L object——culture as an object of empirical knowledge—whereas cultural dif-

Homi K. BHABHA

Cultural Diversity and Cultural Differences
(1988)

" Postcolomialist critic Homi Bhabha questions whether our focus on cultural diversity
" does not lead to polavization. He advocates focusing on cultural differences through a

" thivd space, a hybridity to define others and ourselves. How significant are the ideolog-
" ical positions of Franz Fanon and Wilson Harris on posicolonialism and colonial impe-

: S ialism to Bhabba's concept? How does Bhabha enter discussions about differences 8«.&
T Swead? How might Bhabba be read along with Henvy Louis Gates Jr. in “Writing

‘Race,” and the Difference It Makes”? Define the following tevms: hybridity, the Third

S Space, international culture, difference, diversity.

7 PThel revision of the history of critical theory rests . . . on the notion of cul-

tural difference, not cultural diversity. Cultural diversity is an epistemological
ference is the process of the enunciation of culture as “knowledgeable,”
authorirative, adequarte to the construction of systems of cultural identifica-
tion. If cultural diversity is a category of comparative ethics, aesthetics, or
ethnology, cultural difference is a process of signification through which state-
ments of culture or on culture differentiate, discriminate, and authorize the
production of fields of force, reference, applicability, and capacity. Cultural
diversity is the recognition of pre-given cultural “contents” and customs, held
in a time-frame of relativism; it gives rise to anodyne liberal notions of multi-
culturalism, cultural exchange, or the culture of humanity. Culeural diversity
is also the representation of a radical rhetoric of the separation of totalized
cultures that live unsullied by the intertextuality of their historical locations,
safe in the Utopianism of a mythic memory of a unique collective identity.
Cultural diversity may even emerge as a system of the articulation and
éxchange of cultural signs in certain . . . imperialist accounts of anthropology.

Through the concept of cultural difference I want to draw attention to
the common ground and lost territory of contemporary critical debates. For
they all recognize that the problem of the cultural emerges only at the signifi-
catory boundaries of cultures, where meanings and values are misread or
signs are misappropriated.
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The time of liberation is, as Fanon powerfully evokes, a time of culrural

- uncertainty, and most crucially, of significatory or representational undecid-

ability:

But [native intellecruals] forget that the forms of thought and what [they] feed -
- .. on, together with modern techniques of information, language and dress
have dialectically reorganized the people’s intelligences and #he comszant princi-
Ples (of national art) which acted as safeguards during the colonial period are
now undergoing excremely radical changes . . [Wel must join the people in
that fluctuating movement which they are ju giving a shape to . . . which will
be the signal for everything to be called into question . . . it is to the zone of
oecult instability where the people dwell that we must come.

(My emphasis) (Fanon 1967: 168)

- The enunciation of cultural difference problematizes the division of past and
. present, tradition and modernity, at the level of cultural representation and
-its authoritative address. It is the problem of how, in signifying the present,
- something comes to be repeated, relocated, and translated in the name of tra-
dition, in the guise of a pastness that is not necessarily a faithful sign of his-
~-torical memory but a strategy of representing authority in terms of the arti-

fice of the archaic. That iteration negates our sense of the origins of the
struggle. It undermines our sense of the homogenizing effects of cultural

“symbols and icons, by questioning our sense of the authority of cultural syn-

thesis in general.
This dernands that we rethink our perspective on the identity of culture.

“'Here Fanon’s passage—somewhat reinterpreted—may be helpful. What is

implied by his juxtaposition of the constant national principles with his view
of culture-as-political-struggle, which he so enigmatically and beautifully
describes as “the zone of occult instability where the people dwell”? These
ideas not only help to explain the nature of colonial struggle. They also sug-
gest a possible critique of the positive aesthetic and political values we ascribe
to the unity or totality of cultures, especially those that have known long and
tyrannical histories of domination and mistecognition. Cultures are never uni-
tary in themselves, nor simply dualistic in relation to Self to Other. This is not

-because of some humanistic nostrum that beyond individual cultures we all

belong to the human culture of mankind; nor is it because of an ethical rela-
tivism that suggests that in our cultural capacity to speak of and judge Oth-
ts-we necessarily “place ourselves in their position,” in a kind of relativism of

“distance of which Bernard Williams has written at length (Williams 1985:

. The reason a cultural text or system of meaning cannot be sufficient
anto itself is that the act of cultural enunciation—the place of utterance—is
ctossed by the difference of writing or ecriture. This has less to do with what
anthropologists might describe as varying attitudes to symbolic systems
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within different cultures than with the structure of symbolic representation—
not the content of the symbol or its “social function,” but the structure of
symbolization. It is the “difference” in language that is crucial to the produc-
tion of meaning and ensures, at the same time, that meaning is never simply
mimetic and rransparent.

The linguistic difference that informs any cultural performance is drama-
tized in the common semiotic account of the disjuncture between the subject of
a proposition (enonce) and the subject of enunciation, which is not represented
in the statement but which is the acknowledgment of its discursive embedded-
ness and address, its cultural positionality, its reference to a present time and a
specific space. The pact of interpreration is never simply an act of communica-
tion hetween the I and the You designated in the statement. The production of
meaning requires that these two places be mobilized in the passage through a
Third Space, which represents both the general conditions of language and the
specific implications of the utterance in a petformartive and institutional strat-
egy of which it cannot “in itself” be conscious. What this unconscious relation
introduces is an ambivalence in the act of interpretation.

The intetvention of the Third Space, which makes the structure of
meaning and reference an ambivalent process, destroys this mirror of repre-
sentation in which cultural knowledge is continuously revealed as an inte-
grated, open, expanding code. Such an intervention quite properly challenges
our sense of the historical identity of culture as a homogenizing, unifying
force, authenticared by the originary Past, kept alive in che national tradition
of the People. In other words, the disruptive temporality of enunciation dis-
places the narrative of the Western nation which Benedice Anderson so per-
ceptively describes as being written in homogeneous, serial time (Anderson
1983: ch 2).

It is only when we understand that all cultural statements and systems
are constructed in this contradictory and ambivalent space of enunciation,
that we begin to understand why hierarchical claims to the inherent original-
ity of “putity” of cultures are untenable, even before we resort to empirical
historical instances that demonstrate their hybridity. Fanon'’s vision of revolu-
tionary cultural and political change as a “fluctuating movement” of occult
instability could not be articulated as cultural practice without an acknowl-

edgment of this indeterminate space of the subject(s) of enunciation. It is that

Third Space, though unrepresentable in itself, which constitutes the discur-_
sive conditions of enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols of
culture have no primordial unity of fixity; that even the same signs can be"

appropriated, translated, rehistoricized, and read anew.

Fanon’s moving metaphor—when reinterpreted for a theory of cultural -

signification—enables us to see not only the necessity of theory, but also the

restrictive notions of cultural identity with which we burden our visions of -
political change. For Fanon, the liberatory “people” who initiate the produc-::
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tive instability of revolutionary cultural change are themselves the bearers of
a hybrid identity. They are caught in the discontinuous time of translation
and negotiation, in the sense in which I have been attempting to recast these
works. In the moment of liberatory struggle, the Algerian people destroy the
continuities and constancies of the “nationalist” tradition which provided a
safeguard against colonial cultural imposition. They are now free to negotiate
and translate their cultural identities in a discontinuous intertextual tempo-
rality of cultural difference. The native intellectual who identifies the people
with the “true national culture” will be disappointed. The people are now the
very principle of “dialectical reorganization” and they construct their culture
from the national text translated into modern Western forms of information
technology, language, dress. The changed political and historical site of enun-
ciation transforms the meanings of the colonial inheritance into the liberatory
signs of a free people of the future.

I'have been stressing a certain void or misgiving atrending every assimilation
of contraries—I have been stressing this in order to expose what seems to me a
fantastic mythological congruence of elements . . . And if indeed thesefore any
real sense is to be made of material change it can only occur with an acceptance
of a concurrent void and with a willingness to descend into that void wherein,
as it were, one may begin to come into conftontation with a spectre of invoca-
tion whose freedom to participate in an alien territory and wilderness has
become a necessity for one’s reason or salvation.

(Harris 1973a; 60-3)

. This mediation by the great Guyanian writer Wilson Harris on the void of
--misgiving in the textuality of colonial history reveals the cultural and histori-
cal dimension of that Third Space of enunciation which I have made the pre-
- condition for the articulation of cultural difference. He sees it as accompany-
ing the “assimilation of contraries” and creating that occult instability which
.:presages powerful cultural changes. It is significant that the productive
capacities of this Third Space have a colonial or postcolonial provenance. For a
willingness to descend into that alien territory—where I have led you—may
reveal that the theoretical recogunition of the split-space of enunciation may
‘open the way to conceptualizing an international culture, based not on the
“-exoticism or multi-culturalism of the diversity of cultures, but on the inscrip-
- tion and articulation of culture’s hybridity. To that end we should remember
that it is the “inter"—the cutting edge of translation and negotiation, the in-
between, the space of the entree that Derrida has opened up in writing
self—that carries the burden of the meaning of culture. It makes it possible
to begin envisaging national, antinationalist, histories of the ° ‘people.” It is in
”&:m space that we will find those words with which we can speak of Ourselves
and Others. And by exploring this hybridity, this “Third Space,”

we may
‘elude the politics of polarity and emerge as the others of our selves.
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Joy HarRlO

An Interview with June Jordan (1988)

Jordan addresses geneval problems with the craft of contemporary poetry. How do ber
comments transcend literary periods? How might the following quotable lines from Jor-
dan lead to dialogue about the function of contemporary poetry and the vole of the con-
temporary poes: “You cannot bave any art without form . .. I am consciously and self-
consciously both seeking o represent as a poet not only my own experiences . . . but alio
the experiences of people . . . different . . . from my usual babitat.” How does Jordan
expand discussions about the vole of the African American artist? Define the Jollorwing
terms: vertical poem(poetry, horizontal movement, free verse, and safe place.

Interviewer: Alice Walker has eloquently stated in an interview in the
anthology, The Third Woman, that we are all working on the same large stoty.
In your fiest collection of political essays, Civil Wars, in an essay written in
1977 addressing how you came to be a poet, you mention the black wormen
poets who were as you say, working on the same poem of a life of perpetual
difficult birth. It is now ten years later. What do you feel you have given birth
to in your poetry? That's one part of the question. And secondly and perhaps
unanswerably, what might that collective poem look like that we are all par-
- ticipating in?
. Jordan: First, I think I have been giving birth to myself, progressively, as I
_ have become able to understand and able to tell about whar I feel and what I
 think in every context of my social experience. And I think I have been giving
birth to an enlargement of options for other American poets who support the
quest on my part for increasing authentic varieties of the American language
and our intended multiplying of forms which may qualify as valid poetic
form; and third (technical, personal) I believe I have been giving birth to a
coherent world view which is passionately determined to include more and
more different kinds of people. And because during the last six or seven years
I have been privileged to receive more invitations to read my poetry across
:this country than I can possibly accept, I am able to suppose that these
undertakings of my own have perhaps some positive influence and perhaps
provide some necessary encouragement of other poets—my peers and
younger poets as well. As far as the large collective poem that we are all writ-
ing, how would I describe that!




