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O 3. Bhaba’s Bhabna O

Homi Bhaba in his article : ‘Freedom’s basis in the Indeterminate’
(October, 1994) has drawn out elegantly the lines of abstraction
within which Postcolonial arguments operate. I quote liberally from
his paper :

Postcolonial criticism bears witness to the unequal and uneven



PG AEANS : FTEACEIE B1T0T 2l T5-61 FAT/ S

forces of cultural representations involved in the contest for political
and social authority within the modern world... Their critical
revisions are formulated around issues of cultural difference, social
authority and political discriminations in order to reveal the
antagonistic and ambivalent 'moments within the “rationalizations”
of modernity. To assimilate Habermas to our purposes, we could
also argue that the postcolonial project, at its most general theo-
retical level, seeks to explore those social pathologies— “loss of
meaning, conditions of anomie”— that no longer simply cluster
around antagonistism, but break up into “widely scattered historical
contingencies”...

This reconstitution requires a radical revision of the social tem-
porality in which emergent histories may be written : the rearticula-
tion of the “sign” in which cultural identities may be inscribed.
And contingency as the signifying sign of counterhegemonic
strategies is not a celebration of ‘lack’ or ‘excess’ or a self-per-
petuating series of negative ontologies. Such indeterminism is the
mark of the conflictual yet productive space in which the arbitrari-
ness of the sign of cultural signification emerges within the regulated
boundaries of social discourse....

Culture as a strategy is both transnational and translational. It is
transnational because contemporary postcolonial discourses are
rooted in specific histories of cultural displacement : in the “middle
passage” of slavery and indenture ; in the ‘“‘voyage out” of the
colonialist civilizing mission ; in the fraught accommodation of
postwar ‘third world’ migration to the West ; or in the traffic of
economic and political refugees within and outside the Third
World...

1t has been my growing conviction that the encounters and negotia-
tions of differential meanings and values within the governmental
discourses and cultural practices that makes up ‘colonial’ textuality
have enacted many of the problematics of signification and judgement
that have become current in contemporary theory : aporia,
ambivalence, indeterminacy...
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How does the deconstruction of the sign, the emphasis on indeter-
minism in cultural and political judgements, transform our sense of
the subject of culture and the historical agent of change ? If we
contest the grand, continuist narratives, then what alternative
temporalities do we create to articulate the contrapuntal (Seid) or
interruptive (Spivak) formations of race, gender, class and nation
within a transnational world culture ?
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O ¢. Theory in Crisis O

Caught between panoptic surveillance and carnivalesque liber-
tarianism, cultural theory paradigm today faces nothing short of a
crisis in the West. For an ex-colonial formation like India, this
crisis is even more acute. Some of the reasons for this are : absence
of any entrenched tradition of cultural theory, the rise of Hindu
militant chauvinism as an alternative cultural identity movement ;
the fall of Soviet Marxism that to some extent served as an inspira-
tion for theory and policy thinking in India since the early 50s ;
and the recent move towards an open-door liberalizing economic
policy and the plunge into service and information sectors as a
way of containing the prevailing crises of a bureaucratically nurtured,
largely semi-feudal society. Partly as an attempt to work towards
a new paradigm, the project proposes fo re-write the thesis of
postcoloniality.
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If the burgeoning literature in this field is any indication, not only
has postcoloniality gained access to academia with a remarkable
degree of success in a rather short period of time, as a ‘frame-
work of sense’ (to use a rather unfavorable expression), it has also
emerged as a primary contester of European post-enlightenment
rationality. Bent on deconstructing the concept and the authority
of the ‘West” and the assumed supremacy of the Western knowledge
apparatus, postcoloniality has taken as its task the unveiling of the
history of European colonialism as determining both the institutional
conditions of knowledge as well as the terms of contemporary institu-
tional practices. Here lies its undoubted relevance for cultural studies.
Like postmodernism, it is both a new paradigm and if its claims of
interstitial mode of operation are to be taken seriously, also the
end of paradigmatic thinking. Unlike postmodernism (or at least
some of its transatlantic versions), however, it tries to grapple with
the problem of past and the profound obstacles that complicates
such enterprise.

I, however, contend that there is a serious need to rewrite post-
coloniality. This is because of its first world agenda, its aestheticizing
approach to culture, its specific deployment of history/histories that
at times tends to get precariously close to an originary mode of
analysis, its neglect of the question of government and the virtual
absence of any policy axis.

I plan to investigate, briefly, postcoloniality as an emerging form of
disciplinarity, For the proposed re-writing, I intend to interrogate
the field in terms of different thematics.
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O w. Postcoloniality : of territories and strifes O

At the moment, there does not seem to be any agreement about
what postcoloniality is, or even whereitis. For Seid, the terrain
of the postcolonial is resolutely global, engaged as he is in
dismantling the ‘science of imperialism’. For Spivak, of primary
interests are the heterogeneity of colonial power, the complicity of
opposition and the contradictory modes of address of colonialism
that constitute an ambivalently positioned colonial subject. Fanon’s
-politics (now somewhat dated) centres around the internalization
and refraction of the colonizer’s address, the denial of the right to
subjectivity. Bhaba’s concern is the impossibility of symmetrical
antagonisms, [the spill-overs in ‘self/other’ constructs] and as such
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his position is somewhat close to that of Spivak. For Dipesh
Chakraborty, it is a matter of ‘politics of despair’ ( valorized, no
doubt ). Openly narcissistic, it talks of the problems of having
to navigate through history with tools and concepts obviously
suspect.

One of the first targets of the project is to map the terrain of
postcoloniality — its aims, resonances, methods of operation and
internal contradictions. This is not in the spirit of a search for a
constituting essence, the very approach that postcoloniality proble-
matizes as ‘eurocentric’. Since all ideological battles are not just
about history but in and through history, the attempt to impose a
rationally constructed, uniform calculus may result in massive
fetishization. Instead, my attempt to map the territory is more in
the spirit of interrogation with a set of specific targets. These are :
its (alleged) first world character, it aesthetizing mold, its mode of
deployment of past, its neglect of the question of governmentality
and its lack of any policy orientation.

As mentioned earlier, part of my aim for mapping the terrain is to
focus on the emerging forms of disciplinarity of this avowedly anti-
disciplinary field of knowledge. Here discipline is viewed as the
possibility condition, a principle of limitation— the ins and outs,
the principles of inclusions and exclusions, as well as the set of
vocabularies, the boundary work (intellectual eco-systems, as it has
been termed), the infrastructural set-ups, journals, funds, and
networks, etc.
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O o. Interrogating Postcoloniality O

s. TFirst World Character : The present agenda of postcoloniality
is markedly first world in character, In its deployment of the
concept-metaphor, core/periphery, and in its overwhelming concern
with the politics of ‘othering’, its unspecified territorial and subject
constituting project, postcoloniality targets as its space of operation
the first world scenario of cultural politics. The inadvertent (?)
result of this ballet of metropolitan ego rivalries (of which post-
coloniality is a part, even if as an adversary) is the reduction of
peoples of the periphery as faceless entities, helpless expectants of
metropolitican cultural games, thus occluding historical particularities
and markedly different positionalities as well as different programmes
of population formations. What is especially debilitating is that
much of postcolonial politics goes ‘in the name of’ the third world,
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while precious little is offered even as translation devices or bridge-
heads.

By portraying the Occident as a smooth and homogeneous totality,
postcoloniality is trapped in a complicit relation with what it
contests, ie., Orientalism— the fusion of historically antagonistic
ideological grooves into an organic whole and the division of the
world in the binary terms of nativism and modernity. In the case
of postcoloniality, it takes the form of a nostalgic return to native
ethos in the face of a corrupting, overriding modernism. The
masquerading of this ‘valorized nativism’ is quite often accompanied
with and justified by, strange as it may sound, a large-scale importa-
tion of Continental academic jargons (via the USA). The roots of
such paradox lie squarely in the peculiar positioning of literary-critical
production in our country and a cultivated obfuscation of the in-
tricate and crucial mediations that connect cultural engagements
with other societal processes, the choices and options at a particular
point of history. As a matter of fact, postcolonial criticism’s
endeavour to retrieve the many bodies of history lost in the imperial
glare of totality, its attempts to locate sources of rupture and
resistance in the past goes very well with the mores of diasporic
imagination. In fact. I argue, at the very heart of the postcolonial
enterprise is the inscription of diaspora, defined as a process of
reconstruction of identities based on assimilation, hybridization
and resistance, a memory-work of cultural return. As a result,
the history of present that postcoloniality writes and the present
that one experiences in India seem to be on very different
registers. Postcoloniality’s Calcutta (Dipesh Chakraborty’s Garbage
essay as an instance, where the municipal corporation’s failure to
deal with the city’s waste is made to look like a sign of protest
against the metropolitan notion of cleanliness and celebrated as a
possible inauguration of a different mode of aesthetics) is not the
same Calcutta one experiences as its citizen.

The synchronic expansion of concerns that cultural studies has
brought about in its wake— questions of gender, social categories,
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locality, ecology, etc—and the corresponding emphasis on qualitative
techniques, heuristic approach, multiple options, primacy of values
and what has been described as ‘the ordinary dimension of meaning’
(de Chertieu) is no doubt welcome and have their own specificities
and histories. These trends, however, need to be situated on the
broader context of macro social changes— for instance, the failure
of technocratic elites to garner support for economic growth which
forced them to consider other groups even as the West’s first blush
of romance of living with ‘others’ in its own lands is fast fading
out, the transition from a hierarchical fordist society to a corporatist
order where networks conceal power relations, the reversal of roles:
between the public sector and private corporations (the former too
keen to imbibe as its primary legitimation the ‘efficiency-model’ of
the latter, which in its turn promotes the new ethos of community
and horizontality in workplace and shapes itself as the administrator
of social bonds and dispenser of public service benefits), the
emergence of electronic public sphere that thrives on the principle
of inclusion and lived experience unlike the preceding bourgeois
public sphere that operated by keeping large constituencies outside
its purview, and the sporadic eruption of ‘micro resistances’ to be
read alongwith the new modes of surveillance that privilege
“gscattered, tactical and ‘do-it-yourself” creativity’’.

3. An Aestheticized Agenda: Like much of cultural studies,
postcoloniality’s style of analysis lie deep in post-Kantian European
aestheticism, particularly of the German variety, which in a nut-
shell can be characterized as transforming political realities into
occasions for moral critique and whose profundity simply under-
estimates the mundane or ‘worldly’ nature of the governmental.
Moving between a series of exemplary oppositions, postcolonial
critique is characterized by perpetual dialogue, continual negotiations
and transcendence of mundane politics in the form of cultivation
of ‘indeterminacy. This explains the unreachable character ofits
critique as well as its attempt to define the cultural question solely
in terms of the question of symbolic production, its strategies of

3R
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intervention that take the form of textual insurrection, not very
dissimilar to the ‘semiotic terrorism’ practiced by the high-priests
of film theory in the early 70s.

One of the results of this exclusive focus on the guestion of repre-
sentation (at the cost of social representation) is an undervaluation
of the importance of the state. Admittedly, with the setting up, at
national, regional and international levels, of new forms of organiza-
tion of production and distribution better suited to global logic, and
the corresponding rise of a new technocratic middle class, the nation-
state faces new crises of legitimacy. But this need not be read as
the withering away or even the weakening of the state apparatus.
In fact, only a ‘positive’ understanding of the state leads us to such
conclusion, since the state is, as it always has been, the site of power
whose incessant transactions with civil society, and flexibility and
mobility to engage in and partially incorporate economic and social
contradictions is the key to its existence. The state does not have
an interior that can wither away. The same applies to the various
agendas of citizen formation, agendas that have their own traditions
and trajectories and are at the same time open to myriad con-
tingencies and imperatives of disparate kinds. This requires
detailed micro-level analysis. From my perspective, something like
‘cultivation of indeterminacy’ can well be a technology of the self
(and a quite valid one, at that) but as a strategy (that too a sole
one) for understanding, engaging and working towards social change
is not only inadequate but can also be politically profoundly
disabling

©. Deployment of Past : For Fanon, plunging into the chasm of the
past is the condition and source of freedom. Partly as a move against
such position, Spivak warns us against the nostalgia for lost origins
as a basis for counter-hegemonic ideological productions. But by
assigning an absolute power to hegemonic discourse in constituting
and disarticulating the native, by reading ex-colonial subjectivity
solely in terms of the nexus of colonial past and neo-colonial
present, Spivak’s too is a profoundly originary discourse. There is
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no denying that western nations destroyed complex societies, ins-
tituted a mechanism of surplus appropriation and then wrote
histories which placed the West at the pinnacle of civilization.
Postcoloniality rejects Marxism’s characteristic mode of fore-
grounding an escatological notion of history. Instead, it proposes
to write the colonized back into history, to retrieve the value and
dignity of a past transmogrified in Western representations,
deconstruct colonialism’s discursive field, show trace-routes of the
valorized Western canons in the whole process of the creation,
subjection and final appropriation of Europe’s ‘other’. However,
with the process of decolonization now in its fifth decade and the
internal rifts and rivalries of most excolonial countries assuming
marked proportions, it is perhaps time to ask whether and to what
extent a mangled past can well be an alibi for a worsening present.
Framing the past could get fetishized into a knowledge of essence,
a teleology of history.

3. Question of Government: What provides energy to this teleo-
logical analysis is the age-old conflation of the vision of philosophy
with the object of vision where the theorist acts as the ex-
emplar of the moral self per excellence. By framing ‘reflection
into self® and C‘reflection into other’ as a dynamic unity, post-
coloniality not only acquires a narcissistic tone, it writes the
<oppressed subject of the Third World® as an anthropological in-
variant. Indeed, postcoloniality’s subject is not an empirical subject.
Its onslaught on rationalism leaves little room for any consideration
of How rationality is inscribed into systems of practices. In other
words, the question of government is not one of postcoloniality’s
concerns— the shifting ambitions and concerns of all those social
authorities that seek to administer lives and associations, the
ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections,
the series of finalities that work together (evenif in a contradictory
mode) towards population-formation, the ever-porous borderline
between the private and the public. As such postcoloniality has
very little to offer in terms of explaining specificities of particular
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social conflicts or the real/ changes in power-matrix after colonialism.
¢. Policy Consideration : If the writings of Gayatri Spivak, Homi
Bhaba and Dipesh Chakravorty are any indication, one can
conclude that the more ineffectual, the more abstract and global its
target, the more vehement is the tone of postcolonial critique.
Our project, however, is committed to the changing shape of the
thinkable and hence is primarily interested in locating potential
transformations inscribed in what is actually existing. In other
works, we privilege the programmatic character of social research.
Policy choice is not an either/or game as is often supposed, but an
engagement with intricate webs and specific contexts of social
reality which we define as-a practice of politics and which is where
our project situates itself :

y. Conclusion : towards a new ethics of social life :

In conclusion, I ponder on the possibility of privileging such ethical
traits as rhetoric, manners and self-empowerment, traditionally
associated «in the European context with pre-Enlightenment and
opposed to modern Enlightenment humanism’s notion of will-to-
perfection in the form of ideals of self-transcendence. Due to their
common Kantian heritage, both Marxism and postcoloniality
subscribe, I contend, to the notion of ethics as a matter of principled
positions, values and ideals, a perfect state of affairs (in Marxism,
a possible future time to be achieved by historical collectivity whose
utopic expression is ‘not yet’, while in the case of postcoloniality, a
form of nostalgic aspiration), a transcendent condition that can
provide a measure of world’s shortcomings. If Enlightenment
makes exceptions to general rule and sponsors a universalist nature
of ethics, pre-Enlightenment makes inclusions for limited purposes
and prefers specific constituencies like woman, warrior, scholar, etc.
I am by no means suggesting that pre-Enlightenment ethics is free of
problems. Its cult of virility, aristocratic privilege, divine command
are some such negative instances. What I however find interesting
is its emphasis on habit-formation, on various deportments (ways of
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conducting oneself) and the consequent framing of ethics asa de-
ontologised realm, in sharp contrast to the Kantian conception of
a form-giving intellect and sense-giving feelings. In other words,
the importance it gives to qualities and traits that we now con-
ventionally characterize as ‘superficial’ (as against self-founding
ethical goals that are profound by definition) is what interests me in
this area.

This is an attempt to re-negotiate (and not to reject) the Enlighten-
ment ideals by bringing back some of the concerns of the renaissance.
Needless to mention, I am as yet rather speculative realizing all to
well that for an ethical agenda to be successful one needs to
discover resonances in the local cultural histories and locate
strategies in a fastly changing global milieu. I, however, do see
reasons to make a beginning. The writings of Mauss, Elias,
Foucault, Hadot, Donzelot, the recent reinterpretations of Weber
(particularly by Wilhelm Hennis), and a whole host of contemporary
literature, especially of post-Foucaultian variety (Colin Gordon,
Ian Hunter, Jeff Minson to name a few, and the Economy and Society
collective in general) serve as the the theoretical forecourt for a

new departure.
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