subjects of writer and readers and their subjecting environment can be
rethought as the pragmatic dimension of the semiotic process. (106, emphases in text)
In this way, Bal offers the tools not only to distinguish the textual subject from the human
individual when we engage in semiotic analyses, but also to identify how their customary conflation
determines our reading of texts.
I advocate Bal’s approach for a situated analysis of subject positions within postcolonial
discourses. However, since the texts I am interested in here are written within the conventions of
theory and scholarly criticism, the subject positions that they map-out are not necessarily the same
as those that are pertinent for the narratological analysis of literature or art, such as those to which
Bal refers. While some of those subject positions may play a role in theoretical texts parallel to their
role in fiction, others may be of less importance, while altogether new subject positions may emerge
within the conventions of theory.
However, since I am not interested in textual subject positions per se, but only with respect
to the ways in which they are differently legitimated across the new international division of labor
(NIDL), I introduce the notion of “cultural capital,” the term coined by Pierre Bourdieu. 281 In
examining the academic system of referencing or invocation I pay particular attention to how it
functions as a circuit of value production in the cultural domain. I focus on how the restricted access
to textual subject positions mediates that process and bring about the exploration through a closereading of Appiah’s book.
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In My Father’s House operates within the presupposition that textual subject positions (the
place of enunciation in particular) are made available only to privileged subjects in the extra-textual,
geo-political world. Appiah’s methodology opens up what I call a circumscribed redistribution of
cultural capital across the NIDL. For that reason, I take In My Father’s House not only as my
central object of analysis, but also as a critical source, allowing its conceptualization of the
relationship between textual and social subjects to inform my own.

The Subject Position as Cultural Capital
In the previous chapter, I followed Spivak to argue that the self-reflexive act by which the subject is
constituted as such is necessarily situated. As she argues, Western philosophers have failed to
appreciate the mediation of cultural specificity in the ontological act (1993a). Yet the fact stands
that self-reflexivity is still the decisive element in the constitution of the subject. This is visibly the
case when one is concerned with textual subject positions, as I am in this chapter. Since the
subject’s historical situatedness is not intrinsic to a text as a text, the purely formal aspect of selfreflexivity becomes more clearly distinguishable.
That self-reflexive element may be spotted when a textual subject produces the effect that is
described by Slavoj Žižek:

[T]here is no positive substantial determination of man: man is the animal which recognizes
itself as man, what makes him human is this formal gesture of recognition as such, not the
recognized content. Man is a lack which, in order to fill itself in, recognizes itself as
something. (2006a: 44) 282
At the textual level, represented subjects may be present exclusively as “recognized content.” In
principle, only the author can be aligned with the subject. Extrapolating Žižek’s definition of “man”
to textuality suggests the author is aligned, not with the signifier, nor with the signified, but with the
formal gesture by which the chain of signifiers, in order to “fill itself in,” recognizes itself as
“something.” Hence, drawing on another book by Žižek, let me conceive this textual subject as an
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externality that emulates self-reflexive thought without having the ontological status of thought
(1989: 19). 283
Two extra-textual elements also participate in stressing that position as one of selfreflexivity. The first is that the author is the conflation in reception of the text’s articulating
principle with an actual ontological subject. The second element concerns the conventions of
scholarly criticism. Within those conventions, a third subject position – besides those of the author
and the represented subjects – arises. I am referring to citations that invoke other authors who
function as sources of intellectual authority. 284 This third position emerges at the conjunction of the
textual and conventional specificity of academic writing. The cited author – particularly if just
named rather than quoted – does not actually function as a structuring principle in the text that
draws from his authority; yet, he is called forth in that capacity. Considering the etymological root
of “invoke” as “to call upon, esp. as a witness or for aid,” we can say that the cited author functions
as an invoked rather than a represented subject (OED). Furthermore, his distinct position is signaled
by citational norms that distinguish him from represented subjects. By convention as well as
common assumption, he is granted a position that is equivalent to, but once removed from, the
citing author herself.
To address the connections between the three textual positions that I have distinguished –
the author, the represented other and the invoked other – with the mechanisms of legitimation in
which they are inscribed, I turn to the question of cultural capital. I use the adjective “cultural” in its
restricted sense as “of or relating to intellectual and artistic pursuits” (OED). In the full compound
use of the term, I also understand “cultural” in its specification as: “of, belonging or relating to the
culture of a particular society, people or period” (OED). 285 In this sense, my usage of the adjective
is more evaluative than descriptive and allows me to approach that understanding of the cultural not
only as an “ideological aberration,” but also as one that nonetheless “work[s] on the world” (Dube
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Here I draw on Žižek’s conception of the “real abstraction.” As explained in Chapter One, he proposes that it may
be understood as “the form of thought external to the thought itself – in short, some Other Scene external to the thought
whereby the form of the thought is articulated in advance.” (1989: 19)
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As I have suggested, I concentrate on quotation as a form of invoking intellectual authority and do not delve into its
function as a way in which to illustrate content or demonstrate that the issue is discussed by others as well, for example.
The reason for this is that I am not presently interested in analyzing quotation as a cultural practice and exploring its
multiple possibilities, but rather on how quotation participates in the production of academic value and what the
implications of this are in terms of the West vs. Other inequality that concerns postcolonialism. For a more rounded
approach to quotation see Bal 1999, esp. 1-25 (and 1991, esp. 27).
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This is contrary to how I use the word throughout the rest of this study, outside of its combination with “capital” (as
in “cultural analysis”). Nonetheless, here I use a definition that only refers to a restricted and hierarchical understanding
of culture because my interest is to focus on the mechanisms of legitimation that distinguish such an understanding of it
from culture in the more extensive sense.
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2002: 751). 286 The phrase’s second term, “capital” is “value which, through its circulation,
generates more value” (Žižek 2006a: 59). 287 Thus, I take “cultural capital” to be the intellectual and
artistic production of a particular society, people or period, which, through its circulation, generates
more value. 288
Pierre Bourdieu was the first to use the term. He conceives of “cultural capital” as one of
three major types of capital: cultural, economic and social. While each of those categories accounts
for a set of resources, Bourdieu also introduces the notion of “symbolic capital,” which refers to a
dimension of any of the three sets. That other dimension is the socially legitimized representational
value of material resources. Since the conditions of transmission and acquisition of cultural capital
are more disguised than those of other forms of capital, cultural capital is particularly “predisposed
to function as symbolic capital” (1986: 245). In other words, it is most likely to “be unrecognized as
capital and recognized as legitimate competence, as authority” (245). Endowing its possessors with
distinction, cultural capital thrives on its existence as a scarce value. 289
Bourdieu subdivides cultural capital into three different kinds: embodied, objectified and
institutionalized. On cultural capital in its “embodied state,” Bourdieu comments:

Most properties of cultural capital can be deduced from the fact that, in its fundamental
state, it is linked to the body and presupposes embodiment. The accumulation of cultural
capital in the embodied state, i.e., in the form of what is called culture, cultivation, Bildung,
presupposes a process of em-bodiment, incorporation, which, insofar as it implies a labor of
inculcation and assimilation, costs time, time which must be invested personally by the
investor. Like the acquisition of a muscular physique or a suntan, it cannot be done at
second hand. (224)
Bourdieu emphasizes that, since embodied capital is inherited from the family from early childhood,
and moreover depends on the cultural capital already held by that family, it cannot be transmitted

286

See Appiah 1992: 32, where he explores the relationship between the two uses of “culture” as a descriptive and as an
evaluative category.
287
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In my own definition, I have paraphrased the OED, but have changed “pursuits” for “production” because the first
implies intentionality and I am interested, rather, in addressing artistic and intellectual material products.
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Bourdieu clarifies that symbolic capital is “capital – in whatever form – insofar at is represented, i.e. apprehended
symbolically, in a relationship of knowledge or, more precisely, of misrecognition and cognition.” It “presupposes the
intervention of the habitus.” The habitus is the introjection of objective social structure into a personal set of cognitive
and somatic dispositions. In other words, the habitus may be understood as a “socially constituted cognitive capacity”
(255).
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instantaneously (244-246). Furthermore, “[i]t cannot be accumulated beyond the appropriating
capacities of an individual agent; it declines and dies with its bearer” (245). Hence,
[i]t follows that the use or exploitation of cultural capital presents particular problems for the
holders of economic or political capital … How can this capital, so closely linked to the
person, be bought without buying the person and so loosing the very effect of legitimation
which presupposes the dissimulation of dependence? (245)
Bourdieu’s answer to this question is that the owners of the means of production may acquire the
symbolic distinction associated with cultural capital by acquiring and consuming, either “in person
or by proxy” (i.e. by hiring possessors of embodied cultural capital), cultural capital in its
objectified and institutionalized forms (247).
In its objectified state, cultural capital

has a number of properties which are defined only in relationship with cultural capital in its
embodied form. The cultural capital objectified in material objects and media, such as
writings, paintings, monuments, instruments, etc., is transmittable in its materiality. (246)
Bourdieu adds that objectified cultural capital “presents itself with all the appearances of an
autonomous, coherent universe which, although the product of historical action has its own laws,
transcending individual wills” (247). Yet, he continues, “it should not be forgotten that it exists as
symbolically and materially active, insofar as it is appropriated by agents and implemented and
invested as a weapon at stake in the fields of cultural production (the artistic field, the scientific
field, etc.)” (247).
Finally, the institutionalized state is “the objectification of cultural capital in the form of
academic qualifications” (247). In this state, cultural capital is able to overcome the biological
limits of its bearer. Through a certificate or other forms of legally and conventionally guaranteed
value, “social alchemy produces a form of capital which has a relative autonomy vis-à-vis its bearer
and vis-à-vis the cultural capital he effectively possesses at a given moment in time. It institutes
cultural capital by collective magic” (248).
As may be gathered, the embodied state is the foundational form of cultural capital.
Nonetheless, through its objectification and institutionalization it circulates and becomes subject to
capitalist processes of appropriation and accumulation. Although in its embodied state cultural
capital is indivisible from its bearer, in its objectified state, and even more so in its institutionalized
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one, its symbolic value is maintained through the simulation of a strong and continued reliance on
the subject positions that granted it legitimacy and distinction to begin with.
In Bourdieu’s words, “[m]ost properties of cultural capital can be deduced from the fact that,
in its fundamental state, it is linked to the body and presupposes embodiment,” while “[c]ultural
capital, in the objectified state, has a number of properties which are defined only in relationship
with … its embodied form” (224, 246). The objectified state of cultural capital is not only
teleologically derived from its embodied form, it also emulates that form by presenting “itself with
all the appearances of an autonomous, coherent whole” (247). In its institutionalized state, cultural
capital is one step further removed from the biological limits of the possessor of embodied capital,
and is not necessarily equivalent to the cultural capital “he effectively possesses” (248). Yet, the
“social alchemy” by which the institutionalized forms of cultural capital are legitimated necessarily
requires a belief in that equivalence and continues to rely on the figure of cultural capital in its
embodied state, of which it is a validation. Ultimately, then, both the objectified and the
institutionalized forms of cultural capital rely on a metaphysical claim.
Let me translate these issues to the sphere of differentiated textual subject positions in
academic writing. In principle, the place of the phenomenological subject could be associated with
the embodied state of cultural capital, while the textual subject could be associated with cultural
capital in its objectified state. Just as the objectified state of cultural capital relies on its
presupposition of and connections with the embodied form, the figure of the author relies on the
conflation of the textual and phenomenological subject. This conflation constitutes the metaphysical
claim. However, the equivalent of the institutionalized state of cultural capital also plays a role.
Postcolonial theory and other critical endeavors entail not just texts in the abstract but specific
discursive practices that are shaped by a particular set of conventions of reading and writing. The
more these conventions intervene in the constitution of a given subject position, the more it may be
regarded as an institutionalized form of cultural capital, and the greater distance it will have from its
foundational support in the embodied state.
When approaching academic reading and writing as a cultural practice, the distinction
between the objectified and the institutionalized dimensions of the subject position as a form of
cultural capital becomes blurry. While in the case of the citing as well as the cited author both
dimensions intervene, the objectified state plays a greater role in the configuration of the former. In
the case of the cited author, the objectified state plays a lesser role and, if he is only called forth by
name, none at all.
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As I have mentioned, Foucault has established that the author emerged after the Renaissance
in association with the entrance of literature into circuits of property values. The author is a
“rational entity,” and “this construction is assigned a ‘realistic’ dimension” by conflating the writer
(a social agent) and the “author-function” in a single figure. The “author-function” is the projection
into this single figure of “our way of handling texts: … the traits we extract as pertinent, the
continuities we assign, or the exclusions we practice” (1977: 127). I propose that such a conflation
is as operative for the author as it is for what I have termed the invoked, or quoted, subject.
However, while in the first case a formal self-reflexivity at the textual level does exist, in the latter
self-reflexivity is either only presupposed or formally present but now with a greater degree of
mediation.
When the invoked author is only summoned by his or her name, the claim to that name as a
legitimate source of cultural capital is not only one step further removed from its source of
validation in actual thought, but also holds no intrinsic relation with that source. The link is of an
exclusively conventional nature. As in the case of the institutionalized form of cultural capital, the
metaphysical claim that accompanies the author that is summoned in name only institutes itself “by
collective magic,” that is, without the support of any emulation of thought at the material level of
the text (Bourdieu 1986: 248). 290
Conversely, when specific words of the invoked author are incorporated into the quoting
text, the difference between cited and citing author is one of degree, not of kind. Because the
subjectivity of the quoted author is implied formally, as is the quoting author’s, yet with a greater
degree of (teleological) mediation, we may think of it as what Ingrid Fugellie, calls
“protosubjectivity.” 291 In her critique of the art historical tradition that views subjectivity as
invented rather than reconfigured during the Renaissance, she introduces the term to acknowledge
the point of view from which the historically distant subjectivity is addressed (2009: 85). I employ
the term to indicate that the quote’s capacity to trigger the presupposition of a coherent and
autonomous articulating principle takes place across the temporal and material deferral of the
mediating text. As its prefix signals, protosubjectivity is a subjectivity that is implied as the past or
as the potential of the objectified remainder that we encounter in the text.
The forgetfulness of this deferral is what allows protosubjectivities to be naturalized as
subjectivities and, once summoned, to be “endorsed as the historical ‘real’” so as to “appropriate the
290
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cultural inheritance” associated with the (canonical) author (Bal 1999: 15). As Bal explains, this
move endows the quoting work “with the glamour of historical reference.” The recourse to the
reconstructed past that endows a work with value in the present thus functions “as a trigger of
melancholy” (15). The melancholic relation between the author and the invoked other reaches its
climax when the words from the quoted writer are “swallowed whole” and incorporated into the text
as an inassimilable remainder of a presupposed subject (Khanna 2003: 22).
Because of my concern with the way in which such validation of the past operates as its
retroactive constitution, I turn to Marx’s theory of value. The possibility to produce cultural and
symbolic capital and in particular to have access to the privileged position of the enunciating subject
is a result of the unequal distribution of resources. Here I am only concerned with the question of
the differentiated value assigned a posteriori to otherwise equivalent positions. The reason for this
focus is that it allows me to understand how Third-World symbolic production is undervalued
despite its existence, rather than focusing exclusively on how economic conditions foreclose such
symbolic production in the first place. My focus does not entail a lack of interest in economic
determinants, but rather a concern with how economic conditions retroactively foreclose the
validation of Third-World intellectual and artistic production as cultural capital.
A resonant interpretation of Marx’s theory of value is elaborated by the Japanese economist
and philosopher Kōjin Karatani. 292 Karatani argues that, contrary to general belief, Marx was one of
the first critics of teleological accounts of history: “[f]or Marx, concepts of historical ‘origins’ are
shaped by a projection of the present onto the ancient” (2009: 570). His interpretation of Marx’s
theory of value is based on that understanding. Žižek sums it up as follows:

value is created in the production process; however, it is created there, as it were, only
potentially, since it is actualized as value only when the produced commodity is sold, and
the circle M-C-M’ is thus completed. This temporal gap between the production of value
and its actualization is crucial: even if value is produced in production, without the
successful completion of the process of circulation, there strictu sensu is no value, - the
temporality here is that of the future antérieur: value “is” not immediately, it only “will have
been,” it is retroactively actualized, performatively enacted. (2006a: 52) 293
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Žižek elaborates: “he [Marx] treats it [value] as a Kantian antinomy, that is to say, value has to originate outside
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As this account of his position shows, Karatani transcends the traditional debate on whether the
genesis of value is located in the process of production or circulation. The theory enables me to
focus on the moment of retroactive production of cultural capital. More importantly, it enables me
to do so while still viewing that moment as part of the causality by which labor operates as the
foundational source of capitalist accumulation. 294
My focus is on the different valorization of otherwise equivalent subject positions on a
worldwide scale, that is to say, across the NIDL. To address the circulation of cultural capital in that
global dimension, I now turn to Appiah’s 1992 book, In My Father’s House (IFH). IFH is critical of
the alignment of the opposition between self and other with the First and Third Worlds respectively,
particularly with respect to Africa (251). Appiah claims that African intellectuals are treated as, and
always at risk of becoming, “Otherness machines” (253). Following a chapter-long analysis of the
contemporary construction of the African as other, he proposes that that demand is as much a
feature of postmodernism as it was of modernism (253-254). Referring to Fredric Jameson’s
analysis of postmodernism as the logic of late capitalism, Appiah mentions “the commodification of
‘cultures’ as a central feature” of the former (232).
Appiah explores the way in which the commodification of African art is carried out by a
postmodernist art exhibition in New York. He mock-paraphrases the organizers’ justification for
excluding one of the most geo-economically marginal participants in the exhibition, Leela
Kouakou. Kouakou is not allowed to participate in the selection of the art works for the exhibition, a
right granted to all the other participants:

[T]his authentic African villager, the message is, does not know what we, authentic
postmodernists, now know: that the first and last mistake is to judge the Other on one’s own
terms. And so, in the name of this, the relativist insight, we impose our judgment – that
Leela Kouakou may not judge sculpture from beyond the Baule culture-zone, because he
will – like all the other African “informants” we have met in the field – read them as if they
were meant to meet those Baule standards. (224, emphasis in text)
Appiah demonstrates how the more privileged co-curators, including David Rockerfeller, are
allowed to judge the works on their own terms, which are ethnocentric by all standards.
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Earlier in this chapter, I have recalled Bal’s book on preposterous history because the concept enables my
investigation in a similar way. As I explained in Chapter Three, the notion of preposterous history operates as a
challenge to teleology which nonetheless acknowledges the impact of historical situatedness in the articulation of that
challenge (1999: 104, 267).
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Appiah’s emphasis on the word “authentic” in the mock-paraphrase is not gratuitous. It
ironically comments on the fact that the organizers’ pride of their anti-essentialist worldview is
accompanied by their ignorance of the constructed character of Kouakou’s ethnicity. Like so many
other contemporary African “tribal” identities, the Baule one is the product of “colonial and
postcolonial articulations” (225). And so, argues Appiah, “someone who knows enough to make
himself up as a Baule for the twentieth century surely knows that there are other kinds of art” (225).
Still, Kouakou’s criteria are not taken into account in the selection process. In other words,
he may not participate as part of the structuring principle of the exhibition; his access to the subject
position is foreclosed. His role is limited to particular content and his words, as Appiah indicates,
“count only as parts of the commodification” (233). Appiah addresses his reader directly “to remind
you, in short, of how important it is that African art is a commodity” (223, emphasis in text). He
insists on the point by declaring that the postmodern art-commodity revolves around “the
construction and the marketing of differences” (230).
In the conversion of the other-as-subject into the other-as-commodity, he is deprived of his
subject status. Thus, Appiah exposes the rift between enunciating and enunciated subjects in
conflation with specific geo-cultural zones. The distance between those two positions is critical
when considering the question of cultural capital. The rift between the two is insurmountable
because it stages the distance between the subject position of enunciation as the place of
accumulation of cultural capital and the place of the enunciated object as a commodity form. In the
following section, I substantiate this statement.

Academic Citation as a Source of Value
According to Karl Marx, labor – and its actualization in circulation – is key to understanding the
production of value. In addition, as Gayatri Spivak postulates in “Scattered Speculations on the
Question of Value,” value production through labor is one of the ways in which the subject may be
“predicated” and “subject predication is methodologically necessary” (1985: 73). Agreeing with
Spivak, in this section I take Marx’s theory of value to help me unravel the way in which subject
positions are produced and circulate in scholarly texts (1985: 73).
Labor, I contend, is also key to understanding value when it operates in objectified forms of
cultural capital, such as in the case of the conventional subject positions at the textual level of
academic texts. What Marx calls commodity fetishism operates according to the same confusion as
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the one between cultural capital in its embodied and objectified states, as discussed above. As Marx
famously put forward in Capital: “There is a physical relation between things. But it is different
with commodities … There, it is a definite relation between men that assumes, in their eyes, the
fantastic form of a relation between things … This is what I call fetishism which attaches itself to
the products of labour” (1952 [1873]: 31, emphasis in text). All products of labor “have one
common quality, viz., that of having value.” Here, value is “a relation between persons expressed as
a relation between things”; hence, “to stamp an object of utility as a value, is as much a social
product as language.” Yet, this discovery “by no means dissipates the mist through which the social
character of labour appears to us to be an objective character of the products themselves” (32).
Moreover, through the buying and selling of labor power the laborer himself is
commodified. The ideological legitimization of capitalism requires that

the owner of the labour power should sell it [his labor power] only for a definite period, for
if he were to sell it rump and stump, once and for all, he would be selling himself,
converting himself from a free man into a slave, from an owner of a commodity into a
commodity. (Marx 1952: 79)
But that mechanism serves more than ideological purposes because, through temporally limited
contracts, wage laborers are constantly kept at the brink of unemployment. Hence, an excess of
supply in relation to the demand of labor power is produced. Consequently, its value as a
commodity in the market falls. Furthermore, the buyer of labor power usufructs from the product of
labor before the laborer gets paid, that is, after a month or whatever the period fixed by the contract
(82-83). Through these mechanisms, the market value of labor power is maintained constantly low,
and the laborer constantly kept in debt, insuring that the worker remains structurally subjected to his
position. Therefore:

The second essential condition to the owner of money finding labour power in the market as
a commodity is this – that the labourer, instead of being in the position to sell commodities
in which his labour is incorporated, must be obliged to offer for sale as a commodity that
very labour power, which exists only in his living self. (80)
In this way, the wage laborer is deprived of her subject status.
In addition, the depravation of the laborer’s subject status is the foundation stone for the
appropriation and accumulation of value, and hence for the persistence of the capitalist system. The
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value of a commodity is determined by the labor time invested in its production. This also holds
true for labor power. In the case of labor power as a commodity, its value is determined by the labor
time necessary for its production and reproduction. This labor time entails what is invested in the
food, clothing, etcetera, necessary for the subsistence and maintenance of the laborer (81). 295
But labor power has a fundamental characteristic that distinguishes it from all other
commodities: it produces surplus value. If, for example, I grow potatoes but want to buy clothes, I
sell a kilo of potatoes for a value that is established in the market at, say, five euro, and buy a
sweater for the same price. My interest is in the use-value of the commodity I buy, and the value of
what I sell and what I buy are equivalent because it is established by the market in accordance with
the amount of labor time spent in the production of each. This is the circuit that Marx represents as
C-M-C, Commodity-Money-Commodity (69-70).
However, if I am a capitalist, what I have to begin with is money, and what I want to obtain
in the end is money. So I participate in the circulation of commodities, not because I am interested
in their use-value, but because I am interested in exchange-value. I do not spend money, but merely
advance it, buying a commodity I will later sell to obtain money again. This practice is represented
by the diagram M-C-M, Money-Commodity-Money. As Marx comments, this exercise “at first
sight appears purposeless, because tautological” (71). The value of commodities is fixed in the
market according to the labor time spent for their production; so, unless it is by an accidental
contingency that I manage to sell a commodity for a price higher than it is worth, or to buy it for a
price lower than its market value, I will regularly only get back as much as I advanced to begin
with.
Except for the fact that, as I have stated, labor power is a unique commodity in that it
produces surplus value. The market value of labor power as a commodity is established by the labor
time that is necessary for the laborer’s subsistence. Yet, the laborer’s work, while being a
commodity, is a commodity that generates more commodities. Hence, she generates more money
than she costs. This surplus value is appropriated by the capitalist. When he advances money to buy
labor power as a commodity, he gets more money back than he advanced. Hence M-C-M is actually
M-C-M’, Marx explains:
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This value, however, is not universal, it is measured according to the differentiated labor time invested in training or
education that a particular kind of work requires. Moreover, moral and cultural elements come into play (Marx 1952:
81).
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where M’ = M + ∆ M = the original sum advanced, plus an increment. This increment or
excess over the original value I call surplus value. The value originally advanced, therefore,
not only remains intact while in circulation, but adds to itself a surplus value or expands
itself. It is this movement that converts it into capital. (71, emphasis in text)
In this way, the capitalist occupies a privileged position that is reliant on the commodification of the
other and the subsequent appropriation of the surplus value that is generated by him. The position of
the capitalist is not only privileged in economic terms but also, when the mechanism is formally
considered, privileged in the sense that it places the capitalist in the unique position of control over,
rather than subjugation to, the processes of circulation. Given this structural advantage of his
position and the fact that the position he occupies is exempt from commodification, it may be said
that he occupies the equivalent of the universal subject position in the context of economic
relations.
Furthermore, this may be connected with his participation in the M-C-M as opposed to the
C-M-C cycle, for “both the money and the commodity represent only different modes of existence
of value itself, the money its general mode, and the commodity its particular … mode” (73). Hence,
the mechanism is analogous to what Walter Mignolo describes as that which produces “the
epistemic privilege of modernity.” As I have mentioned in previous chapters, Mignolo proposes that
the superior element in a binary opposition has the benefit of being “on the one hand, part of the
opposition paradigm itself and, on the other, the locus of enunciation of the paradigm itself”;
furthermore, that element does so “while being able to make believe that the place of enunciation
[is] a nonplace” (2002: 947, 935). Thus, the privileged element of a binary opposition functions as
a disguised meta-position: it is simultaneously one of the enunciated binaries and the overall point
of articulation. Because of this double standard, one of the opposing pairs can be seen as the place
of the subject. Both content and structuring principle, the superior opposite appears to have the selfreflexivity that defines the subject as such.
My argument so far is not just meant to produce a fortuitous analogy between the capitalist
position and that of the universal subject. Rather, subscribing to Marx’ analysis, I intend to account
for two other issues. The most important of those is the role of the differentiated textual subject
positions in the circulation of cultural capital within academic texts. To a lesser degree, I also
address the direct intervention of economic forces in the constitution of such texts. Both questions
are at stake in Anthony Appiah’s IFH.

227
Recall that the key point in Appiah’s analysis of the postmodernist art exhibition in New
York was that the usurpation of Kouakou’s subject status was framed as its opposite: as a
generously inclusive gesture towards the other. Appiah’s example represents a wider practice to the
extent that he describes postcolonialism as an offspring of postmodernism, arguing that
“[p]ostcoloniality is the condition of what we might ungenerously call a comprador intelligentsia …
who mediate the trade in cultural commodities of world capitalism at the periphery” (240). As I
have discussed in the previous chapter, Canclini also correlates the inclusion of the other as a
commodity fetish in the global market and in the academic sphere, with her actual exclusion as a
subject. He writes that:

North American cultural studies feverously debate the notions of the popular, the national,
hybridity, modernity and post-modernity in Latin Americans, but seldom do they do so in
connection to the cultural and social movements to which such concepts refer. (García
Canclini 2004: 121)
Furthermore,

We know that, with the years, cultural studies has also become the merchademic formula in
which those incipient efforts, yet to be systematized, were converted into Master’s and
Ph.D.s, into subaltern, post-colonial, post-disciplinarian canons, where knowledge is
sometimes confused with access to tenure, and at other times converted into the sign of the
impossibility to get it … they offer a repertoire of citable authors, of authorized references,
euphoric politicizations without addressee. (123) 296
Canclini argues that a similar thing happens in the case of Eurocentric editorial policies, which are
shaped by the interests of global capital. They sell the semblance of cultural diversity, while
resolutely restricting access to sites of enunciation. Finally, he points to the totalizing economic and
symbolic transnational markets as the blind spot of the postmodern celebration of fragments
(142). 297
296

Here and below, my translations. “los cultural studies norteamericanos debaten con fervor las nociones de lo
popular, lo nacional, la hibridación, la modernidad y la postmodernidad de los latinoamericanos, pero rara vez lo hacen
en conexión con los movimientos culturales y sociales a los que tales conceptos aluden” (121). “Sabemos que con los
años cultural studies se volvió también la formula mercadémica en la que esas peripecias incipientes, aun poco
sistemáticas, fueron convertidas en maestrías y doctorados, cánones subalternos, poscoloniales, posdisciplinarios, donde
el saber se confunde a veces con el acceso al tenure y otras en el signo de la imposibilidad de alcanzarlo … ofrecen un
repertorio de autores citables, de citas autorizadas, politizaciones eufóricas sin destinatarios.” (123)
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After an analysis of empirical data evidencing how the circulation of Latin-American cultural, artistic and
intellectual production is hegemonized precisely at the point of postmodernist declarations of wider inclusion and
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From a similar vantage point, but in some contrast with Canclini, Appiah does not
concentrate on critically addressing large-scale variables. Rather, he intervenes in a more localized
and positive form: by actually incorporating those excluded others to which Canclini in DDD only
refers as intellectual authorities in their own right. Appiah starts by engaging seriously with African
philosophy (an objective that he declares in the preface [xii]). In the fifth chapter, he builds up from
the insight that, as “the highest-status label in Western humanism,” the category of “philosophy” is
operative as “cultural capital” (1992: 141).
As its title states, Appiah’s fifth chapter offers an assessment of “Ethnophilosophy and its
Critics.” Since his interest is in philosophy as a form of cultural capital, he seeks to historicize
rather than define the term. 298 Engaging with the way in which French philosopher René Descartes
(1596-1650), among others, employs as prime material what Appiah describes as traditional prereflexive belief systems, but converts this material into “philosophy” through critical analysis, he
focuses on what legitimates philosophy as such. Appiah discerns philosophy’s coincidence with and
divergence from the category of ethnophilosophy, to which African endeavors have been
systematically reduced. Ethnophilosophy consists merely in the description of traditional belief
systems. Even a “careful conceptual analysis” by ethnophilosophers of their findings is only
“preliminary to the philosophical project,” because the latter seeks “to assess our most general
concepts and beliefs, to look for system in them, to evaluate them critically, and, where necessary,
to propose and develop new ways of thinking about the world” (154). In this concern with the way
in which African philosophy has been reduced to a particular content, Appiah points to the lack of
access of Africa as other to the structural site of enunciation, the place that would function as the
critical organizing principle of the offered content. What has been categorized as African
philosophy is characterized by the impossibility of Africans to occupy just that position.
Appiah’s critique of one of the papers compiled in Richard Wright’s African Philosophy: An
Introduction (1979), namely, Helaine Minkus’s “Causal Theory in Akwapim Akan philosophy” is
telling. Appiah blames Minkus for the absence of critical or value judgment regarding the

democratization of access, Canclini asks, “How to continue doing cultural studies without analyzing the consequences
of these processes of concentration and alienation of resources?”(126). Like Appiah in his critique of the postmodernist
construction of the African other as “neo-traditional,” he calls attention to the tendency amongst anthropologists and
“enthusiastic postcolonials” to define Latin-American-ness by reducing it to its indigenous roots and idealizing the latter
as a utopian reserve of Latin-American rebelliousness (Appiah: 1992: 225, García Canclini: 134). But, Canclini
continues, “frequently, these non-indigenous allies confuse ethnic claims with ecologic ones. Ancient wisdom with
esotericism and convert the complex plot of chants, ceremonies and labor into World Music compact discs.” (134)
298
Appiah suggests that “we start instead by examining the range of things that have come to be called ‘African
philosophy’ and ask which one of these activities is worthwhile or interesting and in what ways” (136).
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traditional belief systems she describes and documents. The absence points to an absolute value
judgment: it disqualifies the object in question as worthy of critical engagement (153). Pointing to
the fetishistic nature of Minkus’s relation to the material, Appiah asks,

Why should anyone who is neither from Akwapim nor from Yorubaland take an interest in
these papers? This question is raised particularly urgently for me because the Twi-speaking
peoples of Akwapim share most of the concepts and the language of the Asante: my home
… even an unphilosophical Asante might wish to raise the question Minkus never addresses,
the question of whether what the Akwapim Akan believe is true. (153, emphasis in text)
The ethnographic approach criticized by Appiah negates the material as a source of value and
forecloses its power to access the position of legitimate (and legitimating) source for the academic
referencing system.
Critical engagement with a source tends to perpetuate the legitimacy of that source as well
as the work of the author who engages with it. That is precisely what capital is: “value which,
through its circulation, generates more value” (Žižek 2006a: 59). The academic author’s value is
established with regard to the amount of publications and the number of appearances of his name in
citation indexes. The work of the citing author gains value through reference to accepted sources,
while these in turn increase in value by the number of citations to which they are subjected. As
Appiah’s analysis of the reduction of African philosophy to ethnophilosophy shows, the continent’s
theoretical production is excluded from the possibility of entering the place of accumulation of
cultural capital. It may access the market not from the position of accumulation, but only as
commodity-fetish, as the means for the accumulation of value elsewhere. One cannot but notice the
likeness between the needs of industrialist capitalist expansion and the postmodern dilemma as
discussed by Appiah in his account of the New York exhibition. In both cases, the geographical
other is included into a system that, once having reached its local limit, expands in search of
exploitable resources elsewhere. 299
The contemporary tendency in academic and artistic spheres to include Third-World cultural
and intellectual production tends to take in those contributions as mere commodities. Furthermore,
299

For an exploration of the relationship between the history of capitalist overseas expansion and a renewed
understanding of ideology see Taussig 2002. Taussig focuses on “the history of the world as the economic history of
three oceans” and how it recasts Marx’s notion of commodity fetishism as the revelation of a public secret. He proposes
that the point of Marx’s notion of fetishism “was not, as many writers on this concept seem to think, that a more
significant reality … is occluded and people (other than intellectuals and party leaders) become blinded to reality.
Rather, that reality is displaced and thereby, as with the labor of the negative underlying fantasy, propels strange flights
of imagination and even stranger ways of juxtaposing time and space.” (2002: 318)
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Western postmodernist artistic and academic production thrives on that inclusion, what Appiah
terms “the marketing of differences” (230). While in the academic value system the reification of
certain subject positions, such as the names of canonical or accepted authors, function as value
which, through its circulation, generates more value, the geo-economic other is systematically
excluded from accessing that position.
Let me recall that, as established by way of Marx, commodities are the particular form of
value, while money is its universal form. Always already inscribed as a cultural particularity, the
geo-economic other can only participate in circulation as a commodity, the exchange of which
produces value that is accumulated elsewhere. That is to say, his or her entrance to the process of
circulation of cultural capital is always limited to the equivalent of the C-M-C formula. By contrast,
those who, from the outset, occupy a place that, while being particular, is legitimized as the
universal site of enunciation, gain more value by the inclusion of the cultural other in their work as
a commodity form. Their entrance to the academic or artistic value system is structured as an
equivalent of the M-C-M’ formula. In this way, the intellectual or artistic work of the geo-economic
other is systematically exploited to produce more value for those who occupy the “capitalist”
position within art or academia.
The geo-economic other is commodified in two ways. First, she is commodified by the
selection criteria and marketing policies of publishers, citation indexes and other institutionalized
forms of legitimation and distribution of cultural capital. Second, she is commodified in the textual
practices themselves, as exemplified by Appiah’s critique of intercultural postmodernist discursive
habits. Within those practices, the work of the citing author tends to gain value from the inclusion of
cultural difference as a commodity. Meanwhile, the citing and cited authors legitimate each other as
valid subject positions and objectified forms of cultural capital, thus propelling a process of
circulation by which each other’s value is increased.
Nevertheless, the legitimating process at work ultimately relies on a metaphysical claim.
While many contemporary critics insist on the pitfalls of representation, declaring the unfeasibility
of engaging with the marginalized other precisely because of the metaphysical claims with which
their discourse would become polluted, they seldom recognize the metaphysical nature of their own
invocation of authors on whom the legitimacy of their claims rests. Understanding, as Dube does
regarding the “enchantments of modernity,” that such metaphysical claims are not merely “mistaken
practices,” but also “formative entities and key coordinates of our worlds,” in the following section,
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rather than dismantle these procedures, I focus on how Appiah offers a politically more productive
usage of them (2002: 751).
As I have suggested throughout this section, the citation of accepted authors is a form of
value which, through its circulation, generates more value. However, only those aligned to one of
the two sides of the international economic divide are in a position to capitalize from that
circulation. As will be exemplified through the work of Appiah in the following section, the power
implied by such a position may be employed for a circumscribed redistribution of cultural capital
across the NIDL. Appiah uses his relative position of power to inaugurate relatively marginal
sources as valid for critical engagement, giving space within his text for the realization of
marginalized subject positions as objectified forms of cultural capital.

The Cited Subject
Below, I analyze the traces of subjectivity that In My Father’s House provides and the sociopolitical impact of those traces when the text is taken in historical context. This leads me to an
exploration of the critical role played by Appiah’s particular use of quotations, epigraphs and
proverbs. I also interpret the role of Appiah’s father as a structural subject position in the text,
Appiah’s unfolding of his maternal inheritance, and the impact of both in the constitution of the
realm of the symbolic. My emphasis, however, is not on the psychoanalytical aspects of that
configuration, but on how it translates to the socialization of intellectual production.
Appiah’s personal story acquires a historical dimension through the metaphorical extension
of Joe Appiah’s role as Anthony’s father to his role within Ghanaian society. In the following
passage, Anthony discusses the attitude of some of his relatives at Joe’s funeral:

Their displeasure was compounded by the inescapable publicity of my father’s death-bed
repudiation of them. For the funeral, as the leave-taking of a Ghanaian statesman, a brother
in law of the king, a leading lawyer, a member of an important abusua was, inevitably, a
public event. Through a long career in public life, Papa (or Paa) Joe, as he was known, was a
well-known figure in Ghana. (298)
Here Appiah relativizes the rift between public and private spheres by disrupting the customary
equivalence between the public domain and colonial inheritance, on the one hand, and the private
domain and pre-colonial inheritance on the other. Jean Franco, a British literary critic at Columbia
University, explores the associations commonly linked to these spheres. Colonized space is usually
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associated with tradition, the private sphere and the feminine while colonial power is associated
with modernity, the public domain and masculinity (1994: 362- 364). In this context, she holds, the
“mind/body polarity that separates metropolitan intellect from the sacrificial body of third-world
peoples” emerges (360).
Appiah’s undoing of the public/private dichotomy may be associated with the relatively
exceptional and privileged, yet nonetheless historically revealing, configuration of his personal
inheritance. The ethnic and gendered configuration of his family history as the son of a British
mother and a Ghanaian father partially disrupts those common associations. Written as a tribute to
the intellectual and cultural legacy of Appiah’s father, and marginalizing the maternal figure to
silence, IFH persists in the association of masculinity with enunciation and the production of
meaning, on the one hand, and femininity with the lack of these, on the other. However, the book
inverts the additional association of the former set with the West and of the latter with Africa.
Before elaborating further, let me address these issues of “meaning and masculinity,
signification and gender” as taken up by psychoanalysis (Aydemir 2002: 123). Murat Aydemir
examines “Lacan’s famous formulation of the phallus as signifier” in which the latter plays the
double role of being at once a signifier, among others, and the privileged mark “that starts the
digital or binary chain of meaning” (123). Aydemir points out that “a heated debate surrounds the
concept of the phallus, particularly the question of whether or not the phallus ultimately refers to the
penis” (124). One of the positions in the debate, that of Daniel Boyarin, indicates that the distinction
between the penis and the phallus “is what allows the phallus to be reified as the pinnacle of power”
(125). Rather than take sides in the debate, Aydemir proposes that the double standard of the
phallus as a “privileged” and “veiled” signifier points to the “investments of a second person,” since
“ ‘privileging’ and ‘veiling’ can only take place in somebody else’s eyes” (124). Hence:

In one and the same gesture, referentiality is both pre-empted and re-charged, and I suspect
the debate concerning the phallus/penis distinction plays exactly into that double movement
… The play of reference, simultaneously prevented and recharged, takes place within a
frame of deixis: the addressing and gesturing that goes on in the exchange between
performer and viewer. (127)
Since it is in the paradoxical play of separation/union between the phallus and the penis that the
former is reified, Aydemir’s recognition of the semiotic operativity of the phallus’s double standard
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also serves to unravel the foundational role of deixis in other processes of reification, such as those
involved in incorporation.
A key aspect of incorporation is that it salvages the remainder of the other; yet it does so by
reifying that other. Since there is a “nagging return of the thing lost into psychic life,” we can talk
of a fixation in which the objective remainder actively participates (Khanna 2003: 17). Like the
“partial object” of psychoanalysis, what Khanna terms the inassimilable remainder behaves as an
“undead excess” (Žižek 2006a: 17, 15). It is in principle an inanimate fragment, yet it behaves as if
animate in its “nagging return” and in association with the organic whole of which it was once a
part. This is why in incorporation the other tends to be reified in its remainder. Yet, reification is not
an intrinsic property of the object that functions as its material support. As Aydemir observes,
meaning is produced “at the brink between reference and deixis” (122). If we focus at the brink
between reference and deixis, a new subject position arises which may relativize (if not escape)
reification while still possessing a distinct phenomenological dimension as part of the text itself.
How this is brought about in IFH will be discussed below. In order to do so, I first turn to the way
the associations established by Franco and Aydemir above operate in Appiah’s book.
In IFH, the connection between the father and the realm of signification is reinforced by the
fact that Appiah writes that his father passed away while he was finishing the book (x). The
dedication of IFH reads:

and in memory of my father
Joe Appiah
1918-1990
In this way, the book can be seen as a literal realization of the transmutation of the physical into the
symbolic father figure. The transmutation is crucial not because of the personal issues it may index,
but precisely because it liberates Africa from its bonds to the particular and the bodily. In the
transmutation of the physical into the symbolic father, Appiah’s renewed relationship to his
biological father is extended to include his African cultural inheritance at large.
As Anthony’s “Papa” becomes the public “Paa Joe,” and as this figure is further
extrapolated to African (intellectual) authority at large, Africa is reframed as a legitimate site for
symbolic elaboration, while Anthony marginalizes himself as the universal subject of enunciation
(298). In the Epilogue, he quotes extensively from Joe Appiah’s autobiography, to the point that
Anthony appears at times as a complementary narrator (see, for example, 295-297). The quotations
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from his father’s book are not only long, but also practically unabridged. They are rarely used to
exemplify Anthony’s points and they possess certain self-sufficiency. As relatively autonomous
texts, those quotations are present as an objectified form of cultural capital, that is, as incorporated
externalities that emulate thought. Hence, a non-essentialist notion of the other as subject may well
be recuperated here.
The internal coherence of the quotes is due to an articulating principle which resides outside
IFH. This relativization of Anthony’s role as author is pushed further by the fact that Joe Appiah is
one of his own “articulating principles” at both biological and symbolic levels. That filiation is
reproduced, though less markedly, in the dialogue Appiah establishes with other African intellectual
authorities throughout his chapters. Instituting an association between the phallus as signifier and
the African continent, he points to that place as an unmarked site, proper for philosophical
enunciation.
The extensive inclusion of another subject’s discourse is recognition of his authorship. Since
Joe Appiah is not a recognized intellectual or literary authority across the postcolonial epistemic
divide, Anthony Appiah’s recognition functions as a constitution of Joe’s position of authority. This
same process he technically repeats when dealing with other African thinkers and writers. Those
other African authors also share, by extension and as part of his father’s legacy, the symbolic
weight of intellectual parents. Hence, Joe Appiah’s proto-subjective position is not only established
because its re-constitution by Anthony is actually its active constitution, but also because it operates
as the model for the institution of other authoritative subject positions of African provenance.
Appiah’s African philosophical precursors are more widely quoted and discussed than their
European or Anglo-American counterparts. More importantly, the African philosophers are not
merely the object of his analysis, but, by and large, also serve as the authorities on which Appiah
rests his claims. This is to say, he may quote academics in African universities such as philosophers
Paulin Hountondji or Kwasi Wiredu for the same methodological and/or legitimating purposes that
Spivak may quote Derrida, or Bhabha refer to Lacan. 300
As I discussed above, Appiah’s analysis of ethnophilosophy reveals that his form of
engagement with African theoretical material does not imply a lack of criticism, but quite the
opposite. A “critically intimate” approach with the other’s words, rather than their condescending

300

Hountondji is based at the University of Cotonou in Benin. After having worked at the University of Ghana for over
two decades, Wiredu now works at the University of South Florida in the U.S.A.
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inclusion, is required if they are not to be treated as commodity forms. 301 Early in the book (30), for
example, Appiah cites Ghanaian statesman and political theorist, Kwame Nkrumah (1909-1972).
The passage quoted is from the Autobiography of Kwame Nkrumah (1973 [1957]) but, in that book,
Nkrumah refers back to his 1952 speech in Liberia. Appiah reflects on the quote insofar as it
evidences the racism Pan-Africanism inherited from Western discourses. Further ahead (262),
Appiah returns to the same quote in order to elaborate on the relationships between racism, PanAfricanism and the Ghanaian state.
Independently of content, Appiah’s handling of the quote is formally dialogic. It surfaces to
make a point in Appiah’s introductory chapter, and then disappears only to return much later to
make another point, citing the same words in a different context. 302 Therefore, Appiah’s relationship
with the quote grows insofar as his own discourse develops. Our perception of the quote is also
enriched from the first citation to the second. Hence, the repeated quote acquires a self-reflexive
quality in relation to its first place of enunciation. This effect is heightened by the fact that, within
the quote, Nkrumah quotes his own words as expressed five years earlier. In this way, the selfreflexive effect is not only heightened, but also inscribed in the field of Nkrumah’s self-relation and
becoming. The fact that Nkrumah’s book is one of three autobiographical sources in IFH points to
Appiah’s concern with what, in Chapter Three, I have termed the other’s “self to self” relation in
objectified form. While the relation of self to self is the classic place of subject constitution, in
Appiah’s work subjectification occurs in the combination of that practice and intersubjectivity. 303
Several of Appiah’s chapters are structured around a question he poses for the work of other
intellectuals to answer:

In Chapter 4, I look at one answer that has been given to this important question: the answer
of Wole Soyinka … But Soyinka’s answer to the question “What is Africa?” is one among
others. In Chapter 5, I explore the responses of some contemporary African philosophers …
(39)
301

As discussed in Chapter Three, I borrow the term “critical intimacy” from Bal who converts Spivak’s neologism into
a traveling concept: “critical intimacy reflects the concern of keeping together what only scholars would separate:
‘form’(whatever that may mean), ‘content,’ and ‘context’; issues that go by the name of cultural, social, or political.”
The term also “points to subjectivities – in the plural” (Bal 2002: 289, emphasis in text). Intersubjectivity, as Bal
implies elsewhere, can only take place on “the basis of a common language” (2002: 22). Appiah’s approach to the other
as an objectified subjectivity establishes this common basis and it is from that starting point that he articulates the two
other dimensions at stake.
302
Actually, the second time the quote is abridged. Appiah substitutes this lack by making explicit reference to its
previous appearance. In this way, the self-reflexive effect the second quote produces, and which I discuss below, is
made evident to the reader who, 231 pages after its first appearance, might not recall its previous citation.
303
For a “conceptualization of authorial subjectivity as a communal construction” (95), see Gräbner 2007: 79-128.
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This is not merely a rhetorical strategy to give a sense of coherence. During his analysis of
Soyinka’s fiction, Appiah comments:

Wole Soyinka writes in English. But this, like many obvious facts, is one whose obviousness
may lead us to underrate its importance and its obscurities. For if it is obvious that Soyinka’s
language is English, it is a hard question whose English he writes. Amos Tutuola
accustomed the western ear to “Nigerian English”; Soyinka’s English is only “Nigerian”
when he is listening to Nigerians, and then his ear is exact. But with the same precision he
captures the language of the colonial, matter and manner: only someone who listened would
have the British District Officer’s wife say, as her husband goes off to deal with “the
natives” in Death and the King’s Horseman: “Be careful Simon, I mean, be clever.” (118,
emphasis in text)
Here Appiah’s concern is the capacity to listen. Not just to pay attention to the idea conveyed, but
also to the interest that is produced by phonetic subtleties. As suggested by Appiah, for Death and
the King’s Horseman to function as an effective critique, Soyinka’s prior self-forgetfulness and
genuine identification with the (words of) the colonizer is required. Appiah’s own analysis benefits
from that mode of listening.
That is why the fragment also gives a sense of Appiah’s prioritization of formal subtleties in
Soyinka’s writing. The approach is quite exceptional. As Ernst van Alphen, a Dutch literary theorist
at Leiden University, has observed, in contrast to avant-garde literature of formal experimentation,
discussions of postcolonial fiction tend to center around “ontological rather than epistemological
questions” (2003: 122). Moreover, the analysis of African literary production focuses on the
constative aspects of the works in relation to their political contexts, while the texts’ structural and
stylistic aspects are rarely taken seriously. Yet, Appiah is concerned with the socio-political claims
at stake insofar as they are the product of a self-reflexive articulating principle, which is observable
at the formal level. In this way, Appiah approaches his objects of analysis with an epistemological
interest parallel to that with which a modernist critic might approach a canonical piece of literature.
Appiah’s dialogic approach is epitomized by his handling of epigraphs. Epigraphs are the
most autonomous forms of citation. Not only do they endow the quoted text with relative
independence in relation to the quoter’s text that follows but, placed at the beginning, they
symbolically function as the originating principle of the citer’s discourse. As “[a] short quotation or
pithy sentence placed at the commencement of a work, a chapter, etc. to indicate the leading idea or
sentiment; a motto,” an epigraph motivates and predisposes the subsequent text (OED). By the
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“pithiness” that characterizes it, the epigraph holds, in condensed form, what is to be discussed in
the passages that follow. Etymologically rooted in the Greek “inscription” and “to write upon,” to
epigraph a text may also be understood as to superimpose upon it, in a gesture that is inextricably
associated with the act of writing.
All of Appiah’s epigraphs are of African authorship. His fifth chapter, for example, may be
literally taken as a systematic reflection on its epigraph, where Hountondji writes: “By ‘African
philosophy’ I mean a set of texts, specifically the set of texts written by Africans themselves and
described as philosophical by their authors themselves” (135). The role of the epigraph as the
guiding thread of the chapter exceeds the implicit. Appiah discusses this definition at various points
in his argument, as well as offering further quotes from the same source to bear on his discussion
(see especially 143-144, 153, 168-170).
Appiah’s epigraphs not only motivate and at times organize the chapters in which they
appear, but may also serve as a junction to articulate different chapters at key turning points in his
argument. Appiah’s fourth chapter, for instance, is introduced by an epigraph in which Chinua
Achebe in an interview reflects on the different identities by which he is constituted: Ibo, Nigerian,
African, black and writer. The quote of Achebe’s answer to his interviewer concludes with an
inversion: “This is what it means to be black. Or an African – the same: what does Africa mean to
the world? When you see an African what does it mean to be a white man?” (116). Appiah benefits
from Achebe’s words to elaborate on the African identity as constructed by the European gaze. The
reflection leads Appiah to rethink and modify the conclusions he reached in previous chapters
concerning race and African-American identity.
Two other factors, especially when considered in conjunction, point to the structural
importance that Achebe’s passage has in the organization of IFH. The first of these is that, in his
third chapter, before the epigraph itself appears, Appiah writes:

In a passage that provides the epigraph for the next chapter, Chinua Achebe reflects on the
necessity for a modern African writer to examine intelligently the various identities he or
she inhabits. And he ends by interrogating his identity as an African in these words: “What
does Africa mean to the world? When you see an African what does it mean to be a white
man?” Notice the presupposition ... (114)
Why would Appiah make anticipatory reference to the epigraph and go as far as to quote it
partially? If the statement is relevant to his present discussion (that of chapter three), one would
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expect to find the full quote there and backward reference to it later, if and when pertinent.
However, that would reduce the quote’s status as an epigraph. Hence, and also through his
reluctance to fill in the epigraphic space with another text, Appiah points to the significance of that
particular quote in that particular epigraphic entrance; in other words, to the importance of the
quote’s structural position. Furthermore, through this mechanism, Appiah creates an expectation in
his reader, who, looking forward to the next chapter’s epigraph, is likely to pay greater attention to
it when it does arrive. Finally, the self-reflexive effect discussed in the case of Appiah’s handling of
Nkrumah’s quote also enters into play here.
In conjunction with the rhetorical mechanism that I have described above, a second factor
becomes significant. In the epigraph, Achebe’s complication of African identity as constructed
through the other’s gaze runs parallel to his disruption of his role as interviewee, himself asking the
interviewer: “When you see an African, what does it mean to be a white man?” (116). Achebe’s
inversion of the discursive, general construction of the African as other is intricately linked to this
performative inversion of his immediate and situated subject position. Although Achebe is being
interviewed in his capacity as an intellectual, his discourse is literally structured and circumscribed
by his interviewer’s questions.
The usage of a quote that has already been cited and discussed as an epigraph to a later
chapter may appear counterintuitive. But this is largely compensated by the epigraphic space’s
capacity to place the drama between the abstract construction of the African as other and Achebe’s
situated intervention in it at center stage. Let me recall that the etymological root of “epigraph” is
“to write upon.” Appiah, by way of Achebe, writes upon the construction of Africans as objects of
enunciation and as individuals who are displaced as “others” from their subject position. Appiah
does so by handing the microphone over to someone who reaffirms his subject position not by
speaking, but by pointing to the conditions that structure his speech.
Besides epigraphs, proverbs are another resource for Appiah to implicate other subjects
through their textual remainders. It is noteworthy, however, that proverbs actually function as
epigraphs in three of his chapters (see 172, 255, 294). Since proverbs are by definition of a
communitarian and anonymous authorship, their placement as epigraphs produces a double
standard. This is because the proverbs are located at the exact point where Appiah exploits the
Western stylistic conventions to democratize access to the author position.
The inclusion of proverbs also contributes to the continuities between the public and the
private, the academic and the personal, that I have indicated above. As I implied, the Preface and
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the Epilogue directly allude to Appiah’s personal experiences, while the eight chapters in-between
deal with the usual academic subjects and obey the corresponding scholarly conventions.
Nonetheless, Appiah weaves references to his personal experience throughout these middle chapters
(see especially 255, 256, 272, 274, 278). Noteworthy here is not so much the fact those references
appear at all, but rather the utter fluidity with which they are interwoven with the academic
argumentation. Note the unproblematic flow between academic clarification and personal
commentary in the following endnote to the translation of an Akan proverb:

Akan proverb. (Proverbs are notoriously difficult to interpret, and thus, also to translate. But
the idea is that states collapse from within, and the proverb is used to express the sentiment
that people suffer as a result of their own weaknesses. My father would never have forgiven
the solecism of trying to explain a proverb!) (339)
The movement across the divide between the academic and autobiographical resonates with the
movement of the narrating voice to and fro the postcolonial divide signaled by the opposition
between West and other in Appiah’s unstable use of “we” and “us,” “here” and “there.” Indeed, he
uses the locatives interchangeably, depending on context, to refer sometimes to the West,
sometimes to Africa. Likewise with the pronouns: the “we” to which Appiah refers is at times the
West, at times its designated other (see especially 148, 189, 192, 195, 217-218, 263). Such a
blurring of the frontiers between the individual and the various collective subjects in which he
participates is also produced as an effect of Appiah’s interweaving of proverbs with the narration in
his own words.
As I have suggested, proverbs appear at key points such as epigraphs. Another key point in
which the author introduces them is at the end of the book. The last paragraph of IFH reads:
Another proverb says: Abusua te sƐ kwaeƐ, wowƆ akyiri a ƐyƐ kusuu, wopini ho a, na
wohunu sƐ dua koro biara wƆ ne siberƐ. “The matriclan is like the forest; if you are outside
it is dense, if you are inside you see that each tree has its own position.” So it now seems to
me. Perhaps I have not yet disgraced my families and their names. But as long as I live I
know that I will not be out of these woods. (313)
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The fragment brings into play three questions that are of importance to the book as a whole. First, it
addresses the problem of the emic and etic in anthropology, a discipline that strongly informs
Appiah’s enterprise. 304
Second, the quoted fragment exposes the more complex nature of the gender associations at
stake in IFH. While I based my analysis above on the associations between the father figure and the
symbolic order, the socio-cultural legacy of Appiah’s father is, indeed, a matriclan. As I have stated,
IFH is written as a tribute to Appiah’s paternal legacy and thus marginalizes the maternal figure to
silence. By persisting on the traditional association of masculinity with enunciation and femininity
with its lack, Appiah is able to reverse the additional association of the former set with the West and
of the latter with Africa. Yet, in the context of Appiah’s matriarchal paternal inheritance and the
alignment of his own maternal figure with dominant European culture, I believe that continuity to
be, by all means, strategic.
In IFH one can also view the maternal figure as the silent structuring principle that is
equitable with the universal subject position, rather than as a silenced subaltern. One of the very few
times that Appiah’s mother is mentioned in IFH is to refer to a book that she was to co-edit with her
son, and which was forthcoming at the time of IFH’s publication: Bu Me Be: Proverbs of the
Akans. 305 In this way, Peggy Appiah, even when not appearing as a subject of enunciation, is
foregrounded as the organizer of the enunciation of a collective anonymous African subject. This
disrupts not only the traditional associations between woman and object, man and subject,
femininity and the collective, masculinity and the individual, but also suggests that Appiah’s
strategy for the re-appreciation of Africa’s intellectual legacy, indirectly questions the equation
between the father figure and the realm of the symbolic. It does so by revealing that association as
culturally specific.
Finally, the third question brought into play by the fragment quoted above reflects on the
former two: the issue of the family name. In that last paragraph of IFH, Appiah alludes to a
previous episode in the book, in which he narrated his experience as a student leaving for
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Cambridge. There, he quoted his father’s parting words: “‘Do not disgrace the family name’” (295),
and described his own reaction:

I confess that I was surprised by this injunction. So much an echo of high Victorian
paterfamilias (or perhaps of the Roman originals that my father knew from his colonial
education in the classics). But mostly I wondered what he meant. Did he mean my mother’s
family (whose tradition of university scholarship he had always urged me to emulate), a
family whose name I did not bear? Did he mean his own abusua (not, by tradition, my
family at all), from which he had named me Anthony Akroma-Ampim? Did he mean his
legal name, Appiah, the name invented for him when the British colonial authorities decided
(after their own customs) that we must have “family” names and that the “family” name
should be the name of your father? When your father’s family tradition casts you into your
matriclan and your mother’s claims you for your father, such doubts are, I suppose, natural
enough. (295)
The complexity of variables impedes the easy alignment of gender, ethnic and intellectual heritage
in the configuration of Appiah’s name, understood as an identity as well as his inscription into the
realm of language and the symbolic. This accounts for the fluidity, as opposed to fetishism, with
which Appiah travels from one tradition of knowledge to another. It also accounts for the noncoincidence with my earlier analysis of IFH according to the presuppositions of a more uniformly
aligned patriarchal order. The complexity of Appiah’s identity results from the somewhat
exceptional convergence of a series of historical conditions. However, as suggested by the proverb
at the end of his book, it may also be a matter of the emic or etic perspective from which we judge.
The degree of complexity of any subject position, the quote would seem to suggest, is informed by
how much we zoom in or out. Appiah’s last proverb disrupts any universal claim, including my own
attempt to locate “the subject of postcolonial discourse.”
My study is guided by the following general question: who (or what) is the subject of
postcolonial discourse? It would seem that for Appiah there is no Subject, just specifically and
differentially situated subjects. Hence, rather than being preoccupied with the question of the
universal subject vs. the subaltern, Appiah is concerned with the admittance into canonical
discussions of relatively marginalized subject positions. By dialoguing with externalities in which
the textual subject position and relatively marginalized, concrete individuals collide, he is able to
incorporate them as a “what,” that is, as objectified forms of cultural capital.
Appiah’s approach sets him at a great distance from Gayatri Spivak in her claim that
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For the people who are making the claims, the history of the Enlightenment episteme is
“cited” even on an individual level, as the script is cited for an actor’s interpretation. (48)
Spivak’s subaltern does not have access to the (hegemonic) symbolic order. Hence, she is reduced
to the strategic citing of someone else’s hegemonic words. But, in comparison to Spivak, the subject
positions Appiah addresses are relatively privileged. Yet, they remain marginal relative to both
authors, and are also marginal in relation to the generic position of the “even unformulated you” that
the text presupposes (Bal 1994: 105). I emphasize the contrast between Appiah and Spivak because
together they point to a question at the core of the postcolonial dilemma: the rift between the
addressed and the represented other. 306
Regarding that rift, let me recall that I initially addressed deixis by way of Bal (1994).
There, the text was understood as trace that pointed to a structure, the latter being constituted by the
mutuality of the “I” and the “you” of a text. Hence, it may be said that the dialogic nature of a text
ultimately relies on the structural correspondence of its parts. The textual site of structural
correspondence is the only possible place for Appiah to correspond with the “other” on the same
basis. Above I quoted Appiah’s dedication of the book to his father. There, I left out the single, final
line of that dedication. The full quote reads:

And in memory of my father
Joe Appiah
1918-1990
Abusua-dua yƐntwa
I do not know Akan. Neither does the “even unformulated you” that the author presupposes and
explicitly identifies as Western throughout the book. Nonetheless, the text in the quote remains
untranslated. In fact, it is the only text left untranslated in the whole book. But perhaps it is not for
us to read. Joe Appiah, Anthony’s father, displaces us as readers, literally occupying the textual
position of addressee. The detail suggests Anthony Appiah’s key shift: addressing the position of
306
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243
the other in terms that are formally and structurally corresponding with and co-constitutive of his
own. He may address the other as an actual subject insofar as the latter is given access to a coconstitutive position of the text, for it is here that both subjects meet on corresponding terms.
Yet, Joe Appiah’s position as addressee is not absolute. The text is published for us to read
after his death. This play “at the brink between reference and deixis” is what grants Joe Appiah the
double standard proper to the privileged subject (Aydemir 2002: 122). Paradoxically, it is due to
Appiah’s introduction of the postcolonial other at the material, objectified, level that he may address
him on equal terms to the classic (Western) incorporate subject, in whose invocation academic
value continues to rest.
In those ways, Appiah’s work envisions a way out, even if a road only timidly traveled by
himself, to the enclosure that Dutch cultural analyst at Leiden University, Isabel Hoving, describes
as follows:

a considerable amount of post-colonial writing departs from the premise that (…) postcolonial otherness can not represent itself, nor can it be represented in any other way than
through a subversion of colonial discourse, and through silence. Spivak’s statement “the
subaltern can not speak” is one of the articulations of this position. (1995: 44)
As Hoving elaborates, the “advocates of this position” are not centrally concerned with overcoming
the enclosure, but with insisting on the fact that “no unequivocal anti-colonial position can be
taken” (44). However, Appiah’s approach also differs from the opposite position in the debate,
which Hoving describes as the belief in “unified ‘native’ identities” untouched by colonial discourse
(44). Appiah is able to articulate a third, non-essentialist yet not rhetorically enclosed, position by
putting to political practice the knowledge that “language will always construct reality, not
represent it” (Hoving 1995: 31).
Placing his father as the main invoked subject – one of the subject positions of accumulation
in the circulation of cultural capital within academic writing – Appiah legitimates him as a source of
value. Most importantly, in the transformation of the physical father into the symbolic father,
Appiah necessarily extends this renewed bond to incorporate the whole of his African cultural and
intellectual legacy. Appiah’s handling of quotes from intellectuals based in Africa sets to work
literary and critical resources that are capable of emphasizing the self-reflexive qualities that were
already present in the quotes themselves. He foregrounds the structural capacity of their formal
traits. By also engaging in critical analysis of the texts and in relying on their authority to further his
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own argument, Appiah approaches them as objectified forms of cultural capital. The key issue
making Appiah’s procedure viable is that his subject position and that of the other are in a situation
of correspondence at the textual level. That is, they share the same material basis or language for
intersubjectivity to occur.

Value and the Subject Incorporate: A Conclusion
In this chapter, I set out to explore the political implications of the ways in which different subject
positions in texts of postcolonial theory are handled. When understanding academic criticism as a
specific form of writing and seeking to define the pertinent subject positions at stake, it is not
sufficient to focus on the strictly linguistic level. When only that aspect is taken into account, the
grammatical subject emerges as the unique subject position and any “other” subject is reduced to a
sub-subjective position, only manifest at the level of what Hoving calls “the silences and gaps” of
the dominant discourse (1995: 44). By focusing at the juncture between the strictly textual and the
conventional elements proper to academic writing, its established literary uses, the addressed other,
and, prominently in this chapter, the invoked other, emerge.
The subject position of the invoked other calls attention to what I have termed the subject
incorporate. The subject incorporate refers to a meta-narrative position occupied by a subject that
apparently lacks a material dimension. Even if the position is valued for that apparent lack, it is able
to circulate in academic texts precisely because that lack is only apparent. Hence, the subject
incorporate may also be imagined as the subject incorporated or the “Subject Inc.,” in the sense that
it is materialized in concrete textual configurations through which we may appreciate how value
production mediates academic writing. I have turned to Appiah to discover ways in which to
productively appropriate, rather than simply dismantle, that subject.
Incorporating the postcolonial other as the material remainder of a subject that is
independent from the text at hand, Appiah salvages what Khanna claims forms the “inaccessible
remainder” that “is the kernel of melancholia”: the other’s “critical agency” (2003: 24, 23). This is
to say that Appiah acknowledges that other as an autonomous subjectivity associated with the
material dimension of the letter. This autonomy is defined by the presupposed correspondence
between the bodily dimension of a text – of which a fragment is extracted – and the abstract
articulating principle of that other body conceived as an organic whole.
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The political import of incorporating exogenous quotations is best appreciated when taking
into account the referencing system in which they are inserted. As has been discussed, and as Marx
comments in the epigraph, while value is “past labour in its objectified and lifeless form,” the
valorization process by which it acquires its meta- or self-reflexive quality is, like the poisoned rat
from the song in Faust, “an animated monster which begins to ‘work’, ‘as if its body were by love
possessed’” (Marx 1990 [1873]: 302). Marx’s metaphor points to the disruption between the living
and the dead that, as I clarified in the introduction, is implied by the process of incorporation.
Incorporation does not refer to an autonomous organism, but to an externally or artificially
animate, yet not intrinsically or organically animated, body. As I suggested, it is like the “partial
object” of psychoanalysis in that it functions as an “undead excess” (Žižek 2006a: 17, 15). In
literary terms, it represents the difference between a “work” of fiction or theory understood as an
autonomous whole, and a disarticulated (if not inarticulate), yet externally articulate(d) fragment, in
which, as Kemple remarks in his comparative analysis of Marx and Goethe, “words substitute for
thoughts” (40).
The undead partial object whose “nagging return” is entailed by incorporation leads “to a
haunting” (Khanna 2003: 17, 262). For Khanna, this haunting is the source of critical agency since
“haunting constitutes the work of melancholia” ; furthermore, “the work of melancholia has a
critical relation to the lost and to the buried … It calls for a response to the critical work of
incorporation, and the ethical demand that such an incorporation has on the future” (25, emphasis in
text). Yet, as I have elaborated, since incorporation implies a fixation on the partial object, that
nagging remainder of the other, it can also entail a reification of that other and, consequently, a
perpetuation of the status quo. As Taussig observes, “commodity fetishism creat[es] out of capitalist
culture a ‘phantom objectivity’” (2002: 326). 307
In the context of the textual and conceptual forms of fetishism that I have discussed in this
chapter, the key issue is the qualitative difference that is established by the displacement from the
represented to the addressed other. For Khanna, the subaltern other is unrepresentable, yet reified in
the persistent return of its melancholic remainder. 308 This places Khanna, along with Spivak, in the
position that, as Hoving accounts, equates postcolonial subalternity with “the silences and the gaps”
in the dominant discourse (1995: 44). Yet, Aydemir’s exploration of signification and the phallus
307
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and Bal’s conceptualization of “trace” allowed me to analyze how, when the role of deixis is taken
into account in textual processes of incorporation, another phenomenally explicit, yet not
necessarily reified, subject enters into view. Appiah puts this possibility to practice by granting the
relatively subaltern others textual positions that formally and structurally correspond with and coconstitute his own. The subject position of the addressed other corresponds with that of the
enunciator at the linguistic level of the text (the addressee being a sine qua non requirement for
semiosis to occur). The position of the invoked other corresponds with that of the author at the
conventional level that defines the text as an academic one and grants it the status of cultural
capital. This conventional level begs the question of the mechanisms of production and circulation
of value.
In the opening lines of “Scattered Speculations on the Question of Value,” Spivak points out
that one “of the determinations of the question of value is the predication of the subject. The
modern ‘idealist’ predication of the subject is consciousness. Labor-power is a ‘materialist’
predication” (1985: 73). Though endorsing Spivak’s distinction, I have put emphasis on the fact that
a materialist predication of the subject does not necessarily negate consciousness, but merely does
not grant it teleological anteriority to labor power. A materialist predication, much like van Alphen
observed in relation to modernist literature, suggests a concern with epistemological rather than
ontological questions. Instead of focusing on the subject’s ontological consistency, that predication
allows one to focus on elucidating the actual operation of the place, mode and fact of invoking that
ontology.
Invocation, as I have suggested, is a political activity because calling forth a particular
history entails a “fight over the past and its meanings” (Taussig 2002: 327). The same pertains to
the act of citation, in which, as Bal notes “the Old Master art [or text] is endorsed as the historical
‘real’’” (1999: 15). The retroactive naturalization of a selected history relates to Khanna’s
understanding of melancholy, in which melancholia is “bound to the notion of temporality,” insofar
as it is “an affective state caused by the inability to assimilate loss, and the consequent nagging
return of the thing lost into psychic life” (2003: 22, 17). Yet, the retroactive naturalization of a
selected history described by Bal exceeds the melancholic relation, because it exposes the
conventional nature structuring that affective inscription in time.
Like the “enchantments of modernity” analyzed by Dube, such retroactive naturalizations of
an arbitrarily selected history and the melancholic relation to the objectified remainder of the other
are not only “ideological aberrations,” but also have “dense ontological dimensions, which
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simultaneously name and work on the world” (2002: 751). Hence, I have not only exposed, but also
explored and reused these conventions myself; seeking different ways of invoking and
reconstituting what Fugellie would term protosubjectivites. As I have suggested, a protosubjectivity
is a subjectivity that is implied as the past or as the potential of the objectified remainder that we
encounter. Causally, the objectified remainder may be viewed as a trace of the past; structurally, it
may be viewed as the trace of an implied potential. Yet, the important point here is that both
readings coexist, and that in both cases subjectivity is defined as a surplus that (both logically and
telologically) exceeds or precedes the trace. Fugellie’s definition of protosubjectivity suggests that
we may understand it as what exceeds, yet is defined by, a given convention: “an internal space of
doubt and interpretation, of transfiguration, of imaginative reconstitution of the norm” (Fugellie
2009: 85, emphasis added). 309
Consequently, all the subjectivities that I have dealt with in this chapter may be described as
protosubjectivities. This is because with the term “subject position,” I have merely referred to
textual elements that summon the operative presupposition of such “an internal space.” But while I
have in a sense equated subject positions with their institutional legitimation, Fugellie (obliquely)
suggests that subjectivity may be understood precisely as the surplus or remainder of legitimate
condensations of value, as the drive to articulate “beyond the official attributions of value and
despite them” (89). 310 Paradoxically, that predication of the subject equates it to that in the elusion
of which it is defined: value. As Spivak has observed, value itself “seems to escape the ontophenomenological question: what is it” (1985: 75). In lacking any ontic substance, value may be
conceived from a materialist perspective in purely conventional terms. 311 Valuing, as Aydemir
would comment in regard to “privileging” and “veiling,” is defined centrally by the “investments of
a second person” (2002: 124).
As I have suggested above, Aydemir’s recognition of the semiotic operativity of the
phallus’s double standard unravels the foundational role of deixis in the reification of the phallus.
Similarly, deixis is central for the case of the double standard to which the valuing of the
incorporate subject is committed. Throughout, I have attempted to emphasize that the incorporate
subject (not unlike the phallus) is not bodiless, but requires to be at once body and not-body to
transcend itself and thus be defined in terms of its self-reflexive capacity. As I commented in the
309
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case of Marx’s quotation of Goethe, the bodily dimension of the quoted fragment does not negate
but rather foregrounds Goethe as the abstract articulating principle of the words. Insofar as Goethe’s
words are articulated by a presupposed autonomous subjectivity associated with the physical
dimension of the letter, they operate at the same level of Marx’s surrounding words.
Hence, the subject may be conceived not only as that which exceeds (just as it is committed
to) its own conventional limits, but also as that which exceeds (just as it is committed to) its own
ontic limits. The latter is best exemplified in Spivak’s formulation of the subject predication
involving labor power: “the subject [is] defined by its capacity to produce more than itself” (Spivak
1985: 75). Spivak not only defines the subject in terms of its capacity to produce surplus value, but
also uses the term “labor power,” never “labor,” whenever she refers to that definition, pointing in
that way to the role of potentiality in the materialist predication of the subject. This emphasis on
potentiality re-introduces the non-teleological conception of time that a materialist position can
entail.
The surplus value that, according to Spivak, defines the subject from a materialist
perspective, also defines capital’s formal self-reflexivity in the economic context. As I claim,
Marx’s theory of value does not only serve to draw an analogy between capital and the selfreflexive incorporate subject in the sphere of literature but, more importantly, to understand the
mechanisms of selection and exclusion that operate in the sphere of cultural capital, as well as to
draw a causal relation between geo-economic factors and the distribution of legitimate subject
positions across the international division of labor. While drawing such a narrative serves to
distinguish cause from effect, it does not necessarily imply an irreflexive teleology. In this chapter, I
have been committed to the interpretation of the Marxist theory of value that holds that value is
created in the production process, yet actualized post facto during the process of circulation.
Understood in that way, Marx’s theory of value helps to appreciate the way in which the temporal
disjuncture by which value is created plays into the creation of that very “consciousness” that is
claimed for the subject.
As Bal argues, that preposterous relation is also intrinsic to citation, a process by which a
selected history may be retroactively naturalized (1999: 15). In the case of citations as objectified
forms of cultural capital, the lapse between the production of value and its accumulation is mediated
by its actualization in circulation within academic texts. Therefore, the (postcolonial) theorist may
intervene in the geo-economic configuration of the production of cultural capital, determining
whether to actualize, and thus retroactively produce, the symbolic capital entailed by legitimate and
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legitimating subject positions on the preposterously marginalized side of the international division
of labor. Conversely, she may prioritize the valorization of her own subject position, a process that
requires the continued reliance on authorized sources and the unceasing introduction of new
commodities from all over the globe.
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Chapter Five

Negating the Negation: Realizing the Promise

Totality is to be opposed by convicting it of nonidentity with itself –
of the nonidentity it denies, according to its own concept.
T. W. Adorno 1983 (1966): 147

As the epigraph suggests, the present chapter is preposterously inspired by Adorno’s idea that a
critique of a system can only be realized by negating its negation, that is to say, by negating its
constitutive exclusion. The constitutive exclusion of postcolonial theory that I have addressed in
this study is that of the postcolonial other. Postcolonial theory is thematically centered on that
exclusion, yet it is geo-economically, institutionally and theoretically possible precisely because of
that exclusion, sometimes even functioning as its metonymic substitution. Here I intend to realize,
in the Adornian sense of the term, the critique I have conveyed so far by switching my attention
from postcolonial theorists towards two authors that in different ways represent – perhaps embody –
the excluded voices that postcolonial theory promises to incorporate yet simultaneously forecloses.
One of those authors is Julius Kambarage Nyerere, the other, Salvador Allende. Hence, I
engage with two organic intellectuals that espoused Marxist ideology while not being allied with the
Soviet Union during their respective presidencies of Third-World countries in the Cold-War era. As
Ranjana Khanna has argued, the concept of organic intellectual has been, together with the
subaltern, among the mainstays of postcolonial theory (2003: 17, 20). 312 While I have focused
previously on the problem of representation in relation to the subaltern and the contemporary
academic intellectual that endeavors to represent her, here I introduce this third figure to explore the
way in which it reconfigures the debate and may offer the building blocks for a different approach.
The institutionalized political power held by Nyerere and Allende may lead some to
question their characterization as organic intellectuals, yet I choose to focus on them precisely for
this apparent contradiction. As has been argued frequently, for example by Timothy Brennan in
2006 and by Arif Dirlik in 2007, postcolonial theory has traditionally been concerned with political
312
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rather than economic forms of power. As Brennan and Dirlik also argue, that has often led to an
undue equation between oppression and political power on the one hand, and a negation of the
pervasiveness of economic dominance on the other. Exploring how Allende and Nyerere contest
hegemony, I intend to counteract the reduction of repressive power to institutional politics and the
correlated underestimation of economic forms of violence.
Although, in terms of origin, the organic intellectual is defined as “a figure who emerges
from the people rather than from political society,” in terms of ideological praxis, the organic
intellectual is he or she “who does the work of finding forms of representation rather than seeking
consent to one already formulated” (Khanna 2003: 17). 313 Committed to the term especially in that
latter sense, I offer a literary exegesis of a discourse by each of the two presidents to trace the
intersections between their political positions of representation and their aesthetic acts of
representation, thus allowing their texts to participate in a dialogue with the problems of
representation as faced by postcolonial theory. 314
I discuss two speeches pronounced by Allende in 1970 and 1973, the second of these being
radiobroadcast. Media-specificity is confronted with content, rhetoric and the historical
embeddedness of the acts of enunciation and reception. Other genres I tackle in this chapter are a
translation of an Elizabethan dramatic piece (Nyerere 1969) and a public letter in the realm of
politics. The latter, which I explore in a briefer fashion that the presidential pieces, was written by
an organic intellectual in the full sense of the term, the spokesman for the Ejército Zapatista de
Liberación Nacional, Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos, in Mexico, 2004. In sum, I turn to texts
that are at a distance from those I have explored so far not only in terms of their socio-historical
conditions of enunciation, but also with regard to their mediums of expression. Yet, those very
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252
differences will allow me to return to the rift between represented and addressed other that
preoccupies postcolonial theorists from a widened perspective. 315
In my concern with the intersections of political economy and the specificity of linguistic
acts, I frame my objects for this chapter as melancholic remainders of postcolonial theory. In the
same spirit as in the previous chapter, rather than criticize their fetishistic possibilities, I take their
ideological promise at face value and push for its realization because, as Adorno has observed, only
such a realization would transcend the ideology at stake (1983: 147). The notion of the fetish allows
me to conclude, in a more systematic manner than before, the discussion I opened up in Chapter
One regarding the contradictions and continuities between geo-political and internal otherness. As
U.S. literary theorist W. J. T. Mitchell has observed, the notion of commodity-fetishism was “a
brilliant tactical maneuver,” by which Marx turned “the rhetoric of iconoclasm on its principal
users,” thus displacing, at a time of imperialist expansion, the fetish from the “unknown, blank
space” outside Western Europe to the heart of the capitalist system (1986: 205). 316

The Fetish and its Negation
In the previous chapter, I have advocated relating to the postcolonial other as a melancholic
remainder to emulate a writer’s relationship to canonic citations, thus attaining a circumscribed
redistribution of cultural capital across the international division of labor (IDL). However, such a
practice is not without its disturbing complicities. In “Melancholy and the Act,” Slavoj Žižek claims
that among the unwritten rules that regulate social interaction and uphold the status quo is the one,
operative among contemporary academics, which demands the “politically correct” gesture of
celebrating melancholy over mourning (2000: 657). Failing to meet this request, argues Žižek, “can
have dire consequences – papers are rejected, applicants don’t get jobs because they express the
‘wrong’ attitude towards melancholy” (657-58). According to Žižek, this is due to the fact that the
structure of melancholy is the structure by which ideology operates today.
As Žižek argues in a lecture on the same topic, the symptom, understood as the return of a
repressed truth in the context of an organized lie, used to be crucial to decipher ideological
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configurations (2002b: min. 17.36). 317 Today, however, melancholy, understood as an attachment to
the fetish, which is the symptom’s opposite, prevails. Žižek claims that the fetish may be
understood as the particular lie that allows one to endure the truth; the truth of social inequality, of
one’s participation in it, etcetera (2002b: min. 19). In the article, he clarifies that the reversal of
Freud’s valorization of mourning and melancholy that is currently advocated in the academy serves
the safeguarding of that ideological structure (2000: 658-959).
According to Sigmund Freud, melancholia is pathological, whereas mourning is not (1975
[1915]: 243). As I put forward in Chapter Four, for Freud mourning implies successful sublimation,
a coming to terms with loss through processes of symbolization and internalization. Melancholia, on
the other hand, is the narcissistic identification with the thing lost. Proceeding along Freud’s line of
thought, Žižek argues that melancholic attachment precedes and anticipates the actual loss of the
object. The melancholic still has the object but has lost the cause of his desire. What makes him sad
is not that he will loose the object (which he exaggeratedly mourns), but the possibility that he will
loose desire itself. Thus, his attachment elides the object and the latter functions as the
positivization of a lack (659-663).
Whereas in mourning one renounces the object but keeps its meaning by internalizing it, in
melancholy what prevails is the attachment to the object in its particularity. Asserting that the
contemporary doxa is to reverse the Freudian valorization of the two terms, Žižek emphasizes how
today the only possible form of true and politically correct fidelity is taken to be a fidelity to a
fetishistic remainder. He exemplifies that academic trend with the case of postcolonial studies:

The melancholic link to the lost ethnic Object allows us to claim that we remain faithful to
our ethnic roots while fully participating in the global capitalist game. One should raise the
question to what degree the whole project of postcolonial studies is sustained by this logic of
objective cynicism. To make things absolutely clear: what is wrong with the postcolonial
nostalgia is not the utopian dream of a world they never had (such a utopia can be
thoroughly liberating) but the way this dream is used to legitimize the actuality of its very
opposite, of the full and unconstrained participation in global capitalism. (Žižek 2000: 659)
Here, I wish to assess the question Žižek raises. I do so by exploring texts that, operating at the
borders of the socio-political, historical and geo-cultural corpus of postcolonial studies, could easily
be appropriated as such “lost ethnic Objects,” namely, Allende’s discourse and Nyerere’s
translation. With this characterization, I do not wish to allude to any intrinsic quality of the texts
317
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themselves, but to the implications of summoning them in particular ways and in particular
discursive contexts.
The problem sketched by Žižek does not relate to what the fetish promises to make
recoverable and available, but to its failure to fulfill that promise, a failure that defines the fetish as
an ideological construct. As argued in Chapter One, Adorno argues that the act of synthesis that
characterizes thought (and ideology as a mode of thought) always abuses the reality it alleges to
account for, as it is simultaneously and inevitably an act of exclusion (1983: 146-48). Every concept
and every ideology is a violation, in the sense that it excludes something and at the same time
negates its own act of exclusion. Therefore, a critique of ideology must necessarily employ the tools
it sets out to criticize. It must negate the negation that defines the ideology under scrutiny. This
negation of the negation is brought about by realizing within the concept or the ideology what the
concept or ideology promises and yet denies (Adorno 1983: 147).
In my earlier analyses of postcolonial discourses, I have put emphasis on the constitutive
exclusion by which those discourses are shaped; namely, that of the postcolonial other as an actual
subject. If the inclusion of remainders that stand in for that excluded subject indeed managed to
keep their promise, that is, to incorporate the postcolonial other as an actual subject, then, in
Adornian terms, that aspect of postcolonial theory would transcend its own ideological status. In an
effort to negate the constitutive negation of postcolonial theory, I turn my attention away from it
and towards a contrapuntal object of analysis, discourses articulated by organic Third-World
intellectuals. I contend that these discourses perform a productive critique of postcolonial theory
insofar as they bring about a realization of its unfulfilled promise. 318 At the same time, with this
action I also enact a typically postcolonial move; a move through which I seek to positively probe
the possibilities offered by “the promise” of postcolonial theory, and by its characteristic inclusion
of the remainder of the “lost ethnic” other, to which Žižek refers. Towards that end, I focus on the
degree to which and modes in which the texts analyzed intervene in that unfulfilled promise, and the
import of this to the field of postcolonial studies.
As Mitchell argues, the fetish is an object into which life and value have been transferred
and then forgotten (1986: 193, 196). Hence, the negation of the fetish’s negation implies not only
the remembrance and back tracing of the projection that constituted it (i.e., a negation of its
constitutive exclusion), but also the realization of its promise to deliver the qualities and values it
318
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allegedly possesses. Only this (im)possible task would undo the fetish as a fetish. 319 In selecting
discourses by Nyerere and Allende as remainders of a time and place outside so-called “Western”
or, more accurately, First-World academic postmodernity, I pursue the fulfillment of their promise
by allowing their congealed values to operate in relation to the context in which I recall them. In
other words, I intend to realize them as historically operative sites of ideological contestation in the
context of the present hegemony. In so doing, I assess the degree to which the connection with these
objects as one that “allows us to claim that we remain faithful to our ethnic roots while fully
participating in the global capitalist game” may be transcended (Žižek 2000: 659).
The fetish is not an object – such a conception would imply avowing the fetishistic ideology
by which the abstraction in question is reified as an object – but a particular form of relating to it.
Hence, I refer to Allende’s and Nyerere’s discourses as “fetishes” only insofar as they are framed
here as paradigmatic remainders of the excluded other that, throughout this study, I have attempted
to trace. Before turning to my exploration of the first of those, suffice it to add that both of them,
while having characteristics that allow them to operate as the typically “lost ethnic Object” of
postcolonial studies, also exceed that enclosure. Not only because the socio-political position of
their authors is greatly privileged within their respective national contexts, but also because the
ideological projects of which they are a part systematically exclude ethnic categorization and focus
on a critique of capitalism in its global dimension. If, for Žižek, the problem with “the lost ethnic
Object” is how it “is used to legitimize … the full and unconstrained participation in global
capitalism, ” then the fact that Allende’s and Nyerere’s discourses can be seen as such objects while
still participating as voices that share Žižek’s concern may help to re-elaborate the terms of the
debate (2000: 659).

The Promise at the Interstices of Language
In 1969, Julius Nyerere, Tanzania’s first independent president, translated William Shakespeare’s
The Merchant of Venice into Swahili. I approach that translation, Mabepari wa Venisi, as a literary
piece in its own right. I have argued, by way of Michel Foucault, that the author is not a person, but
a “rational entity” that is “assigned a ‘realistic’ dimension” by conflating the writer (a social agent)
and the “author-function” (the articulating principle of the text) into a single figure (1977: 124).
Thus, the author is retroactively constructed in reception, at least partially so. That construction is a
319
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naturalized site of coherence, at which we situate the sense of “sense” a text makes for us. I contend
that Nyerere, who was largely responsible for making the country what political theorists have
described as the exception to the failure of the nation-state in Africa, was a person of great authority
and popularity, in whom mechanisms parallel to those of the author figure in the West found their
convergence. 320
More than twenty years in office, spanning from independence until his resignation, Nyerere
was the imaginary articulating principle of what Benedict Anderson has called an “imagined
community” (1983). Because of this, Nyerere may be thought of as the author of the nation. I do not
mean to suggest that the nation was built through his agency, but quite the opposite. I refer to
Nyerere as the author of the nation in the Foucauldian sense of “author”; Nyerere as the receptacle
of the idea of the nation. Nyerere’s political ideology and the policies he implemented are known as
Ujamaa (familyhood) and Kujitegemea (self-reliance), which have been translated together as
“African Socialism,” although Ujamaa is also used generically. With a historical experience in
which forms of political organization had cohered around people rather than institutions, the
Ujamaa family metaphor extended to Nyerere as the head of the nation-wide family. The nation, as
a “rational entity,” was “assigned a ‘realistic’ dimension” in the person of Julius Nyerere (Foucault:
124). In this context, the meaning produced by Mabepari is not so much the result of the
continuities between the sense it makes and the social agent who wrote it in Swahili, but rather the
result of the infiltration of the author-effect produced by Nyerere as the articulating principle of the
nation into Mabepari.
Ujamaa was also, so to speak, a translation of Marxism into the Tanzanian context as well as
a critique of it from a postcolonial perspective. In this process of translation, African Socialism
drew on a wider range of ideologies, for which reason it has been criticized as lacking in discursive
autonomy and methodological rigor. 321 I contend that similarly ethnocentric criteria operate in the
dismissal of Nyerere’s literary pieces. While Mabepari is usually regarded by modernist Western
critics as merely a translation, in East Africa it is part of the established literary canon.
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I approach Mabepari as a literary work in its own right because it is written from a new site
of authority, because it is written in interaction with a different historical context, and because it
requires the manipulation of a different language. This last aspect is important since, as Frankfurt
scholar Walter Benjamin has argued, we “generally regard as the essential substance of a literary
work what it contains in addition to information” (2007). Crucially, I approach Mabepari as an
autonomous work because it is regarded as such from within the literary tradition to which it
belongs.
In Tanzania, Nyerere’s Shakespearean translations have been instituted as literature in the
full sense of the term. Even in neighboring Kenya, Nyerere’s translations occupy a place in
syllabuses of Swahili literature, and they are assumed to be proper literary pieces by both local
anthologists and the general public (see Mazrui [Alamin] 1996: 67-68). John Allen, who belonged
to a conservative school of literary appreciation, took up the task of a formal literary analysis of
Nyerere’s use of the Swahili language. From his modernist understanding of literature, Allen
implicitly argued for Nyerere’s admittance into the literary canon, to the point of comparing him
with Chaucer (1964: 54).
Focusing on how Mabepari produces a sense of its own by exploiting something other than
the explicit or constative level of the play’s discourse, I depart from a performative understanding
of language. The performative dimension of language has long been a central concern in the Swahili
literary tradition. This fact questions the relevance of “ontological rather than epistemological”
questions that, as van Alphen observes, characterizes discussions of postcolonial in opposition to
Western, modernist literature (2003: 121).
Technically, Mabepari is still a translation. But precisely due to its nature as a translation, it
allows me to explore how “the other” is constructed from this East African site, a place that in
Western criticism is usually essentialized as that of the Other, while rarely being considered as a site
of enunciation discussing the question of otherness itself. 322 For this reason, I focus on the play’s
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employment of a formal literary devise I term “migratory cliché,” which produces meaning by
structuring the audience’s relationship with otherness.
The term “cliché,” which is now used to denote a stereotyped expression, initially referred to
the carved-out surface from which copies were made in printing. Thus, the cliché was, to the
receptor, a pseudo-original, since she could only deduce it from a printed copy (Imbs 1997: 913).
According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), the contemporary meaning of the term makes
its first appearance in an English text in 1892. The usage historically coincides with the emergence
of modernist art, which, in its concern for originality, reduced the cliché to the sphere of kitsch. 323
Because they are stereotyped forms of expression, clichés denote how and where particular
meanings are fixed within a culture. Clichés may thus be understood as meaningfully biased
condensations of knowledge, silent referents in the construction of discourse, and assumed
categories in the construction of everyday life. As in Foucault’s notion of savoir, the bias here is not
to the detriment of knowledge but constitutive of it (2002: 200-205). Thus, clichés offer an account
of how a particular image is fused with a particular knowledge, across generations, in a given
cultural context. Yet, while clichés thrive on the receptor’s familiarity with the image and on the
receptor’s cultural presuppositions, they may also be creatively exploited to produce not only
identification, but also estrangement. As pointed out by Dutch sociologist Anton Zijderveld, that
was the declared attempt in the employment of clichés in Brechtean theatre and Dadaist art (1979:
99-100).
A similar double effect is provoked by the clichés in Mabepari, which not only inhabit their
original context, but also travel. As clichés are culturally embedded, the distance to the original
context brings about estrangement. Simultaneously, the cliché characters and sceneries also
establish relatively fixed associations according to the cultural experience of the context of
reception. As a form of shorthand to their new context, migratory clichés awaken in the audience
the immediate identification of elements in the fiction with corresponding elements in their own
cultural experience. As deferred links to the original context, migratory clichés clash with local
conventions and expectations, thus triggering critical distance. Because identification and
estrangement are provoked simultaneously, and because they are triggered by the same cliché
character or scenery, the processes of identification and estrangement in migratory clichés function
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in a constant and mutually constitutive tension. When the tension between these superposed
processes is recognized (yet not necessarily resolved) by a receptor, a dialectical synthesis is
achieved.
That recognition implies the constant sway between an “outsider” or etic and an “insider” or
emic appreciation of a given cliché. 324 That is to say, the receptor is taken to appreciate the cliché as
it plays out in her culture, and as it plays out in the “other” culture. Yet, that perspectival sway
exceeds anthropological enclosure. Appealing to both the audience’s emic and etic positions,
migratory clichés evidence not only a relational understanding of those categories, but also a
heightened awareness of the preposterous construction of cultural difference. Thinking along
Adorno’s line of thought, it may be said that the constitutive exclusion of cultural difference
(particularly in the context of 1969 Tanzania) is the unity of the underlying economic system
through which colonizer and colonized territories are polarized into contrasting and supposedly
independent cultures. Migratory clichés may be said to perform a negation of that constitutive
exclusion. In order to explore how this occurs, let us now turn to the text.
Nyerere’s translation is faithful to the original to the degree that even the character’s names
and place names are the same as in Shakespeare. They are accommodated only insofar as it is
necessary for them to be pronounced fluently according to Swahili phonetics. These phonetic
adaptations facilitate an immediacy of articulation between the fiction and the context of reception,
literally inserting the referents into the new context. A series of associations between text and place
of reception are thus facilitated from the start. This simple move is a key displacement for
identification to operate in the play’s clichés; another reason for which I call them migratory.
Mabepari’s plot is practically identical to that of The Merchant. Antonio is a rich man, but
his wealth is presently at sea. So, he seeks out Shailoki, a professional moneylender, to obtain a
loan. But Antonio, given his habit of lending people money without asking for interest, has long
inspired Shailoki’s hatred. Thus, Shailoki designs a contract that promises him a pound of
Antonio’s flesh were he unable to pay back on time. Antonio thoughtlessly accepts. The female
protagonist, Poshia, devices an artifice to save Antonio when he cannot pay back the debt. In her
countryside residence of Belimonti, Poshia had at first been presented to us as a beautiful
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As mentioned in the previous chapter, in anthropology, the methodological questions brought forth by the place the
anthropologist holds in relation to the culture she is studying is discussed through the terms etic and emic (see fn. 304).
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they allow me to name the specific geo-historical sites involved in the sense of cultural otherness mobilized by
Mabepari.
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aristocratic heiress, a prototype of femininity, investing her time and energy in matters of love and
courtship exclusively. Yet, the artifice she devises requires her to travel to Venisi and dress up as a
man. She appears in complete control of the situation at the court where the Shailoki-Antonio trial is
being held, admirable in her authority, wit and intelligence. She acts as the depositary and
executioner of law and rationality.
It has been postulated by Derrida (2001), among others, that in The Merchant, Portia’s
performance violently enforces the existing regime of power, because she employs the rhetoric and
authority of Christianity at the court of law to subjugate the Jewish Shylock. Derrida’s analysis is
centered on Portia’s usage of the word “mercy.” Technically speaking, the same interpretation can
be attained when reading Mabepari. However, the translator displaces emphases to the point that
such a reading can hardly stand concerning the translation.
While Jew vs. Christians is the racial tension that has received the greatest attention in
criticism of Shakespeare’s text, Nyerere seems to be less concerned with the racist questions
surrounding Shailoki, which are openly problematized, than with the taken-for-granted-ness of
associations established by common language usages such as “fair.” The translator undoes the
association of “fair” with blondness, justice and beauty that reiteratively takes place in The
Merchant. (Shakespeare 1994: 389, 392-93, 402-03, 406; cf. Nyerere 1969: 6, 15, 17, 49, 50, 51,
58). Similarly, Nyerere exceptionally intervenes at the constative level of discourse when racism is
naturalized through the use of racist material for comic effect (see Shakespeare: 406; cf. Nyerere:
61). Overall, he modifies the racist material of the original only where and when it is not subjected
to a dialectics of identification and critical distance.
Furthermore, when taking into account Mabepari’s site of re-articulation, new elements are
set into play. Tanzanian cultural experience offers a series of dialogical counterpoints that turn
Venisi and Belimonti into functional clichés in their contemporaneous context. In Africa, the urban
enclave was associated with colonialist exploitation. Colonial economy caused a disarticulation
between the forms of production and ways of life in urban and rural areas respectively. As argued
by political economist Claude Ake, the urban enclaves were regarded as “alienated, hostile and
incomprehensible to their environment”; “these centers were a piece of Europe in Africa” (1981:
44). Dar es Salaam, the main Tanzanian city and seaport, was the node articulating colony and
metropolis. Even before European colonialism, it had been exploited as a nucleus of foreignprofited commerce by the sultanate of Oman. The Arab-biased cities and the association of their
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economic power with the written word of the Koran preceded the European legitimization of
cultural supremacy through the written text.
Furthermore, the rural-urban opposition in Nyerere’s political ideology and governmental
policies plays into that cliché opposition in the text. Ujamaa and Kujitegemea inherited the
historical opposition between the urban and the rural. Taking into account Tanzania’s neo-colonial
economy, Kujitegemea departed from the premise that Tanzania should attain development by
means of the country’s greatest riches: land and the agricultural workforce rather than industry and
foreign investment. The policies involved in Ujamaa included the re-settling of population in small
rural villages with communitarian production systems and the decentralization of the urban-centered
economy. These villages were designed according to the ideal prototype of pre-colonial rural
societies. As Abdul Babu points out, these societies were conceived in romanticized terms as niches
of brotherhood and mutual-respect, based on the right to work and to share equally the outcome of
production (1981: 55). Thus, the very foundations of African Socialism (both economic and moral)
are held up by a bucolic ideal. In the play, Belimonti awakens this bucolic ideal, while Venisi
becomes associated with a foreign-influenced, text-legitimized urban enclave.
Venisi is associated with the absurd (written) contract and a wearisome legalist rhetoric.
Meanwhile, in the rural area of Belimonti the contract that takes place is a verbal oath, and, despite
the fanciful atmosphere, ensures a just and adequate outcome for everyone. In it, Poshia promises
her dying father to take as a husband the man who chooses out of three caskets the one containing
her portrait. At Belimonti, the conversations are full of language usages that allude to ancestral oral
traditions. The contrivance of Poshia’s father, although apparently a matter of a lucky guess, is
actually a rational trial. In opposition to Antonio’s rash promise in the urban context, later to be
enforced by the authority of the written law, the fact that Poshia must keep her word is not a
technicality, but a filial duty to fulfill, a way of honoring (the word of) her ancestor(s). Moreover,
while it is men that occupy the urban scene, it is “women’s talk” that prevails at Belimonti. Because
of those associations and the way that they articulate in their context, the city and its legal
institutions, associated with masculine rationality, appear to be subverted rather than reinforced by
their rural and feminine counterpart, personified by Poshia in disguise.
In Mabepari, the only reason Poshia can access the court is a letter handed to the clerk and
read by him out loud upon her entrance. The letter, supposedly written by a wise judge, indicates
that his (male) assistant (that is, Poshia) will deliver the verdict. During her performance, Poshia
calls the court’s attention to the word for word phrasing of the bond and of Venisi’s laws,
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legitimizing her argument through the written text in its most literal reading. Her argumentation to
save Antonio is based on taking the legalist discourse to its ultimate consequences, to the point that
it proves itself absurd. Poshia concludes that Shailoki is entitled to the pound of flesh. However, she
argues, the contract does not mention any blood. So, were Shailoki to spill a drop of Antonio’s
blood in the process, he would be severely judged, as stated in the city’s laws (see Nyerere 1969:
67-74; Cf. Shakespeare 1994: 408-411).
In this way, strict rationality, despotically dictated by the written word, is exposed by
Poshia’s actions in all its absurdity when taken literally and independently of the socio-cultural
context that actualizes its meaning. This text-legitimized law, which is associated with foreign
intrusion in the Tanzanian context, is exposed as obtuse and shortsighted in its circular logic, and
may only be challenged from its spatial and symbolically gendered margins. The letter, a written
text of (faked) male authority and authorship, is paradoxically what sets the stage for the
rural/feminine subalternity to enter the urban/masculine space. The urban/masculine site of power
exerts its rule by means of the written word. With discourse being its site of hegemony, authority
may only be subverted by a strategic performance of it.
Given that power and its language are hegemonic, Poshia’s subversive practice can only be
articulated in the language of authority itself. In translating The Merchant, Nyerere, much like
Poshia, at once cites and converts English, the language of colonial authority, into Swahili, also
known as the language of African Socialism. As in Poshia’s strategy, in Nyerere’s act of translation
the quotation of hegemonic discourse is strict and to the letter, while the performative act of
translation displaces the dominant discourse, making subversive use of its power. However, this
parallelism between Nyerere and Poshia can only appear as evident from an emic position of
reception.
On the Swahili coast, “woman” was traditionally employed as a metaphor to discuss (male)
political subordination. The use of the metaphor provided security by working as a cover-up story,
shielding the speaker from accusation and reprimand through ambiguity. Furthermore, this
accustomed form of undercurrent intelligence played a central role in one of the three major literary
pieces in the area, a poem entitled Utenzi wa Mwana Kupona (The Poem of Madame Kupona). A
classic of the oral tradition, the poem is widely known in the area. Apparently, the poem is at odds
with the epic and religious contents customary in classic Swahili poetry. It narrates the instructions
a mother leaves her daughter on her deathbed, relating what is expected of her as a woman and how
to deal with her husband. But, as is widely accepted and as Africanist linguist at Yale, Ann
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Biersteker (1991) elaborates, the poem offers a second reading in which the husband stands for
legal authority and the instructions indicate how to manipulate this authority from a subaltern
position.
Besides the anecdotic parallelism between Mwana Kupona and the instructions left to
Poshia by her dying father, the poem is also indicative of the cultural usage of the feminine as
metaphor for the subaltern. The feminine-masculine relationship in the fiction can be understood as
metaphoric of subaltern-authority relationships in the public realm of politics. Nyerere’s conversion
of the language of colonial authority into Swahili resonates with Poshia’s conversion of legalist
rhetoric into an instrument of subversion. But this resonance is only possible if the receptor shares
the codes allowing him to access the double entendre. For the Nyerere-Poshia parallelism to be
achieved and imagined as a deliberate subtext, the receptor must be an insider. But, while the
receptor’s sense of proximity and familiarity is exploited, an estrangement effect simultaneously
takes place.
Starting from the play’s title, Nyerere seeks to establish a critical distance between the
audience and what is represented in the fiction. Swahili language, due to a ten-century-long history
of international commerce in the area, offers a wide range of synonyms for the word “merchant.”
But Nyerere disregards all and translates The Merchant as Mabepari. While bepari means
“capitalist,” the ma- prefix converts the noun into a plural. Hence, Mabepari wa Venisi literally
means “The Capitalists of Venice.” In situating the play in the socio-economic and ideological
framework that gave birth to it, that title achieves an immediate distancing effect. It distinguishes a
geographically, socially and ideologically situated “them” at a distance from the audience.
That distance is increased by the fact that the cover illustration of Nyerere’s approved
edition portrays Shailoki alone rather than more characters or Antonio on his own, since he is, after
all, the merchant of Venice. Thus, it is Shailoki, the immoral, greedy character, who serves as the
cliché to illustrate “The Capitalists of Venice.” Furthermore, as Tanzanian-Canadian historian at
Oxford, Faisal Devji, has argued, Shailoki is not to be taken as a Jew, but as representative of the
Indian commercial bourgeoisie of East Africa, whose class interests were opposite to Nyerere’s
socialism. Devji rests his case, firstly, on the fact that “mabepari” can also be taken to mean
“shopkeeper,” which was the traditional occupation of Indian migrants in the area. Secondly,
Devji’s assertion that Shailoki is to be taken as Indian relies on a visual analysis of the illustrations
of the published translation (2000: 182).
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I concur with Devji, yet believe that the point must be taken further. While the translator
does open up Shailoki’s ethnic identity to ambiguity, Shailoki’s Jewish identity also persists. The
effect of this is that Shailoki’s specific ethnicity is blurred, but the fact of discrimination as based on
racial difference is highlighted. Thus, the emphasis is shifted from a particular identity to racial
discrimination as such. As suggested by Žižek’s interpretation of the figure of the Jew in certain
contemporary discourses, particular ethnic groups tend to be essentialized as the place of racial
difference in specific historical contexts (2008). In Nyerere’s context, that tendency was particularly
problematic due to the reactionary racism emerging after political independence. 325 The racially
indefinite portrayal of Shailoki serves to disassociate given ethnic identities, whichever they may
be, from particular moral qualities. In this sense, Nyerere’s portrayal of the character transcends
racist ideology. Employing the logic provided by Adorno, we may conceive of the constructedness
of race as the constitutive exclusion of racist ideology. Shailoki’s ambiguity, denying the actual
existence of the category, serves to negate that constitutive exclusion.
While Shailoki brings up contending ethnic referents, a single identity is stressed regarding
class. Hence, while both class difference and racial difference are exposed, only a particular class,
and not a particular ethnic group, is targeted. Mabepari equates Shailoki with a capitalist class in
other ways as well. When Shakespeare’s Shylock talks of his Jewish countrymen, he refers to them
as his “tribe.” But Shailoki uses the term taifa (nation). There is an equivalent for “tribe” in Swahili,
kabila. It is clearly distinct from the notion of taifa chosen for Shailoki, but Nyerere disregards it
(Nyerere: 12, 57; cf. Shakespeare: 391, 405.) Since kabila does not have the pejorative connotation
that “tribe” has in English, Nyerere’s avoidance of the term cannot be attributed to that. The choice
of taifa relocates Shailoki (stereotypical of capitalist immorality) from a position of ethnic
subalternity (wherein he belongs to a “tribe”) to one of equivalence with the other “Capitalists of
Venice” (wherein both Europeans and Jews define themselves in terms of a “nation”). With this
further step, Shailoki’s ethnic identity is destabilized once more, since he can now also be taken to
represent Europeans, the ethnic group most closely associated with capitalism in postcolonial
Tanzania.
As I have argued, the clichés of the play are naturalized into their context of reception.
However, they are still enacted in a story that takes place in the original socio-historical setting.
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Thus, Venice becomes Venisi; it does not become Dar es Salaam. Although Dar es Salaam may
function as the most immediate reference to an audience trying to make sense of the urban
dynamics at stake, still, the audience is made aware that the city portrayed is not the Tanzanian cityport, but the Italian one. The estrangement effect is thus also reached by the clash produced
between the contending, superimposed images.
In Shakespeare’s play, Venice is the archetype of the nascent bourgeois city-port and the
splendor attained by mercantilism. As is evidenced by the English title, mercantilism is the central
contextual referent of the play. The plot is triggered by a feature characteristic of mercantilism: the
birth of credit-systems and their relationship to the increased geographical and socio-economic
mobility of the population. Venice is also archetypal of the European city-port as the articulating
node of the importing and consumer colonies. Venice’s extreme accumulation of wealth is only
possible at the expense of exploitation elsewhere. The richness brought to the port through the seas
is constructed upon incipient European colonialism and global capitalism. Venice represents the
nascent economic and ideological core of both.
Thus, when Dar es Salaam is invoked as an image attached to Venisi, it instantly clashes
with it and functions not only as referent, but as also an extreme dialogical counterpoint. At the
other end of the seas, at the other end of the colonial enterprise, at the other end of capitalist
exploitation, and at the other end of the historical episode, Dar es Salaam’s relation to Venice can
never be a simple matter of analogy. Through the superimposition of the two city-referents, Nyerere
invokes their continuity, a narrative held together by the singularity of the economic system that
historically brought them into contact with each other and continues to do so. The foregrounding of
that continuity is, once more, the negation of the constitutive negation of the belief in cultural
difference as a foundational category.
Another migratory cliché provoking estrangement is Launseloti, the clown in Mabepari.
Launseloti resonates with the figure of the traditional African bard of pre-colonial societies, who
exploited the literary possibilities of language while narrating historical episodes and bringing news
from neighboring villages. Initially, this resonance awakens the contrasting associations of the
rural-urban opposition. In his rural environment and in his virtuous display of oral wit, Launseloti
may solicit immediate empathy. However, something else immediately jumps out. Once the cliché
evokes a local referent, this referent in turn contrasts with the fictional figure that produced it. In
comparison with the traditional African bard, Launseloti causes estrangement, since his entertaining
function is not associated with an informative one, as would be expected. To transmit news for the
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community is not his purpose. He is a clown employed for the entertainment of a European
aristocracy.
That superimposition leads the audience to recognize a similar yet crucially different
performative tradition. Staged theatre was introduced in Tanzania for the consumption of the nonEuropean masses only until the Ujamaa period. Thus, the audience is confronted in Launseloti with
a figure that, from the emic point of view, is more akin to “theater” than the event in which they are
presently watching him. This effect is heightened by the fact that Launseloti recites riddles in
rhymed verse, the accustomed form of speech in Tanzanian theatrical practices. Identifying him as
the traditional African bard, the audience is led to seek out the intricate social allusions that are
customary and central to his performances. But Launseloti makes none. Nevertheless, precisely
because of this fact, he is one. In the estrangement provoked by the silenced Launseloti, the
audience is confronted with the difference between two forms of “theater.” Launseloti produces a
meta-theatrical effect in the Tanzanian postcolonial context; he is the play-within-the-play. In
Launseloti, as a migratory cliché, the audience is led to an estrangement before their own place and
time; before the performance of which they are a part.
As I have argued, Mabepari produces a coherent discourse that significantly diverges from
that of The Merchant. This discourse is situated at the point of encounter between text and receptor.
Although, strictly speaking, my own encounter with the text is all I can account for, I have focused
on the meaning produced in the relationship between Mabepari and its Tanzanian site of transcontextualization to argue that Nyerere preposterously functions as author of the play in a reception
that exceeds my own. Given that the meaning produced by this relationship is not a result of the
constative statements made in the play, but of forms of re-articulation that have the effect of
commenting on the constative level of discourse, the meaning produced by Mabepari may be
described as meta-discursive. Mabepari comments not only on the original (con)text, but also on its
own nature as a translation. In the Nyerere-Poshia parallelism, Mabepari comments on itself as a
translation of dominant (written) discourse; in Launseloti, it comments on itself as a translation of
theatrical form; and in Shailoki’s ethnic indeterminacy it comments on itself as a transcontextualization. In its ultimate migratory cliché, Mabepari wa Venisi rebels against any claim of
authorship through its mechanism of multiplication and superimposition. To Shakespeare and
Nyerere the translator, Nyerere the president is added, and these three contending referents lead the
receptor to recognizing that the referent she author-izes is, in fact, a choice, a construct of reception.
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Migratory clichés structure contending referents into formal mechanisms of meaningproduction. A singular image is loaded with two or more culturally shaped and historically
consolidated semantic charges. Their superimposition, converging identification and estrangement
into interdependent processes, allows for recognition to take place. Based on the interplay between
the emic and the etic, recognition is the mechanism that best allows for an understanding of the
ways in which Mabepari relates to its own situatedness: producing otherness as a by-product of
identity, but also producing identity as a by-product of otherness. Thus, otherness is not positioned
as an essential quality but understood as a relative function. As I have examined in Chapter One,
this is precisely the understanding of otherness that a number of writings in postcolonial theory fail
to recognize. The failure implies that epistemological insights such as the one articulated by
Mabepari are largely ignored, given the preponderant use of African works merely as signs of
difference. Oftentimes, the analysts’ fetishistic conceptualization of the African other is implied by
their overcautious refusal to allege the capacity to represent that other, in sharp contrast with their
constant and unproblematized claim of representing the voice of Western writers, whether it be
through literary exegesis of fiction or the discussion of other theorists’ work.
The African other continues to be excluded from those dialogues largely because, in
contemporary discourse, Africa is aligned with the idea of a blank space as much as it was in the
modernist tradition. Ernst van Alphen explains with reference to Heart of Darkness:

Conrad’s narrator, Marlow, recalls how, as a little boy, he used to be fascinated by the blank
spaces on maps, in particular the blank space in the interior of Africa … Marlow confuses
the map with what it represents. If the map is blank then the corresponding area in the real
world must also be an empty space, waiting for conquest … The blank spaces on Marlow’s
map represent the unknown and instigate an epistemological desire, which is supposed to
legitimize the imperialist expansion. The cognitive desire to conquer the unknown results in
the imperialist desire to conquer the land as the embodiment of the unknown … (2003: 126)
Van Alphen further proposes that the equation between Africa and the blank space persists in
contemporary works, even if in the latter these spaces “do not provoke the epistemological wish to
explore the unknown; instead, they provoke ‘ontological improvisation’” (126). The change
responds to the fact that the blank space functions as a recipient of the onlooker’s imagination, and
imagination itself is historically conditioned. In van Alphen’s words:
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Imagination is not like a blank space. It is also a space filled with words and images that
come from elsewhere and that have their own history. Bakhtin has argued that words and
images do not forget where they have been, they carry the meanings produced by earlier
uses of them. This means, importantly for our discussion, that representations of Africa that
refrain from mimetic claims and which produce Africa through textual play can be as
harmful or as ideologically stained as so-called realist representations can be. (2003: 127)
Representation changes in kind, yet it is still there in both cases. The representation of postcolonial
otherness as a blank space, devised as a way in which some contemporary theorists seek to elude
the imposition of their own power/knowledge, is still a representation.
As I have argued in previous chapters, postcolonial theorists such as Spivak recognize the
virtual inescapability from representation, yet they find a refuge from it in performativity. Thus, the
postcolonial other is constantly associated with the performative aspect of language, whether at the
level of the theorist’s individual act of enunciation, or with regard to a wider sphere of social
discursive practices. As indicated in Chapter One, Rey Chow (1998) denounces the first of these
because, when the geo-cultural other is reduced to that which in the Western theorist’s act of
enunciation elides representation, there is a substitution of internal for external otherness that
responds to the class interest of such theorists. Regarding the second, Spivak advocates the
association of the subaltern other with the performative aspect of language. She argues that, in the
sphere of postcolonial subalternity, “the history of the Enlightenment episteme is ‘cited’ … as the
script is cited for an actor’s interpretation” (Spivak 1993a: 48). While Western hegemony is
associated with the overt, dominant discourse, the subaltern episteme is aligned with pure
performativity, and, as Spivak implies elsewhere, the place of the performative is located in the
silences or blank spaces of language (1993b: 181).
By analyzing a translation, I have been able to focus on this silent (postcolonial) agency
operating at the margins of the constative and associated to the performative aspect of language. In
so doing, I have sought to probe the degree to which and modes in which the blank space as a fetish
of the postcolonial other may fulfill its promise. Unlike the blank space on the map facing Marlow,
however, the association of the postcolonial other with the interstices of language – an association
paradigmatically linked to Bhabha (1994) – does not promise virgin land in expectation of
conquest. Yet, much like the blank space faced by Marlow, the interstices of language that
postcolonial theory associates with the geo-cultural other instigate the onlooker’s epistemological
desire and, confusing blankness as representation with blankness as impossibility to represent,
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legitimize the political pertinence of the latter’s gaze. The blank space of a text holds a promise that,
as van Alphen argues, is informed by the place from which it is appreciated.
Yet, blank spaces are also the places of articulation par excellence. As both a syntactic
conjunction and as a representation of silences in pronunciation, those spaces in a text form the
counterweight that, distinguishing parts, assemble a totality. While blank spaces are sites of
ambiguity, they are also places of definition, which specify discourse by setting its boundaries. This
is why it is relevant to emphasize what Nyerere himself leaves out, the constitutive exclusion of
Mabepari, which, I argue, is the structuralist principle of internal coherence. As I have mentioned,
Ujamaa extensively appropriated material from diverse sources, ranging from Marxism to Liberal
Humanism and Christianity. Consequently, Nyerere’s political writings have been disregarded as
eclectic and excluded from political theory.
In Western circles, the Argentinean philosopher Federico Álvarez argues, the opposition
between eclecticism and synthesis traditionally served the debate on whether a corpus of writings
should be considered theory or not. When defenders and opponents of Marxism were debating
whether it should be legitimized as a theory or taken simply as an ideology, both sides centrally
agreed on the fact that those categories were distinct and that the distinction was a matter of whether
Marxism achieved dialectical synthesis or remained simply eclectic. The foundational agreement
was possible because both opponents and defenders shared a structuralist view of theory as being
self-sufficient, internally coherent and having inner mechanisms for self-validation (2002: 43, 49,
256-261). Yet, as Álvarez goes on to argue, the eclecticism vs. dialectic synthesis opposition is
undermined once we understand eclecticism as an open system: a coherent whole, but founded upon
external discursive referents and untraceable to a unique origin (257-263).
The underestimation of Nyerere’s political theory on the grounds of its eclecticism is reenacted in the realm of the aesthetic when Nyerere’s translation is disregarded because of
structuralist preconceptions of the literary work as autonomous, enjoying a coherence based
exclusively on internal articulations. In that way, and as a silent co-narrative of The Merchant,
Mabepari exposes what Chakrabarty (2000) would call the “provincial” nature of the Western
conception of a canonical literary work, which has dominated since the Renaissance. As the place of
reification of the postcolonial other, Mabepari is a blank space that acquires positive qualities by
exploiting the re-articulation of specifically situated referents, and thus producing a meaning that
denies, just as it fulfills, what our historically conditioned expectations promise.
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Having approached the promise contained in the blank spaces that elide representation, I
now want to turn to the promise of representation itself. In the following section, I focus on the
relation between the subjects that represent others and the subjects that are addressed by that
gesture. I explore the possibility of understanding the promise of the act of representation as a
“compromise.” Leaving the term’s negative connotations aside, I employ it in the Spanish sense and
now obsolete English sense as “mutual promise” (OED). That mutuality becomes critical when it is
enacted across the new international division of labor (NIDL).

Compromising Subjects of Address
In the general Introduction, I have referred to Simon Critchley to indicate my concern with the
contemporary underestimation of the NIDL as an analytical category for the humanities. Here, I am
concerned with how that underestimation correlates to the stereotypical location of theory in the
First World, and case-specific studies in the Third. Critchley’s stance in this regard may be best
appreciated in “Anarchic Metapolitics: Political Subjectivity and Political Action after Marx,” the
last chapter of his book, Infinitely Demanding: Ethics of Commitment, Politics of Resistance (2007).
The book is divided into four chapters, preceded by an introductory section. Except for the
last chapter, the book is dedicated to the philosophical analysis of ethical subjectivity. Throughout
the chapters, the subject is treated as an abstract, universal entity, and discussed in relation to the
work of major contemporary and classic philosophers from the Western cannon. In the last chapter,
however, the author makes use of his previous analyses to propose a way in which political
subjectivity should be understood and practiced in the contemporary global context. Advocating a
neo-anarchist position, which he terms “anarchic metapolitcs,” Critchley proposes a political
subjectivity that is reliant on its ethical counterpart (92-93). Hence, both teleologically and
conceptually, Critchley’s form of political subjectivity exists independently of, and prior to, the
political context.
In the last chapter, Critchley asks: “Are we witnessing, as Marx and Engels foresaw with
particular clarity in the Manifesto, a simplification of the class structure into the opposed poles of
bourgeoisie and proletariat?” (97) The author answers as follows:

Let’s just say that I have my doubts. Rather than a simplification of class positions, one
might talk of a multiplication of class actors in society, of society being made up by an
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increasingly complex fabric of class identifications, rendered even more intricate by other
sets of identifications, whether gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation or whatever. (97)
Notice that, in this passage, class positions today are described as being in a situation of
“multiplication”, as opposed to “simplification,” independently of “gender, ethnicity, sexual
orientation or whatever [sic.],” all identities that appear only as addenda, which “render even more
intricate” the class multiplication that is already at stake. Notice also that, in his answer, Critchley
does not discuss the issue of “class structure” that he announced when he formulated the question.
He has switched to the question of “class identifications” in relation to “other sets of
identifications.” Strictly speaking, class conscience can be seen as a form of identification, but class
as such is an analytical category. Indeed, it is by virtue of its status as such that “Marx and Engels
foresaw … a simplification of the class structure into the opposed poles of bourgeoisie and
proletariat.” 326
Critchley’s analysis holds only insofar as it is limited to a (First-World) national context. As
a consequence of his neo-anarchist worldview, Critchley reduces the site of repressive power to that
of the Nation-State (see 92, 112-114, 148). 327 That removes from view the operative force of the
NIDL. I argue that when a global perspective is taken into account, we are indeed witnessing today
the polarization of class positions on each side of the international division of labor, as Marx and
Engels foresaw. I sustain that argument through my analysis of Allende’s and Marcos’s discourses
below. Before doing so, I round off this glimpse into Critchley’s methodological approach and
representational claims.
Once he has established his position, Critchley sets out to “illustrate [his] argument with an
example borrowed from the work of Courtney Jung” (105). There, Critchley’s account of political
subjectivity in Mexican indigenous movements is three times removed from the object it claims to
account for. First, because he only briefly derives the concept of “political subjectivity” from a
much more in depth discussion of “ethical subjectivity” in earlier chapters. Secondly, because he
draws from that a priori definition of “political subjectivity” to arbitrarily account for a historically
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It is a separate issue that this structural simplification would lead to a heightened class consciousness, the latter being
associated to the idea of the revolution of the proletariat. Moreover, as I discussed in Chapter Two, in the context of
Bhabha’s critique of Jameson, the conflation between class as an analytical category pointing to an overall structure and
class as a form of identification designating an ontic set of individuals is methodologically problematic. Furthermore,
Critchley’s understanding of the political as the “interstitial distance” occurring “within the state” may also be read in
the light of the association between subaltern otherness and the blank space discussed above (113, emphasis in text).
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Dutch philosopher at Erasmus University, Gijs van Oenen (2008), has devised the term “posh anarchism” to
characterize Critchley’s position in this regard.
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specific situation, which appears as a mere example to illustrate his arguments, but is allowed no
incidence in the definition itself. And, finally, the illustration is attained through a single second
hand source, authored by Courtney Jung.
Hence, it is no surprise that Critchley’s account of contemporary indigenous movements in
Mexico leaves out major issues. The thing that Critchley finds “fascinating” about “the example of
Mexican indigenous political identity is the way in which a new political subject is formed against
the repressive actions of the state” (107). In his discussion, Critchley signals the Mexican state as
the sole repressive force at play without taking into consideration the role of transnational economic
interests, nor the consequences of U.S.A. imperialism, past and present. His preconception of the
State as an abstract category does not allow him to recognize the specificity of a Third-World, excolonial and neo-colonized state, nor its limitations and complicities in relation to ongoing
economic and political interventions from abroad. His exploration of the role of transnational
forces is therefore limited to a celebration of the positive impact of local alliances with the
international civil community (107). In the contrasting degree of punctiliousness with which he
approaches abstract discussions in ethics, on the one hand, and the Mexican example, on the other,
Critchley shows a de facto belief that works in the Western philosophical canon require elaborate
critical attention while a complex political situation in a far away Third-World country can be
accounted for in a single, off-handed gesture.
Critchley’s section on Mexican indigenous subjects is concluded by a brief “example of
women’s rights in the context of the French Revolution” (110). In both cases, he is concerned with
how marginal subjects have become articulate, because “[t]he problem of political subjectivity is a
question of naming, of naming a political subject and organizing politically around that name” (91,
emphasis in text). He proposes that “[p]olitics is always about nomination” (103), and goes on to
argue that,

[t]he logic of political nomination, I take it, is that a determinate particularity in society is
hegemonically constructed into a universality ... That is, the universal is not read off from
the script of some pre-given ontology but posited in a specific situation. (104)
I initially endorse Critchley’s definition of political subjectivity and of the realm of the political.
However, I am not at ease with the inconsistency he shows towards those definitions. In the
juxtaposition of indigenous and female subjects, who become articulate and, hence, political, a
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possible equivalent for Spivak’s “subaltern” is thematized. 328 Yet, in contrast to her, Critchley
argues that the subjects he represents are indeed articulate to the extent that they are aggregated
around a name (103). His implicit claim is that the subaltern can speak, while that claim is achieved
by departing from a “pre-given ontology” (his a priori reflection on ethical subjectivity), and by
the manifold removals described above, through which he accounts for the “specific situation” of
indigenous and female subaltern subjects. Hence, Critchley’s affirmation that the subaltern can
speak is imposed a priori and at a significant distance away from the supposed subjects of that
speech. If “[p]olitics is always about nomination,” and a book always-already “a question of
naming,” Infinitely Demanding is a paradigmatic example of the foreclosure of subaltern speech
(103).
I now turn to Allende to explore whether that foreclosure may be transcended when
representation is enacted in the context of a different cultural relation to language and from a
different socio-historical locus. 329 In approaching this aesthetically and politically different
configuration of representation, I also probe whether the promise implied in Critchley’s definition
of politics – that the subaltern can speak when aggregated around a name – can hold in this new
discursive situation. Let me recall Allende’s words:

Seguramente Radio Magallanes será acallada y el metal tranquilo de mi voz ya no llegará a
ustedes. No importa. La seguirán oyendo.
[Radio Magallanes will surely be hushed and the tranquil metal of my voice will no longer
reach you. It doesn’t matter. You will keep on hearing it.] 330
While the poetic qualities of these words might have us imagine otherwise, they were expressed
impromptu and transmitted through live radio broadcast on September 11th, 1973, in a life-or-death
situation. The poetic qualities of the words are produced by the heightened consciousness of
language that they trace. That objectified self-reflexive relation is firstly enacted at the level of its
phonetic textures, which I have failed to reproduce in English. In the Spanish audio, the long, first
sentence has an elongated but secure cadence, achieved through the prominence of polysyllabic
words and their patterns of accentuation, as well as a soothing alliteration in the constant repetition
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For discussions of Spivak’s 1994 (1985) text, see Chapters One, Two and Three.
For an analysis of the role of language in Chilean society around this period, see Gräbner 2007: 76-120.
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A recording of the radio broadcasting of this discourse may be accessed at <http://www.ciudadseva.com/textos/
otros/sa-11sep.mp3>. The transcript and translations here and below are mine.
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of the “s” sound (note that in American Spanish the “z” is also pronounced as “s”). The turn of
thought in the second sentence is accompanied by a clear change in rhythm. The brevity of the
second sentence and the grave prosodic accent that the Spanish word “importa” demands over the
“o,” gives it a weighty, conclusive character. The last sentence, brief but completing the alliterative
pattern, may be seen as a synthesis of the two mechanisms. Thus, a proper way to accompany a
sense of hope and the reassurance of sublimation that are discursively expressed is achieved.
Prosodically, Allende marks his full stops clearly with silences that persist just a bit longer
than usual. While they may be read as a rhetorical device, allowing for his words to sink in and
contributing to a sense of momentousness, it also points to the penetration of the speaker’s
consciousness of language up to its smallest analytical unit, as sound structured by silences.
That heightened consciousness of language is also played out at the discursive level.
Actually, that is the very issue at stake, more radically so when fully taken in context. Minutes after
pronouncing the words, Allende would sacrifice his life in order to keep his word. Radio Portales
and Radio Corporación, the two other media intermittently broadcasting Allende’s statements
during the critical hours of the coup, have already been bombarded. 331 Likewise, Radio Magallanes
will be bombarded; not “hushed.” Yet, Allende refers to the expected military attack as a gesture
through which people are silenced, while metaphorically transforming his own voice into a “metal”
weapon.
Allende’s speech denotes a profound and subtle concern for the relationship between the
performative and the representational aspects of language. Yet, to use J. L. Austin’s (1976) phrase,
his way of “doing things with words” exceeds a myopic conception of it as limited to the
relationship between technical acts and the metaphysical claims implied in discourse, regardless of
historical context. From La casa de la moneda, the Chilean presidential palace surrounded at the
moment by the armed forces and roofed by a helicopter that offered the president a comfortable
surrender and exile, Allende continues to address those by whom he was elected:

Ante estos hechos sólo me cabe decir a los trabajadores: Yo no voy a renunciar. Colocado en
un tránsito histórico, pagaré con mi vida la lealtad del pueblo … quiero agradecerles … la
confianza que depositaron en un hombre que sólo fue intérprete de grandes anhelos de
331

The CIA, headed by Henry Kissinger, plotted and financed the coup, co-opting large sectors of the Chilean military.
Augusto Pinochet, who was to install himself as Chile’s dictator for the next 17 years, headed the overthrow. The
U.S.A. government did not confirm its participation in the Chilean coup until recent declassification of documents
related to the coup. Digital copies of these documents may be accessed through The George Washington University
National Security Archive <http://www.gwu.edu/ ~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB8/nsaebb8.htm>
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justicia, que empeñó su palabra en que respetaría la constitución y la ley, y así lo hizo …
Estas son mis últimas palabras y tengo la certeza de que mi sacrificio no será en vano, tengo
la certeza de que, por lo menos, será una lección moral que castigará la felonía, la cobardía y
la traición. (1973)
[Faced by these facts, I can only tell the workers: I will not surrender. Placed at a historical
juncture, I will pay with my life the loyalty of the people … I want to thank you … for the
faith that you deposited in a man who was only an interpreter of vehement desires for
justice, that pawned his word to respect the constitution and the law and acted accordingly
… These are my last words and I have the certainty that my sacrifice will not be in vain, I
have the certainty that, at least, they will be a moral punishment for felony, cowardice and
treason. (1973)] 332
In the recording, Allende’s last words are followed by the sound of bombardments.
These words, and the act of self sacrifice that ensues, are the keeping of a promise, made
three years earlier, during Allende’s first speech as elected president:

Yo les digo a ustedes compañeros, compañeros de tantos años, se los digo con calma, con
absoluta tranquilidad: Yo no tengo pasta de apóstol, ni pasta de Mesías. No tengo
condiciones de mártir, soy un luchador social que cumple una tarea, la tarea que el pueblo
me ha dado, pero que lo entiendan aquellos que quieren desconocer la historia y desconocer
a la voluntad mayoritaria de Chile. Sin tener carne de mártir no daré un paso atrás y que lo
sepan: dejaré La moneda cuando cumpla el mandato que el pueblo me diera. No tengo otra
alternativa, sólo acribillándome a balazos podrán impedir cumplir el programa. (1970,
emphases added)
[I tell you companions, companions of so many years, I tell you with calmness, with
absolute tranquility: I do not have the making of an apostle, nor the making of a Messiah. I
do not have the conditions of a martyr, I am a social fighter fulfilling a task, the task that the
people have given me. But let those who want to disavow history and disavow the
majoritarian will of Chile understand: without having the flesh of a martyr I will not retract a
single step, and let them know it: I will leave La moneda when I fulfill the mandate that the
people have given me. I have no alternative, only by piercing me through with gunfire will
they prevent fulfilling the program. (1970, emphases added)] 333
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The quotation above is significantly abridged; the text spans across several paragraphs.
<http://www.ciudadseva.com/textos/otros/sa-11sep.mp3> Allende’s last word, “treason,” is framed elsewhere in this
discourse as having an intricate relationship to words: “My words hold no bitterness but disappointment. Let them be a
moral punishment for those who have betrayed their oath.” (“Mis palabras no tienen amargura sino decepción. Que sean
ellas el castigo moral para los que han traicionado el juramento que hicieron.”)
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I have added emphasis to the three times that Allende uses the verb “cumplir,” and as I have found
no precise equivalent in English, I have opted to translate it catachrestically with the verb “to
fulfill.” Although my translation accounts for the verb’s immediate meaning, it does not account for
the verb’s second meaning as “to perform a duty in the name of another” (Appleton’s New Spanish
Dictionary 1940: 116 emphasis added). That reiterated word is only one of the many in Allende’s
speech that underline the stated conception of language as participating in a dialogic social
engagement. Read retrospectively, Allende’s 1970 words are an act: the establishment of a promise,
or more accurately, a “compromiso,” the Spanish word denoting a mutual promise, which is,
simultaneously, a duty to be fulfilled. 334 In this way, Allende’s words denote his radical awareness
of what Mieke Bal describes as the structural mutuality of the “I” and the “you” in a text.
As I have explained in Chapter Four, Bal engages with the contemporary questioning of the
subject. She is concerned with the persistence of “the assumption of the subject as a human
individual, however determined, disrupted and subjected s/he may be” (1994: 105). As a
semiotician, she is particularly concerned with how this assumption plays into the analyses of texts
(linguistic or otherwise). Hence, she points to the inconsistency of theoretical deconstructions of the
subject that still “seek illustrations of their points in representations of subjects, in characters that is,
instead of analyzing subjective positions in their multiplicity and difference” (106, emphasis in
text).
Bal’s proposal of how that goal may be brought about is achieved through a reconceptualization of the notion of trace, informed by Benveniste’s “linguistics of enunciation,
necessarily a linguistics of subjectivity” (105). The trace, she argues, “relates to its co-text by
contiguity,” and points to “the form of a structure” that emerges as “the you that constitutes the I,
while the I presupposes an even unformulated you” (105, emphases in text). In that structural
mutuality, “a radical break with the individual subject” is produced (105). Only “[o]nce this break is
assumed, the possibility of a semantics of subjectivity unhampered by an ongoing search for
unmediated social integration is laid open” (106).
Allende’s understanding of the relationship between “the you that constitutes the I, while the
I presupposes an even unformulated you,” is historically informed, yet, he is consistent with its
334
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literal implications to the ultimate consequences. Allende is aware that his position as the universal
subject of enunciation is reliant on his addressee: “I will pay with my life the loyalty of the people
… I want to thank you … for the faith that you deposited in a man who was only an interpreter of
vehement desires for justice, that pawned his word …” (1973). His self-reflexive words, both from
a formal and a historical perspective, show his awareness that the privilege that he enjoys as the
universal subject of enunciation is structured by his addressee, both as an implied textual position
and an implied social position, the latter enunciated through the vote.
The radio-transmission format confronts the language-sensitive speaker with the paradoxical
and intricate relations between selfhood, otherness and language. Allende speaks. Hence, he
participates in an embodied performance, gesturing, oral articulation, the sound of his voice. He
addresses millions. Yet, he speaks alone in a room. Not being consumed by the bodily presence of
the addressed other, but neither being at the comfortable distance brought about by the technical
mediation and temporal deferral of paper and pen, the speaker is confronted with the ambivalence
of the addressed other as the presupposition of “an even unformulated you” and the addressed other
as an actual subject. Hence, he is also necessarily confronted with the role of that ambivalence in
the structuring of his own actions and relationship to himself.
Additionally, historical conditions are centrally at stake in Allende’s heightened
consciousness of the mutuality of the “I” and the “you.” As documented by his intellectual and
political trajectory, Allende is aware that he is not the historical agent of the Chilean socialist
revolution. The revolution has its historical roots in mass popular worker’s movements, feminist
and indigenous organized struggles at least as early as the 1920s and 30s. Allende merely stands in
for the revolution’s historical fulfillment of the promise that aggregated those movements around
the name of the coalition party that he represents, Unidad Popular (UP). 335
The Chilean revolution, which came to be known as “the Chilean road to socialism,” was an
unprecedented event in world history. It was unique in that a Marxist-socialist revolution was
attained through bourgeois democracy, maintaining political and media pluralism, respect for civil
liberties, institutions and law. Hence, Allende’s last words are not so much a statement, as they are
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The triumph of the UP at the ballots was largely due to its capacity to organize, around its name, a large, inclusive
base, ranging from the moderate Christian democratic party to previously clandestine revolutionary associations such as
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Communist party and the Socialist one. The second factor that can be associated with the triumph of the UP is that Chile
held at the time of the elections one of the highest literacy rates worldwide. Concerning the country’s groundbreaking
statistics in the case of higher educated women, for example, since the end of the nineteenth century and until the
overthrow of the UP government, see Miller 1991: 49.
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his response as an “other” who is addressed by the historical subject aggregated around the name he
represents, that of Unidad Popular, his addressee. Since external and armed forces have disrupted
that mutuality and are about to displace Allende from the bond that legitimates his position of
enunciation, he will sacrifice himself to persist as one constituted by the “even unformulated you”
rather than persist as an individual subject.
Much like Spivak’s subaltern, Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri, Allende is reduced to a position
where the hegemonic text may only be rewritten in the body, in blood, at the cost of one’s life (see
Spivak 1994: 103-104). As is the case of Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri’s suicide, Allende’s will also be rewritten by hegemony. But a major difference between the two figures persists. Bhuvaneswari
Bhaduri is in a position of absolute subalternity; Allende is a head of state. In the case of Spivak’s
subaltern, the word that cannot be heard is her own, and she must sacrifice her life in the hope it
will be heard. Allende is in a position of access to speech. Yet, he is also a symbol standing in for
the subaltern other as a historical subject. With his last act, he validates his addressee as enunciating
subject and reduces himself to the material support of that enunciation.
Allende’s 1973 words and the self-sacrifice that follows them are an act of responsibility
toward his own promise, made in 1970. But that promise was always already structured by his
“compromiso,” the mutuality of the promise that validates the “pawned word” as a social action. In
the context of her re-reading of the “I” and the “you” in Benveniste, Bal argues that “this mutuality
already holds, in fact, a radical break with the individual subject” (105). Once Allende’s pawned
word can no longer stand in for his position as a subject of enunciation structured by his addressee,
he takes the only consistent response possible to validate that mutuality: a radical break of himself
as an individual subject.
At the historical moment in which Allende said, “Radio Magallanes will surely be hushed
and the tranquil metal of my voice will no longer reach you. It doesn’t matter. You will keep on
hearing it,” he spoke as a subject, yet not quite as an individual. These words would suggest that the
self-reflexive act is not the foundational category. The fantasy, it would seem, is not so much the
belief that we can represent the subaltern but that, when we do so, we are the only ones who speak.
Let me take up this hint in Allende’s words. When the universal position of the enunciating subject
(i.e. the postcolonial-as-intellectual) is taken to be structured not by the agency of a subject as an
individual, but by a subject that is intersubjectively constituted, the reduction of the-postcolonial-assubaltern to the sphere of representation may be, however subtly, destabilized. If what structures the
act of enunciation is not the individual subject, but the intersubjective one, then, when the
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individual writes, the organizational force of a field and the institutional and methodological
conditions that foreclose access to the postcolonial-as-subaltern, also speak. Our mode of
enunciation is structured by others and, by virtue of that, those others – whether social groups or
individuals – are granted the position of subject. Taken as the structural determinants of our own
modes of enunciation, marginalized positions could, however obliquely, accede to, and hence
participate in the universal subject position.
The Australian historiographer Robert Austin narrates the consequences of the coup for
Chilean history. Once the dictatorship was installed, Friedman’s disciples at the University of
Chicago were appointed to run the Chilean economy: “Controlling Chile’s runaway inflation …
and establishing a deregulated free-market economy were immediate recommendations, to be
achieved in Friedman’s own words by “shock treatment,” administered in what critics dubbed the
Chicago Experiment – the people of Chile constituting the laboratory (1997: 29). In that way, one of
the U.S.A. objectives in the plotting of the coup was achieved: to convert Chile into a laboratory for
the neo-liberal model. 336 Furthermore, as Austin argues, “[t]he Pinochet dictatorship’s Chicago
Experiment of neoliberalizing the Chilean economy has had among its consequences the
dismantling of one of the more productive and democratic higher education systems in the
Americas” (1997: 25). 337
Universities were privatized and the drop in enrolments soared up to 40% eight years into
the dictatorship. Universities were restructured, practically abolishing the humanities, giving the
remaining bastions a technocratic orientation. Philosophy (and sociology) suffered particularly, and
technical training institutes thrived, designed to train Chileans for their proper role across the
international division of labor (Austin [Robert] 1997: 50-53, Dominguez 2000: 350). As Austin
comments: “There was also a political attraction away from the humanities: training in critical
thought demonstrably put students at risk of expulsion from university, torture, exile, or a shortened
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Other objectives of the coup were to recuperate transnational and U.S.A. economic interest zones in Chile and to
prevent other Latin-American countries from following Chile’s example.
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171-85; 210-26; 241-43; 356-58). The gender and ethnic inequalities in access to all levels of education were also
addressed (See Austin [Robert] 2003: 41, 134 and Crow [Joanna] 2007: 333).

280
life (Jaksic 1989: 176; Amnesty International 1981a).” 338 Culture and education were disarticulated
from social movements, and the advancements in the ethnic, gender and class constitution of
university students was reversed (Austin 1997: 40, 42). 339
The structural relations between the events in Chile since 1973 and contemporary
indigenous movements in Mexico are pointed out in a letter by Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos.
Marcos is the spokesman of the EZLN, by far the most prominent group of the contemporary
indigenous movements to which Simon Critchley refers in Infinitely Demanding. The letter is
addressed “to the peoples of Chile” and was read aloud at the Victor Jara Stadium (named after a
folk musician who was one of the cultural icons publicly tortured and executed by the coup) in
Santiago de Chile, on October 8th, 2004. In it, Marcos establishes some of the historical continuities
and parallels between the overthrow of Allende’s government and the present repression of
indigenous peoples in Chiapas, Mexico. The letter is written in commemoration of Miguel Enríquez
Espinosa, a member of the MIR fraction of Unidad Popular, who was killed by the dictatorship in
1974.
In the letter, Marcos directly engages with Allende’s last speech by quoting from it. As I
reported, right after the speech Allende sacrificed his life to validate his addressee as enunciating
subject and reduced himself to the material support of that enunciation. This prioritization of his
symbolic function over a vital one informs his statement that “Radio Magallanes will surely be
hushed and the tranquil metal of my voice will no longer reach you. It doesn’t matter. You will keep
on hearing it.” Quoting Allende, Marcos foregrounds the illocutionary dimension of these words: he
keeps on hearing and having Allende’s words heard. 340
Marcos stresses the performative force of Allende’s utterance by preposterously confirming
that “very act of utterance” as its own referent, a characteristic that, as Felman indicates, defines the
performative (2003: 52). Here “[t]he referent is no longer simply a preexisting substance, but an
338

Furthermore, “free speech and open debate were among the first casualties of the coup … At PUC Antofagasta
[University] … a military official was installed as rector ... A number of teaching staff were summarily dismissed, some
executed, others exiled; humanities teachers were particularly vulnerable. The conformist psychological effects on
remaining staff were predictable” (Austin 1997: 40). Intellectuals were prominent among the tens of thousands that
were tortured and “disappeared,” also among the one million exiles.
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during the dictatorship there was a “social construction of the female body as a domain of patriarchal capital,” which
“was intensified by a 1987 dictatorship decree whereby all prospective women employees could be subjected to
gynecological examinations to check for pregnancy. Many women academics had been dismissed after the coup …
Those who stayed were often forced to confront traditional female roles for the first time.” (Austin 1997: 46)
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act, that is, a dynamic movement of modification of reality.” Thus, Marcos not only points to the
performative nature of that utterance, but re-dimensions it since, in the performative, the referential
“can only arise in a dialogic situation”; it can “inscribe itself only as an effect of structure; as a
relation to a relation” (Felman 51; emphases in text).
In sum, with the act of quotation, Marcos takes up the promise that Allende’s words entail:

A Chilean Revolutionary … Victor Jara … said … And another one, also Chilean, when the
machine-gun was very, very close, searching for his heart, had the integrity and the wisdom
to say, to tell us “sooner than later, the great poplar groves will reopen, where the free man
may walk, to construct a better society” … Latin America … has in its blood … not the
Anaconda Copper, not the United Fruit, not the Ford Company … but its workers ... its
Mapuches … its Salvador Allende, its Pablo Neruda ... 341
Note how the transition Marcos makes in “to say, to tell us” serves to emphasize the social
engagement that Allende’s words lay open. The part of Allende’s last discourse about the poplar
groves that Marcos chooses to quote is one of the most famous lines by the Chilean social fighter,
and has served as emblem of the promise of a better future that kept together the Chilean
revolutionary coalition. In taking up that promise, the EZLN spokesman aggregates his own
movement around it. 342
In Marcos’s citation, Allende’s words are a remainder of a dream destroyed; they stand in
for a possibility foreclosed by the contemporary geo-economic hegemony. In these ways, the
invocation of that remainder could be said to resemble the melancholic link to the lost, excluded
other of a Utopian past that Žižek criticizes in a different context. Yet Marcos’s relation to that
remainder is not fetishistic in the sense that it does not function as a link that “allows us to claim
that we remain faithful to our ethnic roots while fully participating in the global capitalist game”
(Žižek 2000: 659). By allowing Allende’s words to actually operate in relation to the context in
which he recalls them, Marcos strives for the fulfillment of their promise. Those words cannot
function as a fetish insofar as they are taken up as a historically operative site of ideological
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“Un revolucionario chileno … Víctor Jara … dijo … Y otro uno, también chileno, aquí nomás cerca y bajo la
metralla que le buscaba el corazón, tuvo la entereza y sabiduría para decir, para decirnos, “más temprano que tarde, de
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contestation in the present. Therefore, they are not a symbol of what the contemporary hegemony
negates, but a performance that negates that constitutive negation.
Elsewhere in his letter the Subcomandante employs rhetorical strategies such as repetition to
emphasize the continuity between the UP’s enemy and the EZLN’s own:
Today, like yesterday, foreign military power, hand in hand with the powerful
transnationals, seeks to hollow our lands, sometimes disguised in the uniforms of local
armies … / Today, like yesterday, the empire that institutes itself as world police and stamps
over laws, reasons, peoples, is the same one … / Today, like yesterday, the power that seeks
to destabilize legal and legitimate governments that are not subordinate to it … is the same
… / Today, like yesterday, we are warred, sometimes with bullets, sometimes with
economic programs, always with lies … (2004) 343
Marcos’s usage of adverbs of frequency is telling. While he employs “sometimes” to qualify the
attacks brought about with “bullets” and those with “economic programs,” he switches to “always”
to qualify “lies.” Moreover, the “always” arrives more forcefully after he has augmented the
reader’s expectation in crescendo through repetition. With that emphasis, Marcos reproduces the
importance Allende assigned to the relation between enunciation and truth. His repetition of:
“Today, like yesterday” serves to contest the popular belief – echoed in Critchley’s Infinitely
Demanding – that the concentration of power around the U.S. is a thing of the past, proper to the
Cold War period but no longer operative in a world of multiple nodes of double-edged power and
diffused accountability.
Marcos stresses the continuity between the struggle of the UP and the EZLN’s, pointing to
how the same geo-economic conditions of 1973 are those that threaten the EZLN’s project in 2004.
In the Introduction I have argued with reference to Klein (2007) that the 1973 Chilean coup may be
viewed as the genesis of the contemporary global economic order and of the development of the
IDL into the NIDL. 344 As I accounted above, Critchley believes that the New World Order reduces
343

The text above is in verse form. The extract is considerably abridged: the quoted sections expand over different
stanzas. The translation is mine. “Hoy, como ayer, de la mano de las poderosas transnacionales, el poder militar
extranjero pretende hoyar nuestros suelos, a veces embozado en uniformes de ejércitos locales … / Hoy, como ayer, el
imperio que se abroga el papel de policía mundial y atropella leyes, razones, pueblos, es el mismo … / Hoy, como ayer,
quien pretende desestabilizar a gobiernos legales y legítimos, pero que no le son subordinados … es el mismo … / Hoy,
como ayer, se nos hace la guerra, en veces con balas, en veces con programas económicos, siempre con mentiras …”
<http://palabra.ezln. org.mx/>
344
As explained there, the NIDL differs from the IDL in that it is less visible. Also, the classic IDL corresponds to the
era during colonialism until the 1960s. Then, a polarization took place between “a few industrialized countries
producing capital-goods and consumer-goods” and “the vast majority of underdeveloped countries,” providing raw
material (Fröbel et al. 1980: 44, 403). In the 1960s there occurs “a change in the conditions under which the valorisation
of capital is taking place,” such as the development of advanced transport and communications technology (44). The
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the polarization of class difference. Marcos stresses how, at a global scale, this polarization of
classes not only persists but has been aggravated ever since 1973.
The Subcomandante’s letter establishes U.S.A. imperialism, complicit with transnational
economic forces, as the source of repressive power; whether these forces are “disguised in the
uniform of local armies” is a secondary issue. Notwithstanding the fact that Allende was head of
state, Marcos’ letter pays him homage. Furthermore, Marcos, far from criticizing the State,
criticizes those who do not respect “legal and legitimate governments” that are not subordinate to
transnational economic interest. That contradicts Critchley’s assessment of the State per se as the
single site of power against which the struggle of Mexican indigenous movements is organized.
Critchley’s faulty assessment goes hand in hand with his denial of the role of global capitalism in
the configuration of the issue. Let me recall Simon Critchley’s question: “Are we witnessing, as
Marx and Engels foresaw with particular clarity in the Manifesto, a simplification of the class
structure into the opposed poles of bourgeoisie and proletariat?” (97). The answer of the most
prominent organized indigenous contemporary movement in Mexico, as stated in the quoted letter
above, is “yes.” Critchley’s answer, as related above, is “no.” Anyone may of course make up her
own mind. The point here is that Critchley’s answer is formulated in the name of the indigenous
peoples of Mexico.
To discuss further the gap between those who Critchley claims to represent and the interests
he represents de facto, I return to his definition of political subjectivity. Critchley’s full statement is
that “[t]he problem of political subjectivity is a question of naming, of naming a political subject
and organizing politically around that name” (91, emphasis in text). The definition begs the
question of the existing conditions that facilitate or foreclose organization around a name. While I
have focused on Allende as an individual subject, I have pinpointed how his position was forged
and sustained by the historical subject aggregated around the name of the left coalition party that he
represented, Unidad Popular. The conditions that facilitated, and then foreclosed, organization
around that name were of a historical nature and largely determined by economic interests at the
other side of the IDL.

new situation “compels the increasing subdivision of manufacturing processes into a number of partial operations at
different industrial sites throughout the world” and produces the industrialization of Third-World countries as a
consequence (45). But while capital’s place of valorization changes, its place of accumulation remains the same. The
emergence of the NIDL “actually intensifies the tendency towards uneven development in the underdeveloped
countries.” (Fröbel et al. 1980: 403)
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For those reasons, a definition of politics as aggregation around a name is insufficient. An
understanding of political subjectivity as a structuring of access to the place of enunciation is
required for the analysis of the EZLN itself to be taken into account in explanations of their
situation. Politics understood as mere nomination risks the erasure of history, that force which, as
Spivak often suggests, is operative as I write and as you read. Like all binaries, the poles of First
and Third worlds, intellectual and manual labor, are mutually constitutive. From that perspective,
and in the context of the present hegemony, places of enunciation may be said to be structurally
reliant on the foreclosure of that possibility elsewhere, as the Chilean experience, among so many
others in contemporary Africa, Asia and Latin America, demonstrates. 345
Let me return to Infinitely Demanding one last time. Critchley affirms that what “we [are]
witnessing” today is a “society being made up by an increasingly complex fabric of class
identifications, rendered even more intricate by other sets of identifications, whether gender,
ethnicity, sexual orientation or whatever” (97). What he says is true. But, like all truths, it is relative
to the historical situatedness of the observer. The changes imposed on Chilean society with the
institution of the neoliberal model after the coup strongly contradict Critchley’s claim that the New
World Order brings with it a multiplication of class actors in society with respect to gender, sexual
orientation and ethnic identities. Those identities were politically organized before and especially
during the UP government, but the Friedman model required their erasure in the Third World (see
Crow 2007; Austin 2003, 1997; Miller 1991). So, who is the “we” that “witness” the contemporary
multiplication of ethnic identities? In Latin America, the unequal co-existence of numerous and
substantially distinct ethnic identities has been an issue for over 500 years, and many areas of Africa
and Asia have been confronted with similar experiences at least since the 19th Century. 346 Only until
recent generations, however, the First World, particularly Western Europe, experiences the mass
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Concerning the role of education in the structural mutuality between African impoverishment and the economic
growth of colonial powers, see Rodney, 1972: 261-287.
346
While, as Canclini observes (2004: 132-7), the Latin-American identity is largely constructed as “indigenous” from
the outside, these indigenous groups are themselves configured by a large number of different cultural histories and
languages and, as numerous studies of the colonial period reveal, clearly differentiated white, creole, mestizo, mulato
and African-American identities have always been at stake, to name just the most prominent. Furthermore, since the
elaborate racial taxonomies established by the settler-colonizers, those racial constructions have always-already been
associated with unequal access to economic power, geographical mobility, access to means of expression, education,
health-care, etcetera, thus contributing to the historical constitution of different racial identities into differentiated ethnocultural groups. See: Romano 2004, Carrera 1998, Mattos 2006, Vinson 2004.
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immigration of peoples from the continents that continue to be programmatically
underdeveloped. 347
Moreover, the foreclosure brought about by the U.S.A. government, in tandem with
transnational economic interests, pointed to the international division of labor as the crucial force in
the distribution of access to the place of enunciation. The stance taken by Subcomandante
Insurgente Marcos, in his own act of enunciation, pointed to the persistence of that structuring force
as the major issue at stake today. The rift between the representation of the problems of indigenous
peoples in Mexico from a legitimate First-World academic position and the analysis offered by their
own designated spokesman stages the rift between politics as nomination and politics understood as
a structuring of access to the unmarked place of enunciation, the subject position.

The Failed Promise of Ideology: A Conclusion
Aijaz Ahmad writes that the

structural inability of capitalism to provide for the vast majority of the populations which it
has sucked into its own dominion constitutes the basic, incurable flaw in the system as a
whole. Such a contradiction can be overcome neither by …, nor by …, nor indeed by …, so
long as the system itself remains. Negation of this contradiction can come only from outside
the terms of this system as such. (1992: 316).
The project of African Socialism sought to build one such external position from which the
contradictions intrinsic to capitalism could be negated. With Ujamaa, Nyerere took up the task of
elaborating a political project outside the terms of the global system; yet, his project was inevitably
inserted within and affected by that global context. Although, strictly speaking, the historical
context at the time of Mabepari’s publication was that of the Cold War rather than global capitalism
as we know it today, the changes in the valorization of capital, which Fröbel et al. locate in the
1960s, were already taking hold. Nyerere’s government had to deal with pressures from the World
Bank and the IMF; actually, Kujitegemea as a whole may be understood as a response to such
pressures.
The will to be outside global capitalism, in conjunction with an unavoidable appurtenance to
it, is the constitutive tension operating in Venisi as a migratory cliché. Each of Venisi’s contending
347

See Rodney (1972) for an examination of the reliance of European capitalist accumulation on the programmatic
underdevelopment of Africa.
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geo-historical referents, Venice and Dar es Salaam, provide not only a different form of externality,
but also a different form of interiority to capitalism. Hence, the tension Venisi’s referents play out
foregrounds the different effects of a geo-historical point of externality (Venice) and an ideological
point of externality (Dar es Salaam) to the capitalist world order.
Nyerere’s strategy of superimposing internal and external points of view of particular
aspects of capitalist reality in order to turn capitalist ideology against itself is based on the same
mechanism that Mitchell describes as Marx’s “effective rhetorical move” of appropriating the
notion of the fetish. Mitchell considers that “Marx’s turning of the rhetoric of iconoclasm on its
principal users was a brilliant tactical maneuver,” since it occurred in the context of “nineteenthcentury Europe’s obsession with the primitive, oriental, ‘fetishistic’ cultures that were the prime
object of imperialist expansion” (1986: 205). He elaborates:
Marx adopted fetishism as a metaphor for commodities at the moment when Western
Europe … was changing its view of the “underdeveloped” world from an unknown, blank
space, a source of slave labor, to a place of darkness to be illuminated, a frontier for
imperialist expansion and wage-slavery. “Fetishism” was a key word in the vocabularies of
nineteenth century missionaries and anthropologists who went out to convert the natives to
the privileges of enlightened Christian capitalism. Abolition had completed its work, and
was being replaced by an evangelism that brought Puritan iconoclasm face to face with “the
horror” of its own antithesis. (205)
Mitchell’s words call attention to the association between the “‘underdeveloped’ world” and the
“blank space” that van Alphen analyzes. Coincidentally, like van Alphen, Mitchell also points to
that equation with reference to Conrad (“The horror! The horror!” 1973: 100).
But while van Alphen focuses on how the pervasive association persists from modernist to
post-modernist forms of representation, Mitchell is concerned with the continuities between the
modern and earlier forms of fetishism: “this modern form is both a repetition and inversion of
traditional ‘pagan’ religious materialism. It repeats the structural elements of transference and
forgetting” (196). Yet, in contrast to traditional forms of fetishism, the capitalist form entails a
second act of forgetting. That second act is “the denial that there is anything magical” about the
commodity-fetish (193; see also 196). Therefore, the second denial could be described as following
a “logic of objective cynicism” not unlike the one on which the “lost ethnic Object” relies according
to Žižek. But the denial in the situation described by Žižek does not concern the in-itself of the
fetish so much as its function as the particular lie that allows one to endure the truth (2000: 659).
That contextuality is what makes the fetish paradoxically symptomatic – understanding the
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symptom, in Žižek’s terms, as an emerging truth in the context of an organized lie – in the
contemporary ideological constellation; reason for which I have recurred to the concept for my own
analyses.
In principle, Mabepari could function as a paradigmatic fetish of the postcolonial other. It is
highly representative of the adequacy between postcolonial other and the blank space. Yet, in its
localized performative capacity, it reintroduces – if not reconfigures – the problem of the
referent. 348 In mobilizing the referential capacity of language to complexify the play’s meaning,
Mabepari may be seen as a productive counterpoint to the “ideology of the signifier” as discussed
in Chapter One. In recurring to the dialectics of identification and estrangement to bring about that
meaning, Mabepari performs a critique of that which the audience is led to identify with. Yet,
translation always entails a negotiation between two cultures, the overt aim of translation often
being to stay as adequate as possible to the source text (Venuti 2007: 32). Hence, we could also say
that by means of the play’s migratory clichés Nyerere performs both a critique and an exploitation
of the role of identification in the constitution of ideology.
As Adorno argues, “identity is the primal form of ideology. We relish it as adequacy to the
thing it suppresses; adequacy has always been subjection to dominant purposes and, in this sense, its
own contradiction” (148). The estrangement effect in migratory clichés functions as a placeholder
of the internal contradiction that defines adequacy in relation to the object of our identification and,
in that sense, it elides the fetishistic confusion (i.e. the transference and subsequent forgetfulness, in
Mitchell’s terms) between that cultural other at stake in the source text and our deferred adequacy to
it. The acceptance of that deferral actualizes the relation between source and target text, a
historization which, as we have seen, selectively negates some of the constitutive exclusions of The
Merchant of Venice.
Similarly, Allende’s discourse brought about a negation of negation. Due to the perfect
identity between Allende’s word and his act, as well as the historical continuity in which Marcos
inscribes this illocutionary act, it cannot function as a fetish. If the fetish is, according to Žižek, the
particular lie that makes bearable and thus perpetuates the truths of the system as a whole, we may
describe Critchley’s act of representation as a melancholic attachment to the fetishistic remainder of
an excluded other. Yet, the remainder to which Marcos returns is an utterance that, valuing one’s
social truth over one’s individual life, projects itself from the time of its utterance, the genesis of our
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present order, into the utterance’s future, this time that we and Marcos share, to denote the
contemporary order in its radical unbearableness; a situation that demands transformative action.
Marcos returns to a reminder of the excluded other, as does Critchley. In Marcos’s act of
quotation, the other is the interrupted promise of a utopian world; for Critchley, it is the indigenous
Mexicans. Yet, only in the case of Critchley’s remainder is there, to employ Mitchell’s terms, a
transference and subsequent forgetting. This is to say that only in Critchley’s case is there an
adequacy between idea(l) and fetish. Adorno states that we relish in identity “as adequacy to the
thing it suppresses; adequacy has always been subjection to dominant purposes and is, in this sense,
its own contradiction” (148). In Marcos’s case, there is a tracing back of that process of adequacy
between the object and what it stands in for, a remembrance of the acts of transference and
forgetting. In other words, the fetishistic possibility of the remainder is denied insofar as that
remainder is brought back as a performative, which, acted out in contemporary political reality,
negates its role as the static placeholder of an (im)possible other.
In the case of Allende, the relation between word and action is not only inadequate, it is
perfectly identical. Allende’s compromise is performative in the ideal understanding of the term, in
which “[t]he act is thus identical with the utterance of the act. The signified is identical to the
referent” (Benveniste qtd. in Felman 2003: 53). 349 Allende’s act of self-annihilation also implies the
self-annihilation of an adequacy that fulfils its promise to the extent of transcending itself. The act
by which Allende fulfils his promise is the negation of the negation of identity (not only in
existential, but also in conceptual terms) and, therefore (since “[i]dentity is the primal form of
ideology” [Adorno, 148]), a transcendence of ideology as such.
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Felman criticizes Beneviste’s definition insofar as it is too perfect in comparison to J. L. Austin’s conception of the
performative, a misreading that all the more serves to stress my point. Felman writes that Beneviste’s “reasoning is not
without relevance, yet it draws false implications from Austin’s thought. The performative is indeed self-referential, but
for Austin this does not mean that it refers to an exhaustive specularity or to a perfect symmetry between statement and
enunciation.” (53)
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The Relative Externality of My Critique: A Postscript
At the beginning of this study, I described my approach to postcolonial theory as an ideologically
external but methodologically internal form of critique. 350 However, whether such a separation is
possible at all and whether it is not itself indicative of an ideological position, are questions that
have emerged once and again in my analyses of the work of other authors. In retrospect, my own
approach requires a similar appraisal.
Asserting that my fundamental beliefs do not coincide with those of postcolonial theorists,
yet taking postcolonial theory as my central object, I have repeated the “initiation rite” that I
criticized in the Introduction. As I observed by way of Young, this is the ceremony by which the
newcomer to the field “denounces one or preferably several aspects of the founding father’s text,
criticizes the very concept of the postcolonial and then asserts that he or she stands outside it, in a
position of critique” (2001: 384).
Moreover, my enactment of that pattern fulfills yet another one, that of cynical reason. Such
a pattern, which describes the status of contemporary ideology, is criticized by Sloterdijk and
summarized by Žižek as follows:

Cynical reason is no longer naïve, but is a paradox of an enlightened false consciousness:
one knows the falsehood very well, one is well aware of a particular interest hidden behind
an ideological universality, but still one does not renounce it. (1989: 29)
In recognizing the complicit character of several of the strategies of postcolonial criticism, while
deliberately carrying out my analyses on the basis of a “suspension of disbelief” of the instability of
their foundational assumptions, I played along according to the rules of such an enlightened false
consciousness. In recognizing this pseudo-distancing as cynical yet persisting in it, a mise-en-abyme
emerges, paralyzing the possibility of a liberating intellectual praxis. This sum of paradoxes might
provoke a sense of suffocation, because it points to the threatening possibility that hegemonic
political ideology and ontological reality might be perfectly co-extensive. Yet, this possibility may
be deemed a fact only if the concepts of interiority and exteriority are taken as absolutes.
Relative points of exteriority do appear when historically changing conditions are taken into
account and we examine discourses as responding to grounded interests, thus overlapping,
350
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coinciding and differing with the reigning ideology in specific ways. If ideology is but a relation
with historical reality that co-constitutes it, then history must necessarily be the central referent to
understand ideology. Yet, the methodological enclosure that this approach entailed (for, how could I
measure ideology against reality when I had no direct access to the latter?) required that, in bringing
about that historically situated approach, I committed to a specific methodology and to the limits of
its foundational assumptions.
I recurred to cultural analysis as an approach that provided the possibility of articulating
ideas and objects across disciplinary and historical distances. More specifically, I engaged with
“travelling concepts,” because I experienced that traveling as a process of confrontation that had the
effect of constantly foregrounding the cultural and ideological situatedness of the tools that I
employed (see Bal 2002). This mode of recognition did not imply that cultural analysis guaranteed a
greater degree of impartiality. Actually, I discovered that its stronghold was its capacity to exploit
the partiality of my perspective, thus providing a greater degree of (self-)relativization. In other
words, I found that greater accuracy emerged from the faculty of “travelling concepts” to trace the
trajectory of the concepts I employed in analysis and thus to monitor the role of historiography in
the narratives that through them I articulated.
In addition, the modus operandi of cultural analysis allowed me to gain a certain distance
from the mise-en-abyme described above. In taking postcolonial theory as my cultural object of
investigation, I could do more than simply insert myself in the ongoing discussion. By employing
traveling concepts, I had the possibility to explore the relationship between the constative and the
performative, the epistemic and ideological, the literary and the political aspects of the discourses
that I analyzed. Furthermore, I was able to articulate detailed close-up readings with panoramic
views of the objects in their context. This allowed me to target the false dilemmas between the
abstract and the concrete, and between the theoretical and the political; those dilemmas convert
questions of political positioning into ontological issues, and preserve the status quo through that
displacement. More specifically, I selected two meta-concepts to determine the specific points and
modes of divergence and coincidence between the discourses and their hegemonic contexts: the
symptom and the fetish. 351
My choice of these concepts was guided by my object. This study is a discourse analysis and
an ideological critique of postcolonialism; a field that is often (treated as) the subset of poststructuralism that deals with (non-Western) particularity. The identification between non-Western
351

For the predominant influence on my understanding of these concepts, see Žižek 1989 and 2000.

291
particularity and particularity itself was one of the central interests targeted here. The concepts of
the symptom and the fetish were useful because they describe a relation between the universal and
the particular. The symptom is the point of exception at which truth emerges to denote the
surrounding context as ideological. Conversely, the fetish is the point of truth that makes bearable
our resignation into the generalized lie.
I have described these concepts as “meta-” because I employed them in this study as
indicative of the dynamics of an array of other concepts. The fetishes and symptoms that have
served as anchors to my analyses are made up of a number of specific rhetorical, ideological and
methodological strategies such as metaphors, metonymies, certain acts of citation, linguistic
reifications and given uses and abuses of cultural capital. All of these were brought about by the
postcolonial theorists of my concern. I explored those strategies as particulars, not only in the sense
of approaching them as cases that deviated from a given universality, but also as the internal
contradictions that were structurally necessary for the universal to achieve its closure. Therefore,
these internal negations mark the internality and externality of the ideology to which they belong at
the same time. Such a double function is not merely an abstract, structural quality, but emplaces a
historically specific constellation that points to possible exit routes in each particular case.
Taking this account into consideration for the assessment of my own discourse, I must first
say that the possibility of falling into a self-referential impasse was centrally determined by what I
have experienced as my most challenging methodological choice: to persist in postcolonial theory
as my single object of analysis. As a field, postcolonial theory is defined by its object. Hence, like
Midas’s hand, everything that this object touches turns into something “postcolonial” as well. In
lieu of a comparative analysis between postcolonial theory and another school of thought as the
most straightforward way to escape excessive self-referentiality, I turned to the field’s procedural
usages and questioned its object-based definition.
Crucially, centering on postcolonial theory as a methodology allowed me to partially
transcend the mise-en-abyme that characterizes the ideology I have criticized. My persistent focus
on a singular field of study, in conjunction with my emphasis on methodology, enabled a more
analytical approach than a comparative study would have. By focusing on the how of postcolonial
theory, as well as on the way in which it linked up with the who and the where of its enunciation, I
was able to determine how certain foundational assumptions and customary procedures, in
correlation with given geo-economic locations, defined the positioning of particular discourses and
their implications.
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The externality of my critique resides largely in this attempt to account for postcolonialism
as a collective subject position. As the model underlying the theories and practices of the field, the
collective subject position is, as I have explained, the paradigm of postcolonial theory. In
approaching particular texts as articulated by such a generalized (yet historically located)
subjectivity, which supersedes the individual author, I was able to observe the distance between the
texts’ presumed potential and their actual effects in context. I am not only referring here to the
contradictions between the texts’ discursive claims and their performativity, nor only to their
technological uses and supports, but also to the distance between simulation and actuality as a
systematic devise in the preservation of contemporary hegemony. Approaching the field as a
collective subject position I was able to observe how the promise of the field articulates with other
paradigmatic promises that are widespread today, such as that of statelessness, of democracy, of
freedom, of difference, of the blank space.
My focus on the procedural aspects of that field has a further consequence. The critique of
the usual identification of postcolonial criticism with the thing seen rather than with a specific way
of looking is not something new. Timothy Brennan, for example, has criticized the field’s excessive
commitment to ontology (2006: 10-17, 95). Yet, precisely because of this repeated, if by no means
unjustified, accusation, it is important not to fetishize postcolonial criticism as the place of
ontology. That would be to repeat the faulty practice by means of which Bhabha (1994), for
example, equates “class” with what it designates, disregarding its possibilities as an analytical
category (Chapter One). The approach to postcolonial theory as a methodology helps to avoid a
parallel foreclosure, making available its conceptual and analytical tools to other fields, as well as
opening up a dialogue with those working from other ideological points of departure.
My interest in methodology notwithstanding, the main theme of this study was the subject of
postcolonial discourse and its relation to the new international division of labor. Precisely this
accent allowed me to moderately overcome the enclosure that a purely formal interest in
postcolonial discourse would entail. Taken on its own, my insistent privileging of form over content
would run the risk of falling into a structural vacuum, a particularly dangerous fall in the context of
the present hegemony. In The Sublime Object, Žižek describes that context. He returns to Freud to
take one step further Lacan’s affirmation that the unconscious is structured like a language. Žižek
proposes that the unconscious may be understood as form qua form (1989: 11-16; cf. Jameson
1981: 98-99).
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In Chapter Two, I reached a conclusion that makes that claim a rather urgent question. I
proposed that tools of representation today tend to be foregrounded to the degree that they become
invisible, then to be co-opted as a transparent site of enunciation. Similarly, the contemporary
emphasis on the formal aspects of language can serve to reintroduce Enlightenment ideals
surreptitiously. That was the case with the reification of the claim of transcending historical
specificity in the rhetorical trope of metonymy, or the reification of the subject in the signifier. In
the context of that pervasive and widespread co-optation of technological mediation, Žižek’s
assertion that the unconscious may be equated with form exposes the unconscious under the present
hegemony as an always already usurped recipient, ready to accept whatever content without altering
its basic shape. In sum, form is allegedly the residence of the subject’s most intimate site of
individuality (the unconscious) and, perhaps for that same reason, also the stronghold of a mediaprolific hegemony (providing modes of articulation that structure our dreams and shape our
imagination). This is why my exploration of (the subject of) postcolonial discourse has taken a
central interest in the formal procedures of the latter.
This view of the way in which ideology is embedded in the contemporary subject is also the
reason why I turned to historical places of enunciation when seeking to determine how the internal
(conscious or unconscious) structures of the subject of postcolonial discourse were shaped. With the
analysis of Mabepari in Chapter Five, this contextual conditioning of an objectified subject’s
interiority was taken to its most literal limit. Counter-intuitively, the reliance on context increased,
rather than foreclosed, the work’s autonomy (see also Morin 2005). In Chapter Four, I explored a
correlated paradox, namely how the subject’s objectification increases, rather than forecloses, its
position as a universal, transparent entity of considerable cultural value.
My approach to the subject of postcolonial discourse as constituted in relation to its
surroundings was guided by Adorno’s constellational approach, in which “the thing itself is its
context, not its pure selfhood” (1983: 162; Chapters One and Five). Similarly, Spivak (1993a)
helped me to sustain that the constitution of subjects qua subjects is culturally specific (Chapter
Three). Yet, crucially, taking my cue from Spivak and from Bal (2002), I have not defined culture
as limited to the semiotic register of neither subjects nor objects. In the last three chapters, I held
that culture pervades the epistemic, economic, and even the ontological constitution of both objects
and subjects. These entities only acquire what I hold to be the cultural attribute par excellence,
value, when they have been physically and semantically molded into objects – or subjects – within a
specific society (see Brown 2001). Hence, this study contends that the capitalist mode of
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production, the most widespread form of creating value today, can by no means be excluded from
any serious exploration of culture, whether postcolonial or otherwise.
Nonetheless, to imagine the object or subject as a thing that precedes or exceeds historical
specificity allows us to suspend our most basic assumptions about it. As Culler argues:

Freeing ourselves from our most pervasive ideology, our conventions of meaning, makes no
sense because we are born into a world of meaning … But even if we could, we should find
ourselves amidst a meaningless babble ... What we must do is imagine freeing ourselves
from the operative conventions so as to see more clearly the conventions themselves. (1973:
481-82; emphasis in text)
Even if, as I speculated at the beginning of this postscript, the possibility that hegemonic political
ideology and ontological reality are perfectly co-extensive persists, theory, as a form of
imagination, can still provide a relative point of exteriority. Pushing this assertion further, it could
even be said that the insertion of this alternative space back into the historical space from which it
was abstracted could, when cutting back into it at the right angle, disturb the perfect co-extension
between hegemony and reality. This would constitute what Freire (1972) would have termed a
liberating intellectual praxis.
Yet, imagination itself is historically informed (Chapter Five; see also van Alphen 2003).
Therefore, historical experience is crucial for the constitution of a mode of imagination that
provides a relative point of exteriority. In this sense, the new international division of labor (NIDL)
effectively functioned as a key analytical category when I tried to understand even some of the most
abstract epistemological aspects of the discourses I have discussed. For this reason, it is fair to say
that my foregrounding of the new international division of labor was also strategic. As Spivak
argues, “[s]trategy works through a persistent (de)constructive critique of the theoretical” (1993c: 3;
Chapter Three). In that spirit, I employed the NIDL as an axis that on the one hand historicized or,
as Spivak would say, questioned the theoretical objects of my concern “into visibility and
specificity” while, on the other hand, it intervened at their discursive level (1993a: 39).
In describing my use of the category as strategic, I refer to the fact that I made use of the
new international division of labor as the name to signal what is most invisible in the context of the
present hegemony. Yet, the fact that this usage was strategic does not necessarily mean that it
denies the reality it names. Quite to the contrary, the usage is aimed at negating the negation of the
NIDL’s existence; a negation that naturalizes the current geo-economic order. While I concur with
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Žižek and Sloterdijk in that cynicism is the prevalent form of ideology today, I find an exception in
the case of the NIDL; perhaps it is even the exception due to which the universal may achieve
closure.
The oblivion of the NIDL does not tend to be cynically accepted today because, from certain
angles, it is not even seen. Hence, it has not been processed and denied. In historical terms, this is to
say that the correlation between economic globality and subjective everyday experience has not
been consciously internalized, particularly when the effects of that correlation are beneficial to the
beholder. In other words, while shaping the collective subjects positions aggregating around its
poles, the formal and forming capacity of the NIDL remains largely obscured. That is why I have
based much of my analysis on the contention that a symptomatic reading of culture is still pertinent
today and that the NIDL emerges as one such symptom.
My own historical experience in relation to the NIDL marks my approach. I write these
concluding remarks removed from what had been my home throughout the completion of this study,
at the other side of the NIDL. From this perspective, I see not only how my previous displacements
within the Third World provided different angles from which my appreciation of the NIDL was
informed, but also how my location in the First World shaped that very recollection of my past. The
strategy, from where I now stand, would certainly be different.
Yet, even when I did take up strategy as an effective mode of “(de)constructive critique,” the
structural (and my own subjective) continuities across the NIDL enjoyed an overriding place in my
approach. Ultimately, I locate my point of relative externality in my methodological choices and
corresponding foundational assumptions. These choices constitute the difference between the
teleology in which I incur and the teleology that is privileged by the part or aspect of postcolonial
discourses that seeks to preserve the status quo by assigning a foundational role to what I have
systematically sought to expose as epiphenomenal realities. I locate my point of divergence here
because a major consequence of my methodological approach, as well as of the narrative that
through it I construct, is the symbolic reintroduction (and, in this sense, the partial negation) of
some of the constitutive exclusions of the ideology I targeted.
As what Culler terms “a convention of meaning,” teleology may never be fully avoided, yet
it denotes where we assign responsibility and thus point to action. That signaling is a performative
in the limited sense of the term. Nonetheless, at times it can be productive to imagine it as a juncture
from which theory could engage as a performative in the extended, social sense. Since it can only be
from a historical place other than mine that my own constitutive exclusions are negated, the degree
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to which my own signaling falls short of its promise is a recognition I have yet to encounter; in
time, and in socializing my endeavor.
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Summary
Unrealized Promises:
The Subject of Postcolonial Discourse and the New International Division of Labor

As the main title intimates, this work is influenced by T.W. Adorno’s theory of ideology and by
performative approaches to the study of discourse. The articulation between Marxism and
poststructuralism, the traditions to which each of those pertain, is central here. It leads me to
examine postcolonial academic writing as the social establishment of a promise. “Unrealized
Promises” refers to the way in which some contemporary discourses elude the fulfillment of their
stated political engagement. That rhetorical strategy is characteristic of today’s hegemony. It
consists of confounding the sphere of potentiality with that of realization, and of turning political
questions into ontological dilemmas. I investigate the ways in which a number of texts in
postcolonial criticism intervene in, assume, appropriate or recast that strategy.
As I indicate with my subtitle, for that purpose this study brings together two categories that
are rarely, if ever, considered in conjunction: the subject of discourse and the new international
division of labor (NIDL). Exploring the former with the aid of philosophy, psychoanalytic and
linguistic theories, and the latter with the aid of theories of political economy, I claim that the
inclusion of the NIDL as an analytical category makes discussions of subjectivity not only more
historically assertive, but also epistemologically more productive. Approaching academic
production as a place of selection, circulation and accumulation of cultural capital, I analyze the
subject positions created, referred or simply operative in the texts. With that focus, I can assess the
ways in which texts in postcolonial theory allow or foreclose the possibility for concrete social
subjects, specifically situated in relation to the NIDL, to be either legitimated, commoditized or
reified as subjects of enunciation.
I employ the methodology of cultural analysis as put forward by Mieke Bal in order to
approach the texts not only as theory, but also as expressions of the historical sites in which they are
wrought and circulate. By means of this approach I seek to reverse, even if partially, the hierarchical
practice of systematically applying “Western” theory to “non-Western” cultural objects. Besides
trying to reverse that practice in the limited confines of my study, I trace it in the texts I analyze. I
pay attention to what that continued practice implies for a field in which one of the major avowed
objectives is to contest the cultural and epistemic hegemony issuing from colonization and its
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aftermath. The methodology of cultural analysis also allows me to focus on the relationship between
the ideological and the epistemic dimensions of the texts.
The first two chapters deal with the “unrealized” aspect of the promise. A central issue in
Chapter One, for example, is self-referentiality. Self-referential postcolonial discourses rely on
metaphysical claims. Since the approach to language as an abstract category rather than as a situated
practice plays a crucial role in this, I bring theories of Adorno and Michel Foucault together to
consider the ways in which language is realized as discourse, and the role of contextuality in that
realization. Self-referential discourses are characterized by the reiteratively postponed deliverance
of the promise of including difference. In order to analyze how this happens, I explore “difference”
in the abstract with reference to Jacques Lacan and as embedded in postcolonial theory with
reference to Rey Chow. In self-referential postcolonial criticism, difference is congealed as a fixed
concept rather than working as an implicit relational category. Therefore, I explore ways in which
Adorno’s dialectical approach to the question of difference may prove intellectually and politically
productive for postcolonial criticism.
In Chapter Two I draw from Peter Sloterdijk and Slavoj Žižek’s arguments that cynicism,
rather than ignorance, is the most pertinent concept to understand how contemporary ideology
operates. I also put forward that, parallel to that approach, there is a persistent need to practice a
symptomatic reading of culture. I build these arguments by reformulating Lacan’s notion of the
symptom with the aid of Karl Marx and Gayatri Spivak, and as a consequence of my analysis of an
internet broadcast lecture. The lecture, by postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha, deals with
globalization and democracy. It was video-transmitted live from the U.S. to Berlin, right after the
events of September 11th, 2001 in New York. I explore the ways in which the author relates to his
historical and technological conditions of enunciation. I am particularly concerned with the
unrealized promise of connectivity. To understand what shapes that promise, I confront the
performative with the discursive dimensions of the lecture and analyze how the virtual environment
of the transmission plays into it.
Chapter Three is a turning point in this study. Here I move to a more constructive critique of
the field. For that purpose, I build on the notion of strategy as developed by Michel de Certeau and
Jean-Luc Nancy, among others. I contrast the strategy of the postcolonial scholar Gayatri Spivak
with that of a scholar working outside the field, Néstor García Canclini. My focus is on how they
employ the epistemic divide (Spivak) and the new international division of labor (García Canclini)
as foundational analytical categories. A first objective is to detect how their respective
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epistemologies correspond with different situated interests and ideological commitments. In
addition, I explore ways in which these methodologies may be put to work together to push for the
deliverance of the withheld aspects of their respective promises. By simultaneously pursuing my
objective from within and from outside the field, I foreground the foundational inclusions and
exclusions on which the ideology of postcolonial theory relies.
In Chapter Four I investigate the ways in which the conventions of academic writing,
particularly citational practices, participate in the production and accumulation of cultural capital
across the NIDL. I focus on a book by Anthony Appiah to explore how the academic referencing
system may be exploited to democratize this process. With the aid of Pierre Bourdieu, I analyze
citation as an objectified form of cultural capital. Drawing from Bal’s notion of preposterous history
and from the view of Marx’s theory of value held by Žižek and Kōjin Karatani, I propose that even
within academic production, value is actualized in circulation. Therefore, I argue, the postcolonial
critic may intervene in the geo-economic configuration of cultural capital. S/he is in a position to
determine whether to actualize – and in this way retroactively produce – the symbolic capital of
subjects, including those on the preposterously marginalized side of the NIDL. In these ways, the
fourth chapter introduces a crucial factor when analyzing promises and their (lack of) realization:
the question of time.
In Chapter Five I return to Adorno to propose that, if an ideology is defined as such by what
it promises and yet denies, then the shortcomings of postcolonial theory are to be contested by
striving for the fulfillment of its own discursive promise. In other words, this contestation is to be
brought about by opening up a space within postcolonial theory for the postcolonial other as an
actual subject. I examine this possibility by analyzing a speech by Salvador Allende and a
translation by Julius Kambarage Nyerere. With reference to psychoanalytic and Marxist theories of
fetishism and melancholy developed in this chapter and in previous ones, notably those of Žižek,
W. J. T. Mitchell, and Ranjana Khanna, I take those “non-Western” discourses as fetishes of the
excluded other. I investigate the limits and possibilities offered by this fetishistic practice. Since the
promise of the fetish here is the reification of the subject, I explore the extent to which and the
forms in which Allende and Nyerere speak back to the promise that in their names is enunciated.
This last chapter at once critiques the constitutive incongruence, yet pushes for the realization of the
withheld promise of postcolonial theory.
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Samenvatting
Onvervulde Beloften:
Het Subject van het Postkoloniale Discours en de Nieuwe Internationale Arbeidsverdeling
Zoals de hoofdtitel aangeeft ben ik bij het schrijven van deze dissertatie beïnvloed door T.W.
Adorno’s theorie over ideologie en door performatieve analyses van discours. Centraal staat het
raakvlak tussen de Marxistische en poststructuralistische tradities waar beide benaderingen zich toe
verhouden. Ik beschouw academische teksten over postkoloniale theorie als teksten die een belofte
doen. “Onvervulde Beloften” refereert aan de manier waarop bepaalde hedendaagse discoursen zich
onttrekken aan het daadwerkelijk in praktijk brengen van het politieke engagement dat ze
verkondigen. Deze retorische strategie, die de hedendaagse hegemonie kenmerkt, maakt geen
onderscheid tussen het potentiële en het gerealiseerde en transformeert politieke vraagstukken tot
ontologische problemen. Ik onderzoek hoe een aantal teksten over postkoloniale theorie deze
strategie aannemen, appropriëren of herdefiniëren.
De ondertitel refereert aan twee categorieën die zelden tot nooit in relatie tot elkaar worden
besproken maar die ik in deze studie met elkaar verbind: het discursief subject en de nieuwe
internationale arbeidsverdeling (NIA). De eerste categorie onderzoek ik met behulp van filosofie en
psychoanalytische en linguïstische theorieën; de tweede met behulp van politiek-economische
theorieën. Ik betoog dat het gebruik van de NIA als een analytische categorie, discussies over
subjectiviteit niet alleen historisch relevanter maakt, maar ook epistemologisch productiever. Ik
beschouw academische productie als een plek waar cultureel kapitaal geselecteerd wordt en waar
het vervolgens circuleert en accumuleert. Op basis van deze aanname analyseer ik de subjectposities
die in teksten van kracht zijn, waaraan teksten refereren of die ze op hun beurt creëren. Zo
onderzoek ik hoe teksten over postkoloniale theorie bepalen of concrete subjecten—die zich per
definitie op een specifieke manier tot de NIA verhouden—wel of niet als sprekende subjecten
gelegitimeerd, gecommodificeerd of gereïficeerd worden.
Ik gebruik de methodologie van cultuuranalyse, zoals ontwikkeld door Mieke Bal. Deze
methodologie maakt het mogelijk om teksten te benaderen als theorie en als uitdrukkingen van de
historische context waarin ze geconstrueerd worden en waarbinnen ze circuleren. Zo kan er ook
nadruk worden gelegd op de relatie tussen de ideologische en epistemische dimensies van teksten.
Het doel van mijn tekstanalyses is om de hiërarchische praktijk waarin “westerse” theorieën
systematisch op “niet-westerse” culturele objecten worden toegepast, te traceren. Ik onderzoek wat
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het standhouden van deze praktijk betekent binnen een vakgebied waarin men juist probeert om de
uit kolonisatie voortkomende culturele en epistemologische hegemonie ter discussie te stellen.
Daarnaast probeer ik om deze praktijk, binnen het kader van deze studie, ongedaan te maken.
De eerste twee hoofdstukken gaan over het “onvolbrachte” aspect van de belofte. In
hoofdstuk één speelt zelfreferentialiteit een centrale rol. Zelfreferentiële postkoloniale discoursen
baseren zich op metafysische aannames en benaderen taal voornamelijk als een abstracte categorie,
in plaats van een gesitueerde praktijk. Ik combineer de theorieën van Adorno en Michel Foucault
om te onderzoeken hoe taal gerealiseerd wordt als discours en om te kijken naar de rol van
contextualiteit daarbij. Zelfreferentiële discoursen worden gekenmerkt door een herhaaldelijk
uitgestelde belofte om verschil (“difference”) te omarmen. Ik analyseer dit verschil als een abstract
begrip maar ook als een categorie binnen de context van postkoloniale theorie. Daarbij maak ik
respectievelijk gebruik van Jacques Lacan en Rey Chow. In zelfreferentiële postkoloniale kritiek is
verschil een statisch concept geworden, in plaats van een actieve en relationele categorie. Om die
reden onderzoek ik hoe Adorno’s dialectische benadering van verschil, intellectueel en politiek
productief kan zijn voor postkoloniale kritiek.
In hoofdstuk twee maak ik gebruik van het argument van Peter Sloterdijk en Slavoj Žižek
dat niet onwetendheid maar cynisme de drijvende kracht is achter hedendaagse ideologie. Ook
betoog ik dat het noodzakelijk is om cultuur op een symptomatische manier te bestuderen. Om dit
argument te onderbouwen herformuleer ik—met behulp van Karl Marx en Gayatri Spivak—Lacans
idee van het symptoom, en analyseer ik een online lezing van de postkoloniale theoreticus Homi
Bhabha over globalisatie en democratie. Deze lezing werd, kort na de gebeurtenissen van 11
september 2001 in New York, live vanuit de Verenigde Staten in Berlijn uitgezonden. Ik onderzoek
hoe de auteur zich verhoudt tot de historische context en tot de technologische voorwaarden die zijn
spreken bepalen. Ik ben vooral geïnteresseerd in de onvolbrachte belofte van “connectiviteit”. Om
te begrijpen hoe deze belofte wordt vormgegeven, vergelijk ik de performatieve en discursieve
aspecten van Bhabha’s lezing en onderzoek ik de rol van de virtuele omgeving.
Hoofdstuk drie vormt een keerpunt in deze studie. Hier begin ik een meer constructieve
kritiek van postkoloniale theorie. Ik maak gebruik van het begrip “strategie”, zoals onder meer
ontwikkeld door Michel de Certeau en Jean-Luc Nancy. Ik vergelijk de strategie van de
postkoloniale theoretica Gayatri Spivak met die van Néstor García Canclini, die buiten het
postkoloniale veld werkt. Ik bekijk hoe Spivak de epistemische verdeling (“epistemic divide”) en
García Canclini de nieuwe internationale arbeidsverdeling hanteren als analytische categorieën.
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Mijn doel is ten eerste om te onderzoeken hoe hun epistemologiën verweven zijn met bepaalde
belangen en ideologische verbintenissen. Daarnaast kijk ik hoe beide methodologiën gecombineerd
kunnen worden om zo hun uitgestelde beloftes ten minste deels te vervullen. Met behulp van een
dubbel perspectief, zowel van binnen als van buiten het postkoloniale onderzoeksveld, leg ik de inen uitsluitingen bloot waarop de belofte van postkoloniale theorie is gefundeerd.
In hoofdstuk vier onderzoek ik de rol van academische tekstuele conventies, met name wat
betreft citaten, in de productie en accumulatie van cultureel kapitaal aan beide kanten van de NIA.
Ik analyseer een boek van Anthony Appiah en kijk hoe het academische referentiesysteem gebruikt
kan worden om dit proces te democratiseren. Met behulp van Pierre Bourdieu onderzoek ik citatie
als een geobjectiveerde vorm van cultureel kapitaal. Ik maak daarbij gebruik van Bals idee van
“preposterous history” en Žižeks and Kōjin Karatans analyses van de waardetheorie van Marx. Mijn
argument is dat ook binnen academische productie, waarde geactualiseerd wordt tijdens circulatie.
Ik betoog dat de postkoloniale criticus daarom kan bemiddelen in de geo-economische constellatie
van cultureel kapitaal. Zij of hij heeft de positie om te bepalen of het symbolische kapitaal van
subjecten—ook subjecten in een marginale positie ten opzichte van de NIA—wel of niet
geactualiseerd, en zo retroactief geproduceerd, wordt. Het vierde hoofdstuk richt de aandacht dan
ook op iets dat bij het analyseren van beloftes (en hoe deze wel of niet vervuld worden) altijd in
overweging moet worden genomen: de factor tijd.
In hoofdstuk vijf keer ik terug naar Adorno. Ik betoog dat, als ideologie gedefinieerd wordt
door wat het belooft maar niet geeft, de tekortkomingen van postkoloniale theorie aangepakt
kunnen worden door te streven naar het vervullen van haar discursieve belofte. Dit houdt in dat er
binnen postkoloniale theorie ruimte gemaakt moet worden voor de postkoloniale “ander” om
daadwerkelijk als subject te bestaan. Ik onderzoek deze mogelijkheid aan de hand van een speech
van Salvador Allende en een vertaling van Julius Kambarage Nyerere. Ik beschouw deze “nietwesterse” discoursen als fetisjen van de buitengesloten ander en doe dit aan de hand van
psychoanalytische en Marxistische theorieën over fetisjisme en melancholie van Žižek, W. J. T.
Mitchell en Ranjana Khanna. Ik analyseer de mogelijkheden en beperkingen van deze fetisjistische
praktijk, waarin de belofte van de fetisj gelijk staat aan de reïficatie van het subject, en onderzoek
hoe en in welke mate Allende en Nyerere de belofte die in hun naam wordt gemaakt ter discussie
stellen. Dit laatste hoofdstuk bekritiseert de constitutieve incongruentie van de onvervulde belofte
van postkoloniale theorie, maar probeert deze belofte tegelijkertijd—al is het deels—te vervullen.

