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Abstract

In my doctoral dissertation, I discuss and explore notions of the literary and literary form in
postcolonial studies. Beginning with a focus on recent expressions of unease about the
theoretical paradigms through which the postcolonial perspective responds to literary texts,
I discuss the emergence of what I call postcolonial melancholia, an atmosphere induced by
the increased institutionalisation in academia in recent years. Using Freud’s notion of
melancholia, as a form of ghostly identification with an absent object, I explore what
leading critics have seen as a loss of contemporary postcolonial criticality, and which I see
as intimately related to the problematic ways in which the dimension of the literary has
been used.

In the second part of my dissertation, I analyse and discuss various literary
strategies as formulated in three formally different postcolonial novels — Ousmane
Sembene’s Xala, J.M. Coetzee’s Foe, and Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance — in order to
map the contradictions, limitations but also possibilities of novelistic representation in
postcolonial space. My overall critical perspective will be informed by the works of Georg
Luk4cs, and in particular his notion of a utopian-interpretive realist ideal, developed in the
early work Theory of the Novel. My argument is that this utopian-interpretive realist ideal
can also be seen as a particularly useful notion in connection with what I see as the literary
dimension in many postcolonial novels, as it is situated in between complex socio-political
agendas and aesthetic-representational problematics.

Lukécs’s formal-literary ideal is repeated in his later writings on realism from the
thirties, but notably in a transfigured way — as an extra-literary, authoritative norm. The

dynamic of this trajectory, one that moves from idealism to dogmatism, can (with certain
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modifications) be seen as similar to the development of the field of postcolonial critical
discourse — moving from an early, idealistic beginning, to an increasingly dogmatic,
prescriptive and authoritarian academic discourse. By using the trajectory of Lukdics’s
realist ideal as a comparative background, I attempt explore alternative ways of conceiving
postcolonial literariness; ways that may help the field of postcolonial studies to come to
terms with what I see as the symptom of postcolonial melancholia, haunting the

contemporary discipline.
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Introduction

Until recently, thinking about aesthetics, literariness and literary form within the field of
postcolonial studies would have seemed hopelessly reactionary and contradictory. However,
in this thesis I want to argue that not only is this view deeply misinformed, but furthermore
that the field of postcolonial studies needs to return to a discussion of these contentious
issues, quite simply because literary texts still occupy a central role within the discipline.
My argument should be seen alongside recent postcolonial critical works attempting to
rethink the notion of literary form, yet I also differ noticeably from these works; returning
to a focus on the literary dimension in postcolonial studies can be productive in a number of
different ways, I believe, but this in itself would only have limited potential. What seems to
be needed is also a radical rethinking of the complex relationship between notions of the
literary and the interests and imperatives of the field of postcolonial studies.

One of the characteristic aspects of the identity of postcolonial studies is its socio-
politically committed critique of modemnity. Literary texts have played a key role in the
development of many of the field’s dominating concepts and imperatives, and my thesis
begins with a discussion of some of the typical ways in which literary texts have been
treated and used to sustain, support and verify this postcolonial identity. One of my
arguments is that the relationship between the dimension of postcolonial literary aesthetics
and postcolonial studies as an academic discipline involves a potential but also a risk; it
involves a potential insofar as both parts may enrich each other, but also a risk that one part
may become radically undermined by the other.

The discipline of postcolonial studies has contributed in important ways to the

rethinking of how we understand the notions of aesthetics and literariness today. A widely



accepted notion among many postcolonial critics today is that literary texts are valuable,
not so much for their aesthetic qualities, but rather their depiction of representative minority
experience and formulations of strategies of resistance.

But even if many postcolonial critics today categorically dismiss the dimension of
the aesthetic, I argue that one often finds a tacit set of aesthetic values and norms operating
in readings of postcolonial texts, which helps to support some of the ways in which
postcolonial critics use literary texts. I refer to this underlying set of aesthetic values as ‘the
modernist ethos’, which more specifically designates what I see as the formulaic
acceptance of a ‘correspondence’ between a vocabulary of political concepts and modernist
aesthetic techniques, such as for example excessive formal disruptions, meta-fictive
strategies, and complex language games.

I argue that this formula involves an uncritical ‘leap’, which translates the aesthetic
dimension into a corresponding vocabulary of political concepts and imperatives in a
regulative and simplifying way. This formula has contributed to what I see as the
institutionalisation of contemporary postcolonial studies. The modernist ethos, dominating
postcolonial literary criticism today (i.e. poststructuralist-, postmodernist-, and Marxist-
oriented versions of postcolonial literary criticism) involves an interpretational problematic;
it involves a loss of distance in relation to certain literary texts that are selected, canonised,
and seen as representative of the political claims that the field of postcolonial studies makes,
but selected only insofar as they correspond to, and thus support and legitimise, these
claims. As such, much postcolonial literature is typically read in a dogmatic and
prescriptive way, while the identity of postcolonial studies increasingly has become

homogenised. In one sense, this development can be seen as a sign of success; today the



field of postcolonial studies occupies an authoritative position of power, no longer situated
along the margins of academia but at its centre. In another sense, this development is a sign
of failure, a failure which to some extent is revealed through the field’s relation to
postcolonial literature.

The homogenised way of treating literary texts has led to what leading critics have
observed as an atmosphere of ‘melancholia’ in postcolonial studies, induced by the
increased institutionalisation in academia in recent years; the melancholic awareness of the
loss of an identity that is genuinely critical and radical. I link this notion of loss to the lack
of an elaborate way of reading the postcolonial aesthetic dimension, a lack which I see as
the consequence of the field’s dogmatic desire to legitimise its position as the radical
perspective in academia (i.e. using literature in a highly regulative and prescriptive way).
Contemporary postcolonial melancholia can thus also be seen as an awareness of the
problematic way in which the postcolonial aesthetic dimension has been treated, a
treatment through which it has been transformed into a legitimising device, that is, a critical
construction. What is lost in this critical construction is precisely the potential of the
literary.

Melancholia, in the Freudian sense, is characterised by the subject’s ghostly
identification with an absent object, causing a narcissistic and distorted self-critique.
Having gained an uncomfortable level of institutional authority, the melancholia of
postcolonial studies can be seen as an expression of the failed attempt to identify with the
potential of the literary, the constitutive site of negative, contingent marginality.
Postcolonial melancholia thus at the same time signals the ‘return of the repressed’, that is,

the return of the figures of the literary, not as a critical construction but as the unverifiable



margin of otherness and singularity, revealing some of the blind spots in postcolonial
studies.

My argument is informed by what I see as a recent movement in postcolonial
studies, namely the return to a focus on aesthetics, literariness and literary form. This
movement includes works such as Gayatri Spivak’s Death of a Discipline (2003), Deepika
Bahri’s Native Intelligence (2003), Nicholas Harrison’s Postcolonial Criticism (2003),
Derek Attridge’s The Singularity of Literature (2004) and J.M. Coetzee: The Ethics of
Reading (2004), Neil Lazarus’ ‘“The Politics of Postcolonial Modernism’ (2005), and
Nicholas Brown’s Uropian Generations (2005). These recent works constitute vital
attempts to resituate a renewed argument for a focus on the importance of literary form
within postcolonial studies. My argument differs in various ways from these works,
primarily because I do not see the significance of the postcolonial aesthetic dimension as
being ignored; rather, I argue that it operates tacitly, legitimising certain correspondences
between particular aesthetic strategies and particular political imperatives (i.e. what I have
referred to as the modernist ethos).

The potential danger inherent in these recent works, attempting to trace postcolonial
melancholia while at the same time calling for a renewed attention toward the aesthetic
dimension, is that they may possibly repeat, albeit no longer tacitly but explicitly, what I see
as the institutionalised formula that makes it legitimate to assume certain correspondences
between modemist aesthetic techniques and a certain vocabulary of political concepts.
What is needed, I argue, is a widening of the aesthetic and political codifications operating
either tacitly or explicitly in contemporary postcolonial studies, that is, the development of

a critical perspective which is broad enough to include literary aesthetics and modalities not



necessarily corresponding to modernist criteria, and thus not necessarily corresponding, in
an ‘agreeable’ way, to the dominating socio-political mantras promoted by postcolonial
studies — literary aesthetics such as the modality of realism, which has often been misread
and caricatured by many postcolonial critics.

Attempting to develop such a critical perspective, not in an exhaustive way but as a
tentative suggestion for a possible future direction of postcolonial studies, I revisit some
aspects of the trajectory of Georg Lukdcs’s works, from the early The Theory of the Novel
(published in 1920) to his realist writings from the thirties. My use of Lukacs’s writings (as
well as the writings of Freud) may seem eclectic, selective, and uncritical, but I want to
stress here that the primary goal of this thesis is not a revision of Lukdcs’s work as such
(that is, my thesis is not a wholehearted defence of Lukdcs), but rather a pragmatic attempt
to re-activate some of the theoretical concerns that occupied Lukdcs throughout his career
within the context of postcoloniality, and with the distinct aim of foregrounding some of
the theoretical impasses in postcolonial theory (rather than in Lukécs’s oeuvre); my use of
Lukdcs should be seen as an attempt to approach, with a specific eye to the needs of
postcoloniality, an alternative notion of literary potential which — for reasons that I will
discuss at length — has been neglected in much postcolonial literary criticism.

In The Theory of the Novel, Lukécs formulates what I see as a utopian-interpretive
realist ideal, at work at the formal level of novelistic discourse; according to the early
Lukdcs, novelistic discourse consists of a sequence of events that are always-already
interpreted as being somehow related to one another (even if this relation is interpreted as a
non-relation), and which together form a narrative totality; the parts or events remain,

however, only abstractly related to each other, or, indeed, interpreted as being related (in



contrast to the epic in which all parts are organically or naturally connected), and as such
they do not form a truthful totality, but rather an ironic totality. Through the construction of
this ironic totality, the utopian-interpretive realist ideal works through relations,
codifications, and constellations, generating what Lukécs sees as a glimpse of the epic
dream, the absolute truth, which is also the point where interpretation as such ceases, that is,
the point at which every part is truthfully and organically determined by the whole (albeit a
point which can only be glimpsed, not reached).

In the later Lukdcs’s realist writings from the thirties, this realist ideal, as
formulated in The Theory of the Novel, is repeated, but notably in a circumscribed way —
not so much an ideal as an extra-literary, authoritative norm (partly due to Lukdcs’s
increased political involvement); a trajectory that to some extent can be seen as a useful
comparative background against which one may observe and analyse some of the problems
characterising the contemporary field of postcolonial studies, which, after its idealistic
beginning, has become increasingly authoritarian. Returning to the literary in postcolonial
studies, I argue, may draw significant inspiration from the trajectory of Lukécs’s work, both
as an implicit warning against the dangers of institutionalisation, and as a revaluation of the
importance of the literary, as a utopian-interpretive realist ideal.

In the last three chapters of my dissertation I provide readings of three postcolonial
novels, each using a different literary modality, through which I want to develop my
critique of what I see as the inadequacies, problematics and limitations in postcolonial
studies, and also develop a critical perspective, informed by Lukécs’s notion of the utopian-
interpretive realist ideal, which moves beyond what I have referred to as the modernist

ethos in postcolonial studies.



The first novel I discuss is Ousmane Sembene’s Xala (1973), which, I argue,
attempts to.explore disjointed connections that can only be reconnected negatively, through
a narrative principle embodied symbolically in the dimension of the xala (meaning the
curse of impotence). The novelistic dynamic of Xala brings together different narrative
constellations, mutually cancelling each other out, in an effort to demarcate, negatively, the
absence of the form of truth; a form reverberating as the haunting spectacle of Senegalese
post-independence history itself.

In chapter five, I discuss J.M. Coetzee’s Foe (1986), one of the most read and
discussed texts in postcolonial studies. The chapter focuses on postcolonial modernism and
canonisation, which I investigate through a discussion of the question of the literary within
a postcolonial perspective. I argue that Foe is a novel that explores the limits of aesthetic
representation, but also a novel that to some extent avoids taking interpretive risks. Foe has
often been read as an example of postcolonial ‘writing back to the centre’, and I discuss the
implications of such a reading, arguing that to categorise the novel as a strategy of ‘writing
back’ may also lead to a reductive appreciation of the text’s literary dimension.

In the final chapter of my dissertation, I focus more concretely on what can be seen
as an ‘orthodox’ realist postcolonial text, namely Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance.
Mistry’s novel offers a micro-cosmos of the complex and intricate relationship between
individual characters and the larger, historical-political forces and dynamics. I argue that
Mistry’s realism attempts to work through and establish connections between elements
which, in themselves, are apparently meaningless or enigmatic — something which precisely
is achieved through the coherent, progressing realist dynamic. Mistry’s realist form

provides an interpretational schematic through which readers may develop a sense of how



the dynamics of the connective and determinative powers of history are experienced at
various levels in postcolonial space.

My thesis should first and foremost be seen as a critical investigation of some of the
limits and dangers of the contemporary academic field of postcolonial studies, as well as an
attempt to formulate a possible future direction, namely the return to the literary. Returning
to the literary, I argue, may lead to an alternative appreciation of the more constructive
aspects at stake in the literary work, rather than merely focusing on literature’s
deconstructive qualities. Above all, vital to a focus on postcolonial literariness is a critical
awareness of literary texts’ complex relationship to the theoretical framework through

which they are being studied.
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Chapter One

The Melancholia of Postcolonial Studies

The forms of the artistic genres are not arbitrary. On the contrary, they grow out of the concrete
determinacy of the particular social and historical conditions. (Lukics 1969, 1 18)1

The most profoundly social aspect of literature is its form, as the young Luk4cs once insolently put it
(before he grew up, and forgot). (Moretti 2000, xii)

Aesthetics and Postcolonial Studies

In the following I wish to address the relationship between literature and postcolonial
studies.” My main aim is to frame some of the questions emerging from this relationship
in order to establish the basis for a renewed debate about the study of formal-literary

aspects within the academic field of postcolonial studies. As this chapter will constitute

' Quoted in Frow (1986); 10 (Frow’s translation). Contrary to what the following quotation by Moretti
might suggest, Lukdcs still believed ‘in the organic connection between the institution of genre and
history’ (Frow 1986, 10) as late as 1952.

2 Throughout this dissertation I will refer indistinguishably to ‘postcolonial studies’, ‘postcolonial theory’,
and ‘postcolonial criticism’ (or ‘postcolonial literary criticism’), in order to emphasise what I see as the
academic discourse of postcoloniality (as distinct from postcolonial literary texts, written mainly outside
academia). Hereby I am not suggesting that there are no significant differences between, say, postcolonial
theory and postcolonial criticism, but this dissertation will primarily focus on their shared features within
a discourse which is seen in relation to literature. For a discussion of the differences between postcolonial
theory and postcolonial criticism, see chapter one and chapter five in Bart Moore-Gilbert’s Postcolonial
Theory: Contexts, Practices, Politics (‘Postcolonial criticism or postcolonial theory?” and ‘Postcolonial
criticism and postcolonial theory’); 5-33 & 152-184. From another, and more sceptical perspective, see
part four in Robert Fraser’s Lifting the Sentence: A poetics of postcolonial fiction (‘Part Four:
Postcolonial Theory as Fiction’); 213-230
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an overall point of reference for the first part of my dissertation, I will attempt to distil a
set of theoretical issues to be explored in the succeeding chapters. Hence, this chapter
should be seen as an attempt to open up an area of aspects related to a contemporary
discussion of aesthetics, literariness, and literary form® within postcolonial studies,
rather than an outline of a fixed set of definitive, theoretical conclusions.

Hardly anyone today takes the relationship between the ‘forms of artistic genres’
and ‘particular social and historical conditions’ as seriously as Georg Lukdcs apparently
did. Today it has become common to view the study of literary form as a de-
historicising activity; ‘Form’, W.J.T. Mitchell writes, ‘seems at best to belong to the
merely instrumental sphere of means’. That the concept of form today seems
anachronistic is in part due to what Mitchell observes as the ‘emergence of a committed
scholarship, one that sees the work of art (like culture, society, and politics) as a
constructed entity, an arbitrary assemblage of parts, and not as an organic form
governed by inner necessities’ (Mitchell 2003, 322). If the interest in literary form
generally has waned in contemporary literary debates, this is particularly the case in
postcolonial studies. As postcolonial literary studies from an overall point of view has

tended to focus its energy around formulations of radical critiques of discourses of

*In chapter one I will refer to an overall concept of the literary, using notions such as ‘the aesthetic’,
‘literariness’, ‘literary discourse’ and ‘literary form’, without defining it in a more refined way (which I
will attempt to do in subsequent chapters), because I want to highlight both the overall neglect of this
dimension, while also framing some of the difficulties in maintaining such a distinction between “the
literary” and ‘the extra-literary’ in postcolonial studies. One might object that ‘the literary’ is not
necessarily the same as ‘literary form’, with which I would partially agree; however, my argument is that
the concept of the literary dimension, literature’s differentia specifica, can most advantageously be
discussed through a focus on literary form (or what other theorists in various ways have referred to as
discourse, composition, sjuzhet, plot etc.), precisely as a means to explore the ambiguous potential and
legitimacy of literary texts. Hence, I use ‘literary form’ as a practical way of framing the ways in which
‘literary content’ has been fetishished in much postcolonial criticism, without thereby at the same time
fetishising or essentialising a distinction between form and content; on the contrary, as will become more
clear in the subsequent chapters when I discuss the potential of realism, I am arguing for a formal concept
which must be seen as intimately connected with the literary work’s content.

11



power,” it is perhaps not surprising that very few postcolonial literary analyses have
engaged with an actual postcolonial poetics of literature, in which literary form, and not
Just certain isolated formal aspects, is prioritised.

The general suspicion with which concepts like literary form, the specifically
literary, and the aesthetic have been regarded within the discipline of postcolonial
literary criticism, is closely linked to considerations of the undoubtedly precarious
combination of social concerns and artistic norms which, at an initial glance, forms the
raison d’étre of many of the so-called postcolonial novelists, burdened by a political
demand of aesthetic ‘liberation in the name of generations of the downtrodden’
(Benjamin 1999, 251). Faced with the overwhelming task of voicing the history of the
oppressed, it may appear not only as a superfluous luxury for writers, critics and readers
to dwell on aspects such as literary form and the specificity of literature, but equally
troublesome as well in an ethical sense; to argue for the importance of the formal
dimension of a literary work as such has sometimes been accused of constituting a
smokescreen for ideological positions reinforcing Eurocentric notions.

These accusations have contributed valuable reflections to the debate about the
function and importance of modes of aesthetic representativity. In the hugely influential

study Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient from 1978, one of the founding

*Iam here focusing on the academic field of postcolonial studies, beginning, roughly, with Edward
Said’s Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient from 1978; my focus should, however, not be
seen as a devalorisation of the important work done outside western academia (and before Orientalism)
by for example Frantz Fanon, W.E.B. Du Bois, and C.L.R. James, but rather be seen as an attempt to
trace the delineations of a contemporary notion of the literary within a largely academically-led field of
postcolonial studies, defined by Bart Moore-Gilbert as a ‘set of reading practices, if it is understood as
preoccupied principally with analysis of cultural forms which mediate, challenge or reflect upon the
relations of domination and subordination — economic, cultural and political — between (and often within)
nations, races or cultures, which characteristically have their roots in the history of modern European
colonialism and imperialism and which, equally characteristically, continue to be apparent in the present
era of neo-colonialism’ (Moore-Gilbert 2000, 12).
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texts in the field of postcolonial studies, Edward Said demonstrates how the institutions
of western aesthetics, and literary texts in particular, in some cases helped to sustain an
ideologically distorted mode of representing cultural otherness. From another
perspective, Gauri Viswanathan has in the book Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and
British Rule in India illustrated ways in which ‘the discipline of English came into its
own in an age of colonialism’ (Viswanathan 1990, 2), and, as such, could be seen as a
subtle paradigm supporting and developing imperialist ideologies in which the identity
of a body of classic, English literature would take on an important political-didactic
function with which it was not manifestly associated. On the basis of Viswanathan’s
reflections, John Beverley sums up:

Literature provided the British with a way of negotiating the contradictions internal to their own project
between Parliament, the missionaries, and the East India Company, between the colonial administration
and the Indian elites in their various caste and sectarian configurations, and between these elites in turn
(who above their ethnic and religious differences could share through English literature a common model
of cultural excellence and ethical superiority) and the Indian subaltern classes. What allowed it to play
this mediating function in the colonies was precisely its disrance as a “modern,” secularized, cultural
practice from religious dogma and traditional cultures. (Beverley 1993, 26-27)

The interrogation of canonical literature’s complicity with imperialist ideology
forms an important perspective in postcolonial literary criticism, but simultaneously the
field has had a considerable impact on the promotion of the radical value of new
literatures from former colonies. Indeed, following up on both Said and Viswanathan’s
arguments, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, in their equally hugely
influential book The Empire Writes Back, suggest that it is precisely the emergence of
postcolonial literatures that has urged the field of literary studies to interrogate ‘the
canonical nature and unquestioned status of the works of the English literary tradition
and the values they incorporated’ (Ashcroft & Griffiths & Tiffin 2002, 4). Although the

process of demystifying a Eurocentric aesthetic tradition from a worldly point of view
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cannot of course solely be attributed to the rise of postcoloniality, The Empire Writes
Back points to a potential of the literary text, which to some extent is similar to what
Fredric Jameson has seen as the ‘different ratio of the political to the personal’
(Jameson 1986, 69); whereas the political dimension in many contemporary western
novels is like a ‘pistol shot in the middle of a concert’ (Stendhal quoted in Jameson
1986, 69), Jameson argues, the ‘third-world’ text’s clearly marked emphasis on a
politicised mode of representing marginalised voices within a public-national
framework, seems to demand a rethinking of what is usually discussed and valorised as
literary qualities.

This process of rethinking literary values seems, however, to many postcolonial
critics largely to be a closed chapter by now. After the virulent attacks on the traditional
humanist notions of the aesthetic and the literary, it has become something of a taboo to
raise aesthetic-formal concemns that go beyond those already formulated within
postcolonial studies.’ Literary departments may still be leading the field of postcolonial
studies, but the literary, as John Brenkman argues, seems to have become ‘little more
than the buzzword of those English department sentimentalists who proudly, defiantly
announce their love of literature’ (Brenkman 2003, 116).° Few would disagree that ‘We

no longer subscribe to the belief that a literary text can be isolated from the contexts out

3 Obviously, I am generalising here in order to draw a picture of some of the larger contours of a field;
literary texts occupy a very prominent position in postcolonial studies, but they are generally valued, I
would argue, more for their ‘extra-literary’ qualities than for their ‘literariness’. Here, I specifically refer
to what I see as a rather puzzling lack of interest in discussing, positively, the specifically literary, and an
equally puzzling lack of a sophisticated account of literary form, within the disciplinary fields of cultural-
and postcolonial studies.

® In his book The Employment of English, Michael Bérubé offers an amusing overview of the ominous
‘fate’ of literature as reflected in contemporary graduate work, arguing that although the literary as such
within the perspective of cultural studies seems marginalised, there is no need to fear that literature as
such will disappear or lose its value; what is, however, problematic is the tendency to elaborate receptive
conclusions drawn from literary examples before one actually engages with them - a problematic, which,
on the other hand, is not only restricted to contemporary criticism but perhaps a characteristic aspect in
the history of literary theory generally.
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of which it was produced, or from the historical conditions of its production’ (Tiffin
1984, 26). To many postcolonial critics this means that to study literary form as a
primary aim reinforces ‘imperialist politics implicit in the “universalist” claims of
European literary criticism’ (ibid). Arun Mukherjee formulates a typical view when she
argues that to focus on form may lead to a Eurocentric perspective, comparing (often
unfavourably) western and non-western texts, which leaves ‘no time for dealing with
the specificity of ... [non-western] texts” (Mukherjee 1986, 346). Such an approach
would not only depoliticise those texts, but also, as Tiffin argues, render ‘them
derivative or subsidiary’ (Tiffin 1984, 28).

Given the field’s strong disciplinary affiliations with a number of other
theoretical discourses, the marginalisation of a focus on the literary in postcolonial
studies shares certain similarities with concerns raised in for example feminism and
Marxism. Tracing the marginal position of aesthetics in Marxist criticism, Michéle
Barrett argues that ‘It is not that Marxism has failed to develop a tradition of work on
aesthetics but rather that such concerns are currently out of fashion and, indeed, are
often seen as politically reprehensible’ (Barrett 1988, 697). The influence of ideological
concerns has been one reason, Barrett argues, for the neglect and limitations of aesthetic
inquiries. Another, and to some extent related, reason is the dominance of structuralism,
poststructuralism and deconstruction, that is, critical perspectives emphasising ‘the
text’s internal powers of meaning construction’ as well as ‘the multiplicity of readings
available in consumption’ (699). This dominance has, however, also introduced what
Barrett sees as a ‘principled relativism of the aesthetic’ (701), which is dangerous

because it leaves out ‘a range of important questions connected with cultural and
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aesthetic experience’ (699), such as for example what is experienced as subversive for
what particular reasons. To put it in a crude way — should a popular work of art be
deemed as equally subversive as, say, a Rembrandt, and, if so, should they be deemed
as equals in terms of value? What is needed in Marxist criticism, Barrett argues, is ‘to
engage with the widely held belief that one work is “better” than another and produce
convincing arguments either about why this is not so or about what it is based upon’
(701). Otherwise, the potential of the aesthetic is too easily reduced to an ideologically
prescriptive set of evaluative codes. Seeing the value of an author’s work as the
equivalent of a particular ideology, ‘so common in the content analysis type of radical
literary criticism’ denies what Barrett sees as the role of aesthetic mediation, the
‘ambiguity of aesthetic codes’ (702).

One may observe a number of symptomatic overlaps between Barrett’s critique
of the marginalised dimension of the aesthetic within the field of Marxist criticism, and
the equally marginalised dimension of the literary within the field of postcolonial
studies. The tendency to ignore questions of the specificity of literature in postcolonial
literary criticism has produced an overwhelmingly large amount of analyses and
interpretations of literature constituting the pretext for discussing more extra-literary
phenomena, that is, using literature in an instrumental way ‘as a means to broad cultural
conclusions’ (Levine 1994, 5), such as representational strategies of minority
experience as well as figures of historical and national consciousness, which possibly,
as Terry Eagleton polemically has remarked, have come close to resembling a ‘good
old-fashioned content analysis’ (Eagleton 1999, 4). Although one may object that there

is an important distinction between the content analysis of postcolonial literary criticism
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and then earlier forms of humanist-impressionistic literary criticism, a distinction that I
have no intention of diminishing, Eagleton’s comment touches upon an important, yet
largely neglected, issue.

And yet, while I argued above that it has become something of a taboo to raise
concerns about aesthetic-literary concerns beyond those already formulated, it is at the
same time important to clarify here that this does not imply that aesthetic-literary
concerns play no relevance within the field of postcolonial studies. Returning to the
study of form would have, I believe, certain advantages in emphasising and clarifying
the particular potential of literary discourse, without thereby also implying a return to an
‘a-historical’, ‘universal’ and ‘autonomous’ notion of the literary text, as feared by
many postcolonial critics. Rather, my argument is that a closer investigation of
aesthetic-literary concerns would implicitly raise a series of important questions, such
as what literary aspects are valued, directly or indirectly, in terms of the objectives of
the postcolonial, and which objectives would have influence on this process of value-
coding.” Alison Donnell has observed that

Although postcolonial scholarship developed in opposition to prescriptive modes of thought, the
consolidation and institutionalization of its works would seem to have generated in some respects an

" In a recent anthology called The Aesthetics of Cultural Studies, Michael Bérubé and Rita Felski, among
others, address what they see as a recent trend among academics to ‘Return to Beauty’ (Bérubé 2005, 2),
while simultaneously accusing cultural studies and other — theory-obsessed — fields for being aesthetically
insensitive. Among those advancing such arguments are works like Alvin Kernan’s The Death of
Literature, John Ellis’ Literature Lost, James Soderholm’s Beauty and the Critic, Peggy Brand’s Beauty
Matters, Wendy Steiner’s Venus in Exile, Denis Donoghue’s Speaking of Beauty, and Elaine Scarry’s On
Beauty and Being Just. To Bérubé and Felski, these works constitute a misguided critical impetus, which
reveals a lack of knowledge of what cultural studies actually is doing; in Felski’s words, ‘One of the ways
in which cultural studies distinguishes itself from the politicized wing of literary studies is precisely by
questioning the view that a single work can be treated as an allegory of social relations’ (Felski 2005, 39).
Felski feels that the ‘accounts of beauty under threat from the villaneous machinations of cultural studies’
(ibid.) are getting tiresome since to her cultural studies has always shared an interest in form and the
dimension of the aesthetic (for a similar argument see Kacandes 2005, and Hunter 1992). Although
Felski’s notion of the aesthetic is one that leaves out a great deal of what I feel the above-mentioned
works address, it is important here to stress that when I am arguing for a return to the study of form and
attention to the aesthetic dimension in postcolonial literary texts, this argument should be seen as
distinctly different from recent calls for a return to a notion of beauty.
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unhelpful homogenization of political intent and a stifling consensus of “good” practice. (Donnell 1995,
101)

Some of these aspects involve predictability and self-congratulating canonisations of
‘resistant subjects and rebellious discourses’ (ibid.), that is, ‘a preference for perfect
political credentials’ (102), followed by a neglect of writers whose works are not
disengaged from colonial culture in an explicitly self-conscious way; this situation,
Donnell argues, ‘not only condemns writers to dismal and oppressed self-defining
narratives but burdens readers with a baggage of unresolved cultural sensitivities, and
critics with a tireless round of congratulations and careful critiques’ (ibid.). If, as many
postcolonial critics argue, the aesthetic in its narrow definition no longer plays any
determining role in relation to the subversive qualities of postcolonial literary texts (or
non-subversive potential in relation to canonical texts), would an aesthetically
‘conventional’ or ‘unimaginative’ text be regarded as equally valuable in relation to the
postcolonial political imperatives? According to Martina Michel, the texts being most
often canonised as representative of postcoloniality ‘tend to be texts that satisfy Western
(post-modern) criteria of evaluation. They are experimental, make extensive use of
irony, resist closure, question traditional boundaries, employ intertextual strategies etc.’
(Michel 1995, 85). A brief glance through many contemporary postcolonial literary
analyses would confirm this argument, which furthermore demonstrates that aesthetic-
literary concerns and standards still play a vital role, and that for example realism is
indeed not as highly valued as for example magical realism; while this or that author is
being praised for employing specific textual strategies that allegedly are subversive,
representative, or revelatory within a postcolonial situation, other, more conventional

authors, are often being ignored, and, as such, implicitly deemed less representative of
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the postcolonial. Although postcolonial literary analyses in most cases decode literary
texts against the background of specifically political objectives, these objectives are
often mobilised and legitimised according to an implicit and tacit set of aesthetic norms.
Postcolonial studies may explicitly have marginalised the aesthetic, but aesthetic
concerns still exert significant influence (i.e. in the form of a preference for the type of
literary modalities that Martina Michel mentions). However, this influence remains
largely ambiguous and unquestioned. That postcolonial studies has not paid enough
explicit attention to the specificity of literary and aesthetic modes of representation, has
led to a series of methodological problems which I will raise in the following, while
hoping to clarify the reasons behind my argument, namely why it would seem necessary

to return to a study of literary form within postcolonial studies.?

The Modernist Ethos

In order to investigate deeper how aesthetic-literary concerns have played a vital, albeit
ambiguous, role in postcolonial studies, I want to focus on what Martina Michel has
seen as the preference for a particular kind of literary works. However, whereas Michel
refers to what she sees as the dominance of postmodernist criteria, I will refer to this
preference as the ‘modernist ethos’. In my formulation of this notion, I follow some of
the critical arguments that Raymond Williams, in the posthumously published work The

Politics of Modernism: Against the New Conformists, has directed toward the politics of

$ As Nicholas Harrison observes, “there has recently been talk in postcolonial circles of “the return of the
literary”” (Harrison 2005, iii); a tendency to which Harrison’s own work belongs (see for example
Harrison’s Postcolonial Criticism from 2003). For a more general discussion of the dimensions of
literature and aesthetics in the age of Theory, see The Politics of Pleasure: Aesthetics and Cultural
Theory (edited by Stephen Regan), The Question of Literature: The Place of the Literary in
Contemporary Theory (edited by Elizabeth Beaumont Bissell), as well as The Aesthetics of Cultural
Studies (edited by Michael Bérubé).
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modernism — what he sees as a paradigm that is hegemonic in its organising principles,
and which has monopolised literary, technical effects that are claimed to be subversive
and transgressive. Equally, I follow in part Aijaz Ahmad’s critique of the ‘canonical
status of modernism’ (Ahmad 2000, 124) as a legislative paradigm monopolising a
‘correct’ version of the postcolonial text that raises canonised questions, while
marginalising or excluding ‘texts which do not ask those particular questions in any
foregrounded manner’ (ibid.).” As will become clearer during the course of my
argument, I am using the adjective ‘modemnist’ rather than ‘postmodernist’ (although
the way it is used suggests a number of overlaps), primarily because I want to include
both postmodernist- and poststructuralist-oriented postcolonial criticism, and Marxist-
materialist-oriented versions of the postcolonial perspective, two positions often
formulated as oppositions, but nonetheless both inspired by many of the practices and
assumptions developed within modernist discourse.'®

Modernist discourse is a notoriously large and confusing category,
encompassing much of what has generally come to pass for ‘serious literature’ in the
twentieth century — from avant-garde, postmodernism, and even realism.'' Any
clarification on this issue will not be offered here; rather, what the modernist ethos

should refer to is what I see as the uncritical fetishisation of characteristically modernist

literary techniques (e.g. linguistic self-consciousness, formal disruption, and so forth),

® The way in which I use the notion of ‘the modernist ethos’ should also be seen as similar to what
Fredric Jameson has criticised as the ‘ideology of literary modernism’. Modernism, Jameson argues, has
basically subsumed the notion of the literary as such; literature has come to designate ‘simply
modernism’ (Jameson 2002b, 210).

' For a critical discussion of the complex relationship between modernism and postmodernism, see in
particular Andreas Huyssen’s book After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism.
For a critical discussion of the equally complex relationship between modernism and Marxism, see
Eugene Lunn’s Marxism and Modernism: An Historical Study of Lukdcs, Brecht, Benjamin, and Adorno.
"' See Astradur Eysteinsson’s comprehensive discussion of the many versions of modernism in The
Concept of Modernism.
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as these are seen as the equivalents to specific political values of the postcolonial
imperative as such. Here I want to stress that I am not criticising self-reflective
modernist textuality in itself, but rather the uncritical fetishisation of this practice within
a postcolonial perspective. Thus, my notion of the modernist ethos does not include an
acceptance of Fredric Jameson’s claim that postmodernism is a commodified version of
what was once modernist avant-garde, that is, the thesis that postmodernism is
modernism but ‘integrated into commodity production’ (Jameson 1999, 4). Nor does the
modernist ethos refer to the formula, particularly dominant among anti-formalists, that
‘the more complex the language, the narrower its social impact’ (Marx 2005, 8).!

The modermnist ethos thus designates a deliberately broad notion that I will return
to at various points in the following, and which I will use to analyse what I see as a
characteristic ambiguity within postcolonial literary criticism. This ambiguity can be
illuminated in the following way; in the light of what Martina Michel has listed as
characteristic traits of contemporary texts (e.g. ‘experimental’, ‘ironic’, ‘open-ended’,
‘intertextual’) that are seen as representative of postcoloniality, postcolonial texts that
do not show these traits in any foregrounded manner may come across as conventional
and outmoded."? Insofar as these texts have been discussed as positive examples of
postcoloniality, I would argue, postcolonial critics have tended to ignore questions of

form, style, and rhetoric altogether (thus avoiding seeing these texts as outmoded from a

12 Astradur Eysteinsson has argued, rightly I believe, that although realism generally tends to reinforce
capitalist ideology (through the reproduction of its narratives and symbolic orders), this does not
necessarily mean that it cannot be critical at the same time; conversely, ‘modernist resistance by itself by
no means ensures critical posture’ (Eysteinsson 1990, 208n), as assumed by many postcolonial critics.
BAs Gerald Graff has argued, regarding anti-realist arguments more broadly in literary studies, there is
often a very strong moralisation involved in attacks on conventional-realist representations,
programmatically dividing certain anti-realist assumptions as being ‘good’ per se while others are being
deemed ‘bad’ per se (see Graff 1979, 22-24).
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formal point of view),'* while instead focusing on extra-literary matters. Influenced, in a
negativé way, by a modernist ethos, postcolonial critics have thus tended to be
suspicious of a focus on literary form regarding so-called conventional texts.
Simultaneously with this tendency, one finds in postcolonial criticism a more positive
influence of the modemnist ethos at work in connection with experimental texts which in
formal ways seem to formulate subversive strategies of resistance. ‘Form’, however, is
perhaps not the most frequently used word any more, as John Carlos Rowe has pointed
out: today ‘form’ seems to connote ‘a transcendental essence’, thus implying ‘certain
undesirable metaphysical and ontological associations from Plato to Kant’ (Rowe 1990,
25). What has happened, Rowe argues, is that form has been exchanged with ‘structure’
(or ‘text’ in the poststructuralist sense), which, as W.J.T Mitchell has observed,
emphasises ‘the artificial, constructed character of cultural forms and defuses the
idealist and organicist overtones that surround the concept of form’ (Mitchell 2003,
321)." As such, there is no doubt that although extra-literary aspects have tended to
dominate critical analyses, textual-literary aspects seem equally to have been addressed
in postcolonial studies. And yet one should hesitate at this stage before reaching such a
conclusion. As John Brenkman has observed, the contemporary discourse of

gender/race/class criticism suffers from a ‘loss of form’ precisely because it has tended

" In the essay ‘Third-World Literature in the Era if Multinational Capitalism’, Fredric Jameson
committed precisely this cardinal sin, arguing that ‘The third-world novel will not offer the satisfactions
of Proust or Joyce’ (Jameson 1986, 65). Often misread, Jameson’s essay has been exposed to an
unusually vehement tide of critiques ever since it was published in 1986, perhaps most emblematically in
Aijaz Ahmad’s essay ‘Jameson’s Rhetoric of Otherness and the “National Allegory™.

13 Agreeing with John Carlos Rowe’s argument that ‘structure’ has replaced ‘form’ in contemporary
literary criticism, W.J.T. Mitchell still finds the concept of ‘form’ necessary (and different from
‘structure’); according to Mitchell, ‘formalism insists on paying attention to a way of being in the path
rather than to where the path leads’, and, as such, ‘a commitment to form is also finally a commitment to
emancipatory, progressive political practices united with a scrupulous attention to ethical means’
(Mitchell 2003, 324).
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to focus on the literary text’s ‘network of signifiers in search of its purported
representation’, while primarily identifying ‘social contents and political context’
(Brenkman 2003, 120). One could see this ‘loss of form’ as particularly evident in that
kind of postcolonial criticism which apparently engages with formal aspects of the
literary text, performing what I see as a ‘tacit’, allegorising leap — the uncritical
assumption that a set of politically subversive concepts somehow corresponds positively
to formal disruption, meta-fictive strategies, labyrinths of narrative structures and so
forth, i.e. what I call the modernist ethos.'®

These two approaches to literary texts embody what I see as an ambiguity in
much postcolonial literary criticism, or, what one could see as a kind of schizophrenia —
that is, a textual approach to allegedly ‘experimental’ texts, and a thematic, content-
based approach to so-called ‘conventional’ texts.!” Characteristic for both approaches is
what I see as a tacit consensus about the potential of the literary, a consensus which
more concretely is expressed through either a neglect of form, or a prescriptive and pre-
critical notion of literary form; in both approaches, however, the potential of the literary

is primarily decoded according to a barometer of extra-literary criteria.

'® Seen as such, the modernist ethos functions in a similar way to what John Frow (after Arjun Appadurai)
calls a ‘regime of value’, which more precisely implies a set of ‘mechanisms that permit the construction
and regulation of value-equivalence, and indeed permit cross-cultural mediation’ (Frow 1995, 144). See
also Appadurai (1986), Huggan (2001), and Frow (2005) for further discussions of ‘the regime of value’.
1 have attempted to outline these two approaches as crudely as possible without simplifying their main
characteristics, in order to illuminate some of the problems a return to the study of form may imply. One
could argue that the content-based approach would be more characteristic of earlier forms of postcolonial
criticism, whereas later forms of postcolonial criticism could be seen as more open to the textual
approach. Seen within this perspective, the two approaches are not so much complementary as mutually
excluding one another, in the sense that poststructuralist-oriented postcolonial criticism for example has
often criticised the content-based postcolonial reading strategy for operating with a naive, mimetic-
representational model, whereas the latter has often accused poststructuralist-oriented postcolonialism for
ignoring questions of history and materially determining forces. However, the implications of these
theoretical concerns go beyond what I have labelled here as ‘earlier’ and ‘later’ forms of postcolonial
criticism.
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To illuminate this problematic further, I briefly want to use Marxism again as a
comparative background. Discussing the revalorised status of modernism within the
field of Marxism, Franco Moretti notes a certain loss of distance between Marxist
interpretative theories (Marxist criticism inspired by for example Bakhtin’s work,
Russian Formalism, and deconstruction) and their favoured (‘experimental’ or ‘open’)
literary texts, both belonging to what he sees as a modernist paradigm, and thus together
producing a kind of hermeneutical blindness, or an ‘interpretive vicious circle’ (Moretti
1988, 339). Within this perspective, Moretti argues, Marxism has come close to
resembling an ‘Apology for Modernism’ (ibid.). Whereas for Adorno and Benjamin,
‘open’ or ‘fragmented’ texts were associated ‘with melancholy, pain, defenselessness,
and loss of hope’ (ibid.), such texts would today ‘suggest the far more exhilarating
concepts of semantic freedom, detotalization, and productive heterogeneity’ (ibid.).
What troubles Moretti, however, is that the indeterminacy, plurality, irony and
ambiguity of modernist texts are often seen as ‘valuable as such, not as a starting point
from which to move toward a definite choice’ (340-341). By focusing on the absence of
a movement toward a ‘definitive choice’, Moretti points at the effects of this
‘Interpretive vicious circle’, namely what he sees as a spell of indecision. The
dominating view that ‘modernist literature is subversive of the modern bourgeois

worldview’ (339) appears to Moretti as a rather unconvincing argument:

There is no doubt that “open” texts contradict and subvert organicistic beliefs, but it remains to be seen
whether, as is now widely and uncritically assumed, in the past century the hegemonic frame of mind has
not in fact abandoned organicism and replaced it with openness and irony. (ibid.)
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The promotion of indecision as a literary quality or value, in its own right, is ultimately
what Moretti sees as an expression of the ‘complicity between modernist irony and
indifference to history’ (343).

If we turn to the field of postcolonial literary criticism, Moretti’s reflections in
many ways correspond to what I referred to before as a problematic leap operating in
many analyses of postcolonial texts; this leap implies an automatic equation of formal
heterogeneity, innovation, and originality with political radicalism, which in this sense
provides a set of implicitly valorised aesthetic codes that is simultaneously followed by
a more hesitating willingness to engage with the aesthetics of allegedly more
conventional modes of expression. The direct implications of this problematic are, I
believe, partly reflected in the remarkably narrow list of postcolonial canonical works,
that is, works being discussed, studied and taught in departments of postcolonial studies,
of which, as Neil Lazarus polemically has argued, the example par excellence must be
Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children: ‘I am tempted to overstate the case, for purposes of
illustration, and declare that there is in a strict sense only one author in the postcolonial
literary canon. That author is Salman Rushdie’ (Lazarus 2005, 424). That many
postcolonial critics continuously reread and repeat their points about this novel, rich in
stylistic and formal inventions, together with a handful of other recurring works, seems
to exemplify the discrepancy, or perhaps even to some extent incompatibility, between

the norms of many sections within the field of postcolonial studies, and a large part of

what can be labelled as postcolonial literature;'® that is, an incompatibility which is

'® In W.J.T Mitchell’s view, today’s most important literary theories are produced in the west, while the
most exciting literatures stem from the west’s former colonies (see Mitchell 1992, 14). Although itis a
somewhat crude simplification of the problematic relationship between theory and literature (which
Mitchell himself admits), I agree with Huggan’s comment on Mitchell’s argument that ‘it seems worth
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based on an institutionalised act of exclusion, covered up by a ritualised and formulaic
‘radical’ practice.'

Postcolonial critics who eschew an engagement with literary form or structure,
on the other hand, tend to prefer a novel like Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. Both
Achebe and Rushdie’s novels seem to fulfil a set of generalised expectations, either
negatively or positively influenced by a modernist ethos, of what constitute radical
postcolonial values as conveyed through literary texts.”” To elaborate on Lazarus’
‘overstatement’, I argue that insofar as postcolonial critics emphasise formal or
rhetorical aspects as literary values, these values are to a large extent decoded in
‘prescriptive’ terms, such as allegorical tropes of modes of resistance, subversion and
emancipation, whereas insofar as critics stress more thematic and sociological aspects
of literary texts, there is a tendency to decode literary values in more ‘descriptive’ terms,
i.e. terms such as authenticity and representativity (in the political sense). I put the

words ‘prescriptive’ and ‘descriptive’ in quotation marks as they should not be

questioning the neo-imperialist implications of a postcolonial literary/critical industry centred on, and
largely catering to, the West” (Huggan 2001, 4). In a recent roundtable discussion published in the journal
PMLA, Simon Gikandi has argued that it is a ‘universally acknowledged fact that many of the critics who
are unhappy with postcolonial theory point to its failure to account for the foundational literary texts of
the colonial experience and the epistemology of decolonization or to engage with literatures produced in
indigenous languages’; what is needed, according to Gikandi, is ‘a rethinking of the relation between
theory and literature and a reflection on postcoloniality as an epistemological project’ (Yaeger 2007, 636).
This process of rethinking, I think, is central to an argument for a return to the literary in postcolonial
studies.

' Deepika Bahri, on the other hand, argues that it is necessary to engage critically with the ‘successful’,
prize-winning postcolonial text, even if it is to some extent complicit with the process of global
commodification: ‘It is no less important to refuse to cede this text either to reactionary, nonmaterialist,
apolitical aesthetics, or to an ineffectually diluted metropolitan political correctness, or indeed to an
unimaginatively constrained conception of political value’ (Bahri 2003, 3). An engagement with the
aesthetic dimension, Bahri argues, would problematise the automatic assumption that a text may be
irrelevant as a radical project insofar as it is popular, or the assumption that a text may be inherently
radical ‘by virtue of category alone’ (7).

% At the same time, it is not my purpose to argue that these studies, discussing either modernist formal
traits in literary works or political aspects, have only marginal importance, quite the contrary; what I am
interested in, however, is to show and discuss what implications are involved in using literary texts in the
way they have been within the field of postcolonial studies.
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understood as absolute, distinctive procedures, but rather as indications of the
parameters of extra-literary values underlying both perspectives.”' The presence of the
extra-literary is of course, for obvious reasons, unavoidable in any form of literary
criticism; it would be counter-productive to debunk forms of literary criticism focusing
on extra-literary aspects, while fetishising a notion of literary form. However, in terms
of what I have referred to as the schizophrenic perspective of postcolonial literary
criticism, it is necessary to explore more specifically the ways in which literary texts
have come to occupy such an ambiguous position in postcolonial studies; why literary
texts have been treated in this schizophrenic way, and the consequences of this

treatment.

The Postcolonial Perspective®

In an editorial to an issue of the journal Postcolonial Studies, Amanda MacDonald
presents a series of questions directed toward the critical perspective of postcolonial
studies: ‘does postcolonial studies really know, in a methodologically and/or
theoretically sustained manner, why it matters to pay attention to particular
representations or to representation as a category of phenomenon?’, and a little later:
‘does it understand the relationship between sign-system effects and the effects of
power that it describes? Has it sufficiently refined its taxonomy of powers? Has it

overlooked some types of potency in its preoccupation with Power?” (MacDonald 2004,

2 Focusing on cosmopolitanism, Timothy Brennan has observed what he sees as a ‘set of doctrinal
demands for the “third-world” writer’ (Brennan 1997, 36), that is, demands developed in terms of the
grcscriptive conditions imposed by cultural- and postcolonial studies.

While referring to ‘the postcolonial perspective’ may suggest a coherent, unified field, which is
obviously not the case, this section, however, will mainly attempt to demonstrate a general set of
characteristic features across the disciplinary disagreements which should guide us toward the possibility
of resituating the importance of the literary in a contemporary context.
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254). MacDonald’s questions characteristically evoke an aspect which I believe has
always formed a fundamental part of the discipline; a sustained process of introspection,
self-scrutiny, and self-criticism. Although one may object that self-criticism is an
integrated part of any contemporary critical theory intervening in the discursive field of
knowledge,” postcolonial criticism seems to define itself, or situate itself from the
outset, as an imperative, constantly demanding a rethinking, such as Homi Bhabha
phrases it in The Location of Culture: ‘The postcolonial perspective forces us to rethink
the profound limitations of a consensual and collusive “liberal” sense of cultural
community ... The very language of cultural community needs to be rethought from a
postcolonial perspective’ (Bhabha 2004, 251). In Bhabha’s view, the ‘postcolonial’
designates first of all, from an overall point of view, a constitutive critique of static,
binary conceptualisations of hegemonic cultural paradigms. It is a critique which thus
necessarily must imply a constantly renewed self-critique.

Self-reflexivity and self-critique may, however, also be seen as an expression of
a paralysing paranoia within postcolonial studies, a field anxious not to reproduce

imperialist ideologies and new orientalisms.?* Rey Chow has, within the context of

3 Following the postmodern analysis Lyotard proposes in The Postmodern Condition: A Report on
Knowledge from 1979, one may see the necessity of self-criticism within any contemporary critical
paradigm as both the acknowledgement of the absence of a stable, transcendental knowledge, and the
attempt to develop a situated, local strategy of re-negotiating the discursive figures from inside:
‘Postmodern science — by concerning itself with such things as undecidables, the limits of precise control,
conflicts characterized by incomplete information, “fracta,” catastrophes, and pragmatic paradoxes — is
theorizing its own evolution as discontinuous, catastrophic, nonrectifiable, and paradoxical. It is changing
the meaning of the word knowledge, while expressing how such a change can take place. It is producing
not the known, but the unknown. And it suggests a model of legitimation that has nothing to do with
maxmused performance, but has as its basis difference understood as paralogy’ (Lyotard 1991, 60).

* Given its relatively brief history as an academic discipline, it is remarkable how much the field of
postcolonial studies has revolutionised humanities. One of the reasons for this remarkable rise is no doubt
postcolonial studies’ identity as a radical break from previous discourses; yet to claim such an identity as
a ‘radical break’ is simultaneously to debunk, or partly debunk, previous discourses, from which the
postcolonial perspective claims to be different in a radical way. This has of course produced many
enemies of postcolonial studies, throwing suspicion on the ways in which the postcolonial perspective
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ethnographic studies, criticised the tendency to constantly call ‘for the necessity of
discursive self-reflexivity ... since such a call only confirms, once again, what was long
ago established by Hegel as the distinguishing trait of Western Man, his capacity for
being aware of himself” (Chow 1995, 179-180). While self-reflexivity may be a
necessary component within any contemporary radical perspective, there is a tendency
to see it as a value in itself, similar to Moretti’s critique of ‘indecision’ as a fetishised
literary value in its own right, that is, valuable according to uncertain parameters
measuring what is allegedly subversive and transgressive. As such, to argue for self-
reflexivity may to a certain extent be seen as legitimising, in an instrumental, habitual
and uncritical way, the complex and ambiguous task of producing a radical counter-
paradigm of knowledge, the sustained attempt to identify a functional critical
perspective, anxious to avoid overlooking any ‘types of potency’, to reuse Amanda
MacDonald’s phrase.”

These reservations would thus demand a further investigation of the
methodological imperatives of postcolonial studies, legitimised through the constantly
reiterated process of self-reflexivity. Discussing the geographical implications
underlying much postcolonial theory, roughly divided between a desire of coming to

terms with the burden of formulating a voice, speaking on behalf of ‘Third World

legitimises itself as a radical break, yet what is perhaps most surprisingly is that many of these critics of
postcolonial studies are to be found within the field itself. In Graham Huggan’s view, the excessive
amount of self-criticism in postcolonial studies is an expression of what he sees as a ‘defensiveness’,
which ‘has been part of the price the field has paid for achieving increasing institutional visibility’
(Huggan 2001, 258).

» Adding another problematic to this issue, Alison Donnell has argued that ‘A declaration of limits can
actually work as a legitimation device’ (Donnell 1995, 106); discussing the positioning identities of
reader and writer, Donnell warns that although an awareness of such positionings is important, it ‘should
not be reduced to competition, with readings of postcolonial texts developing into a bidding system in
which cultural and ideological credentials are listed as the markers for deciding who can claim the most
“authentic” ownership of meaning’ (ibid).
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identities’, while at the same time, and necessarily so, reconfiguring epistemological
structures within western discourse, John K. Noyes asks:

If the postcolonial turn involves the unsettling of a certain critical tradition in the (primarily American)
academies of higher education by insisting on the experience of the rest of the world, a world condemned
to the ghostlike existence of the speechless, then for intellectuals working far from the center of tradition
a number of obvious questions arise: what does this shift in perspective mean for the rest of the world? If
the first world intellectual needs to imagine a perspective outside the first world in order to articulate the
aporia of traditional theory, how does this position relate to the third world intellectual? Is
postcolonialism a mask for the perpetuation of intellectual imperialism? (Noyes 2000, 352)

Echoing some of the accusations which in particular Aijaz Ahmad has directed toward
the theoretical discourses of Said and Jameson, Noyes raises a number of important
aspects, which are all located at the centre of what one may call the self-reflexive
identity-formation of postcolonial studies.

One of these aspects, as implied in the quotation above, is the vital debate in
postcolonial studies about its links with western theoretical formations such as post-
structuralism, postmodernism and Marxism. There is no doubt that these ‘isms’ have
provided the field of postcolonial studies with some of its most important theoretical
concepts, but — as Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin write in The Empire Writes Back — to
appropriate western theories also involves a series of dangers,

the most threatening of which is the tendency to reincorporate post-colonial culture into a new
internationalist and universalist paradigm. This incorporative practice is shared by both the apparently
apolitical and ahistorical theories of poststructuralism and the socio-cultural and determinist theories

based in contemporary Marxist thought. (Ashcroft, Griffith, Tiffin 2002, 154)26

In the attempt to avoid the clear-cut binary model of the oppressor versus the oppressed,

Deepika Bahri argues that ‘an incipient discourse may be permitted some conceptual

* For ‘materialist’ postcolonial perspectives, see in particular the works of Neil Lazarus and Benita Parry.
Simon During, on the other hand, endorses the conflation of postmodernism (as distinct from
postmodernity) and postcolonial studies insofar as such a perspective would be capable of preserving
difference, while at the same recognising the problematic task of registering otherness (see During 1987,
32-47). I will discuss more thoroughly the relations between postcolonial studies, poststructuralism and
the literary in chapter two.
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licence and flexibility in using conflicting models’; at the same time, Bahri continues,
‘the failure to theorize scrupulously its own contradictions may ... limit its potential’
(Bahri 1996, 152). In other words, because the field of postcolonial studies is a
relatively new academic discipline, its use of conflicting models can in Bahri’s view be
excused as long as it continues to be self-reflective.

As we saw above, Homi Bhabha’s work, most notably perhaps, represents a
self-reflexive position which emphasises both the historical and the political
dimensions of a poststructuralist and postmodernist perspective, in the attempt to
counter discourses of Eurocentric, essentialist, objectifying and universalist thinking.*’
While constantly interrogating structures of referentiality and constructions of
subjectivities and identities, Bhabha concedes that post-structuralism and
postmodernism confined within their narrow European outlook have limited importance

as such; their ‘actual’ radical potential is only activated from a postcolonial perspective:

the postcolonial prerogative seeks to affirm and extend a new collaborative dimension, both within the
margins of the nation-space and across boundaries between nations and peoples. My use of
poststructuralist theory emerges from this postcolonial contramodernity. I attempt to represent a certain
defeat, or even an impossibility, of the ‘West’ in its authorization of the ‘idea’ of colonization. Driven by
the subaltern history of the margins of modemity — rather than by the failures of logocentrism — I have
tried ... to revise the known, to rename the postmodern from the position of the postcolonial. (Bhabha
2004, 251-252)

This perspective, however, has led to certain worries among other ‘third-world’
theorists, subscribing to a more materialist perspective, such as Arif Dirlik, who
considers Bhabha ‘a master of political mystification and theoretical obfuscation, of a

reduction of social and political problems to psychological ones, and of the substitution

7 By referring to ‘poststructuralism’ and ‘postmodernism’ simultaneously, I am not suggesting that they
can seamlessly be conflated, but rather that their shared features contribute to the overall version of
Bhabha’s postcolonial perspective. For a critical discussion of the differences between postmodernism
and poststructuralism, see Christopher Norris’ What’s Wrong with Postmodernism. For a critical survey
of the troubled relationship between postcolonial studies and poststructuralism, see Huggan (2001); 228-
264
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of post-structuralist linguistic manipulation for historical and social explanation’ (Dirlik
1994, 333n). Not only is Bhabha’s position, according to Dirlik, more or less complicit
with the hegemonic structures of western epistemology, the discipline of postcolonial
studies itself is repetitive and irrelevant since its underlying premises, ‘such as the
repudiation of post-Enlightenment metanarratives, were enunciated first in post-
structuralist thinking and the various postmodernisms that it has informed’ (336). That
is to say, the underlying premises of postcolonial studies, in Dirlik’s view, are basically
variations of the postmodernist perspective — a phenomenon of global capitalism —
which means that the field is unable to transgress its Eurocentric borders.?® The
outcome, then, is a theoretical discourse producing exclusions rather than inclusions;
ideological distortion and reification rather than actual hybridity or in-betweenness; a
postmodernist game in disguise playfully mimicking a radical political perspective,
while diverting attention away from its uneasy relations to the larger context of global
capitalism by fetishising otherness in order to maintain a privileged position at the

centre of metropolitan discourse.”

8 Rephrasing Slavoj Zizek’s critique of the poststructuralist notion of subjectivity, Sean Homer argues,
similarly to Dirlik, that ‘an anti-essentialist theory of fragmented subjectivity and multiple subject
positions provide late capitalism with an intellectual justification for precisely that form of subjectivity
most appropriate to meet the demands of a decentred, unstable and fluctuating global economy’ (Homer
2001, 9). Likewise, Kumkum Sangari argues in the article ‘The Politics of the Possible’ that
postmodernism generally must be seen as complicit with the social formation of the West, incapable of
transgressing its Eurocentrism, even in its politically radical forms. Echoing Benita Parry’s critique of
Spivak and Bhabha in Postcolonial Studies: A Materialist Critique, Martina Michel has argued that
‘Although poststructuralist criticism effectively has revealed mechanisms of marginalization, the concept
of the fractured self (that much-celebrated protagonist of our postmodern society) has at the same time
worked towards fixing the marginalized Other in this silenced position’ (Michel 1995, 90).

 As an alternative to this impasse, Dirlik reiterates the fetish of critical self-reflexivity, suggesting that
the ‘global intelligentsia’ — that is, postcolonial critics and ‘third-world’ theorists — must ‘generate a
thoroughgoing criticism of its awn ideology and formulate practices of resistance against the system of
which it is a product’ (Dirlik 1994, 356). Dirlik’s Marxist-materialist notion of self-reflexivity represents
one end of an axis along which the poststructuralist notion of self-reflexivity represents the other, an axis
that I questioned earlier; both can be seen as fetishishing, legitimising, paranoid and ultimately arresting
gestures that cover institutional blind spots. See also Stuart Hall’s essay ‘When was “The Post-colonial?”
Thinking at the Limit’ for a critique of Dirlik’s attack on postcolonial studies.
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While Arif Dirlik believes that the postcolonial prerogative is so heavily
informed by western modes of thought that it is incapable of constituting a genuine
critique, Robert Young has argued, with Jacques Derrida and others as examples, that it
is impossible to discuss the origins of poststructuralist thinking without simultaneously

referring to the political implications of colonialism and cultural otherness:

Those who reject contemporary postcolonial theory in the name of the ‘Third World” on the grounds of it
being western, however, are themselves in doing so negating the very input of the Third World, starting
with Derrida, disavowing therefore the very non-European work which their critique professes to
advocate. (Young 2001, 413)

Although both Dirlik and Young probably overstate their cases, each position can be
seen as constituting opposite ends of an axis along which most claims for an alleged
radicality are produced within the field of postcolonial studies, and along which one
may also locate expressions of what I have seen as the schizophrenic relation to the
dimension of the literary. On its own, the literary seems to occupy a marginal role
within such perspectives represented by for example Young and Dirlik, but its
relational function, as treated variously by different postcolonial theoretical approaches,
constitutes an important symptomatic, which may direct us toward the point where the
potential of the literary may play a vital role in connection with some of the current
blind spots and impasses in the academic discipline of postcolonial studies.

Ever since the beginning of postcolonial studies, one of the major disciplinary
challenges has consisted in answering the basic, self-reflexive question of what the
‘postcolonial’ might or might not imply, its imperatives, achievements, limits,

legitimisation, complicity, departures, deviations, digressions, inconsistencies and so
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forth;*® a tendency, one may add, which seems to have become even more pertinent ‘at
a time when the field is becoming rapidly entrenched in the academy as a discipline,
and postcolonial theory begins to assume, incrementally, larger proportions’ (Bahri
1996, 139). These two aspects, growing institutional power and an excessive emphasis
on self-critique and self-reflexivity, I will argue, can be seen as proportionally linked,*’
not only to each other in a mutually authorising construction, but also intimately linked
to the figures of the literary. It is my argument that these links, in covert and overt ways,
are revealed exactly in the relationship between postcolonial studies and the literary or

aesthetic as such.

Melancholic Self-Reflections

In the introductory chapter to a collection of critical essays discussing contemporary
postcolonial issues, Kalpana Seshadri-Crooks notes that the discipline seems to have
reached a stage of ‘melancholia induced paradoxically by its new-found authority and
incorporation into institutions of higher learning’. Contemporary postcolonial

melancholia, Seshadri-Crooks argues, relates to a series of problems, such as:

postcolonial scholars’ apprehension that institutionalizing the critique of imperialism may render it
conciliatory ... their criteria for political self-legitimation (i.e., the impossibility of representing the Third
World as an anti-imperialist constituency, especially in the face of the retreat of socialism) and their
peculiar immobility as an effective opggsitional force for curricular change within (American and British)
academies. (Seshadri-Crooks 2000, 3)™°

¥ See for example McClintock (1992), Shohat (1992), Mishra and Hodge (1993), Dirlik (1994), and
Bahri (1996).

3! Paul A. Bové writes: *“When the tools of opposition ... lose their negative edge — when their critical
edge makes no difference and they simply permit the creation of new texts, new documents recording the
successful placement of the previously “oppositional” within the considerably unchanged institutional
structures of the discipline ~ at that point criticism must turn skeptical again and genealogically recall
how the heretical became orthodox’ (Bové 1990, 64) — hence explaining the proportional growth of self-
reflexivity.

32 Other critical studies addressing melancholia within a contemporary perspective include Judith Butler
(1997), David Eng (2000), Slavoj Zizek (2000), Ian Almond (2004), and Paul Gilroy (2004). As these
various studies demonstrate, the notion of melancholia has been used in a wide range of contexts and
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In other words, at a time when postcolonial studies is enjoying wide academic success
and popularity, there is a mounting sense among practicing critics that the discipline has
become ‘stereotyped as an acceptable form of academic radicalism’ (17). One of the
reasons underlying this development is what Seshadri-Crooks identifies as ‘an
inadequately enunciated notion of the margin’ (4), that is, a margin which is different
from multiculturalism’s notion of a spatial, subject-positioned margin.** The uncritical
and homogenising conflation of postcolonial studies and multiculturalism has among
postcolonial critics led to what Seshadri-Crooks designates as a ‘turf war’, induced by
an ‘anxiety over the loss of the margin that results in the redrawing of lines and a
struggle over the margin itself” (18). Postcolonial critics, Seshadri-Crooks argues, have
been eager to recuperate the ‘dislocated and authoritative critical position’ (ibid.),
desperately looking for radicality as such, and thus in effect fetishising and reifying the
‘margin as the site of struggle for the outermost limit’ (ibid.). Opposed to this
undifferentiated notion of the margin, Seshadri-Crooks proposes a notion of
postcolonial marginality ‘not so much as that which is external to the power structure,
but rather its constitutive outside, an intimate alterity that marks the limit of power’ (13).

To Seshadri-Crooks, this negative, ironic, and contingent dimension of marginality — as

disciplines; what is specific about postcolonial melancholia, among other things, I would argue, is the
field’s extensive incorporation of other disciplinary practices and methodologies (and hence other
disciplines’ melancholic forms), as is evident in for example Gayatri Spivak’s or Homi Bhabha’s
theoretical discourses.

33 The notion of the margin in multiculturalism often constitutes, as Seshadri-Crooks puts it, a ‘source of
rejuvenation of the center, where knowledge as positive knowing is made possible’ (Seshadri-Crooks
2000, 8), that is, a ‘politics of recognition’. Michael Denning explains: ‘It is here we find the struggles to
reassert the dignity of despised cultural identifications: the assertion that black is beautiful, that gay and
lesbian romance and sexuality are as central to our collective narratives ... as are heterosexual marriage
and adultery, that art forms practiced by women are not “minor” forms, that speakers of minority
languages have rights to cultural autonomy and representation’ (Denning 2004, 164).
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the incommensurable and irreducible remainder, the ‘unthought’, nonrecuperable
otherneés, or, ‘the residue of representation’ (ibid.) — must constitute the foundation of
postcolonial ‘materialist critiques of power and how that power or ideology seeks to
interpellate subjects within a discourse as subordinate and without agency’ (19).

One of the characteristic aspects of postcolonial studies as a theoretical field
throughout its relatively brief span of history has been its amorphousness or
shapelessness. And it is exactly this undefinability which to Seshadri-Crooks permits it
‘to be simultaneously self-critical and oppositional’ (ibid.), since it prevents the
discipline from reaching a stagnant and self-complacent level of homogeneity. The
continuation of this differentiated margin of postcolonial criticality and oppositionality
is however only sustained through what Seshadri-Crooks sees as a constant rehearsal of
the ‘conditions for the production of its own discourse’ (18), a ‘relentless self-scrutiny’;
a ‘refusal to stay still, to define itself or defend itself’ (19).

The dimension of ‘consciousness-raising’ is according to Michael Denning ‘a
virtue when it means a genuinely reflective sense of one’s own being, one’s own
situation in the world, and one’s own impact on others’, thus an integral part of the
‘emergence of any social movement of subaltern peoples’ (Denning 2004, 126). As
such, institutional and methodological self-criticism and oppositionality have, as I
suggested earlier, always been an integrated part of postcolonial studies as an academic
field. It is true that the danger of institutionalisation, which haunts the contemporary
field of postcolonial studies in the age of global commodification, would seem to
demand even more pronounced calls for self-criticality; but at the same time it may

equally be relevant to see this demand in itself as something that has become a
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fetishised, empty, and self-congratulating gesture — a theoretical short-circuit or impasse
- playirig a vital part in the process of contemporary melancholia. In other words, while
the dimension of self-criticism or self-reflexivity seems to constitute a necessary
disciplinary manoeuvre in postcolonial studies, it may simultaneously be conceived as a
symptom of a certain methodological narcissism which legitimises, institutionally, an
increasingly prescriptive framework that dogmatically maintains its position as the
critical position in academia.

Seshadri-Crooks’ critical essay constitutes in many ways an important
theoretical symptom; while she accurately addresses some of the most serious,
contemporary theoretical problems in the field, her own proposal of a radicalised notion
of a postcolonial margin nevertheless relies on an equally fetishising idea of self-
reflexivity, as the ultimately redemptive horizon of postcolonial criticality. But insofar
as the excessive accentuations on self-criticality and self-reflexivity have become
automatic, self-legitimising, disciplinary markers of an increasingly institutionalised
and dogmatic methodological outlook — as attempts to repress the anxiety of a
paralysing paranoia of reproducing imperialist ideologies and new orientalism, in order
to maintain a radical identity — there is one important area, I believe, in which this

melancholic problematic is noticeable in a very explicit way.

Postcolonial Studies and Literature
This is more specifically the area in between postcolonial studies as a theoretical and

academic field and postcolonial literary texts.>* As I argued earlier, the postcolonial

* Even if postcolonial theory repeatedly has attempted to move beyond pure literary criticism, it is still
largely in the literary departments of academia that postcolonialism is being ‘done’; outside this realm, it
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text’s clearly marked emphasis on a politicised mode of representing marginalised
voices has vitalised the debate of what constitutes literary values, a debate which by
now seems to be a finished chapter. There have been few attempts to recuperate an
aesthetic-formal approach to literary texts in postcolonial studies, and as a consequence,
one of the peculiar things about postcolonial criticism is, as Peter Hallward has
observed,

how little it has to say about its own ‘home’ discipline, about literature proper. Having long since
absorbed the boundary-blurring lessons of deconstruction, many postcolonial literary critics seem
embarrassed by what remains of their disciplinary affiliation. Most postcolonial readings are brief, often
insubstantial, sometimes simply anecdotal. Only rarely do such readings engage with a text ‘on its own
terms’. (Hallward 2001, 334-335)"

Hallward’s comment is a serious indictment against the impetus of postcolonial studies,
albeit also a very ambiguous one, since it raises the question as to what extent the
dimension of the literary, as literary, that is, ‘on its own terms’, is supposed to play a
role in a field which, according to Robert Young, has ‘achieved a revolution in

aesthetics and the aesthetic criteria of the literary, just at a moment when “the literary”

was most under attack as an outdated category’, since it is ‘now valued as much for its

would be legitimate to raise concerns as to how much impact the postcolonial framework has actually had.
Ania Loomba may have a valid point that ‘If postcolonial studies is to survive in any meaningful way, it
needs to absorb itself far more deeply with the contemporary world’ (Loomba 2002, 256) instead of
merely fiddling with ‘literatures written or translated into English’ (257). In a longer perspective, I think
Loomba’s argument is of the utmost importance; in its present state, however, I would argue that
postcolonial studies needs to return to an elaborate discussion of the literary, so as to be able to appreciate
the potential of the literary and the specific ways in which literary texts may offer something valuable to
the problematics of ‘the contemporary world’.

% In the book Absolutely Postcolonial, Hallward distinguishes between the singular and the specific;
postcolonial studies is a singular theoretical enterprise because it produces its own, self-validating value-
system, while an actually critical — or specific — position includes norms and judgments that are produced
outside its own regime of values. My argument about the ways in which literary texts have been used to
‘confirm’ the radical identity of the postcolonial could be seen as an example of such a singular enterprise.
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depiction of representative minority experience as for its aesthetic qualities’ (Young
1998, 7).%¢

In a world after the so-called ‘revolution’, the occurrence of melancholia as a
symptom in postcolonial studies may be linked to the current status of the literary, given
the fact that literature still occupies a substantial part of postcoloniality’s objects of
study, yet for reasons that are highly ambivalent.”” As I noted earlier, postcolonial
literary criticism seems to be characterised by what one may see as a kind of
schizophrenia or dissociation; while many postcolonial literary analyses treat the
literary work with an emphasis on its extra-literary qualities, the more aesthetically
‘sophisticated’ postcolonial analyses — those apparently taking literary form seriously —
tend to focus primarily on works displaying ‘extravagant innovation’ (Parry 2002, 71),
whereas more conventional modes of writing, ‘deemed uncongenial to metropolitan
taste are un-translated and largely un-discussed within the academies’ (71-72). This
would seem to suggest that the figures of the literary per se constitute a problematic
within postcolonial studies, a problematic, to which the discipline in part has responded
either through an unbalanced empbhasis on allegedly radical textual modalities, or by
ignoring literary form entirely. Simultaneously, and particularly in relation to the former
kind of response, there has been a tendency in postcolonial studies to repress or

demonise more conventional modes of writing apparently not distanced enough from

*1am particularly indebted to Nicholas Harrison’s edited volume The Idea of the Literary and Deepika
Bahn’s Native Intelligence, both referring to Robert Young’s characteristic comment on the ‘revolution’
in the field of postcolonial studies (see Harrison 2005, 1 & Bahri 2003, 14), for my reflections on the
aesthetic dimension in postcolonial theory.

%7 The occurrence of melancholia as a symptom in postcolonial studies, I argue, is to be registered
negatively; that is to say, the source of melancholia in postcolonial studies can be observed through the
often reductive, simplistic readings of postcolonial literature, which pay scant attention to formal-
aesthetic concerns, or, at the other end of the schizophrenic axis along which much postcolonial criticism
operates, readings which exaggeratedly and uncritically valorise modernist textual modalities at the
expense of more conventional textual modalities.
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imperialist ideology in a self-conscious way, such as realism, insofar as this kind of
literature has been discussed as realism or realist form, and not treated as historical
documents, that is, figures of the extra-literary.

Schizophrenia is thus one of the characteristics of contemporary postcolonial
criticism that most distinctly expresses the ambivalent position occupied by the literary
— an ambivalence related to the problematic of institutionalisation as well as what I
earlier saw as a certain repetitiveness and predictability in many postcolonial literary
analyses: “To read across postcolonial literary studies’, Neil Lazarus polemically argues,
‘is to find, to an extraordinary degree, the same questions asked, the same methods,
techniques, and conventions used, the same concepts mobilized, the same conclusions
drawn’ (Lazarus 2005, 424) — that is, aspects confined to a narrow political and
thematic framework consisting of ‘representations of colonialism, nationhood,
postcoloniality, the typology of rulers, their powers, corruption, and so forth’ (Ahmad
2000, 124).>® In a similar vein, Deepika Bahri talks about ‘a web of professional
practices that include publishing, book reviews, syllabus exchange, conferences’ which
produces ‘a pattern of privileging texts more readily responsive to “authorized”

questions and pedagogic imperatives’ (Bahri 2003, 10).%

38 Although my focus in this dissertation is on literary form and the problematic role it plays within the
contemporary field of postcolonial studies, I am also indirectly suggesting a series of other factors which
may be taken into account in a discussion of some of the underlying reasons why postcolonial studies has
become institutionalised, such as the one-dimensional focus on a very narrow historical framework (i.e.
modern history), the dominating focus on a narrow geographical framework (i.e. the west and its former
colonies), and a narrow linguistic framework (primarily English and French).

*® One could of course object that Lazarus and Ahmad (and, by implication, my own position) draw a
rather homogenised and monolithic picture of the field of postcolonial studies, its practices and
methodologies, which does not take into account differences in terms of, say, regions, local histories,
gender, language and so on. It would undoubtedly be possible to make a very important case for this;
moreover, | think the objection would be compatible with my overall argument, which however, in this
chapter, is concentrated around the notion of postcolonial melancholia as a symptom of the problematics,
limitations, and possibilities inherent in the relationship between a given postcolonial theoretical
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For a long time, Deepika Bahri observes, ‘it would have seemed provocatively
conservative to agitate for aesthetic considerations’ (15), yet nevertheless there are a
number of significant reasons suggesting that we need to reengage with the issue of the
literary and the aesthetic in contemporary criticism. When postcolonial studies, after
having ‘revolutionised’ the field of literary aesthetics through critical and politically
consciousness-raising readings of texts previously situated comfortably within narrow,
local frameworks,* is haunted by melancholia today because of a loss of critical
marginality, this may be seen as an ambiguous expression of both disciplinary success
and failure. Success, in the sense that an elaborated notion of the literary after the so-
called postcolonial aesthetic ‘revolution’ has been utterly undermined; but also failure,
implying that the contemporary field of postcolonial studies has lost its identity as a
critical margin — that it has become something dangerously close to representing ‘a sales

tag for the international commodity culture’ (Huggan 1994, 24).

Legitimisation and Repression

‘Postcolonial discourse’, Fawsia Afzal-Khan observes, ‘will always be productively
split between the assertion of its political convictions and the critique of those very
convictions’ (Afzal-Khan 2000, 24). Insofar as the radicality of the political imperatives
of postcolonial studies is constantly measured against the margins of this discontinuity,
what seems to be one of the problematic consequences is that the reinforcement of this

split — a reinforcement vital to the field as a critical, consciousness-raising discourse

discourse and the figures of the literary, rather than an investigation of the ways in which this symptom is
differentiated in particular practices, traditions and contexts.

¥ See in particular Jameson (1990), Said (1994), Chrisman (1998) and Parry (2004) for readings of
colonial and imperial inscriptions in domestic fictions.
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under increasing institutional pressure — has led to a displacement of the focus of
postcoldnial studies; a focus displaced from its object proper, the literary text, fo its own
figures of self-representation and self-critique, as a field distinct from other, related
fields. It follows that the negative effects of this displacement become particularly
evident in postcolonial discourse’s relation to the figures of the literary.

In A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing
Present, Spivak argues that:

the promise of justice must attend not only to the seduction of power, but also to the anguish that
knowledge must suppress difference as well as differance, that a fully just world is impossible, forever
deferred and different from our projections, the undecidable in the face of which we must risk the
decision that we can hear the other. (Spivak 1999, 199)

Insofar as we take this ‘promise of justice’ as one of the underlying constituents of the
postcolonial political imperative, postcolonial literary analyses are confronted with the
task of registering the otherness as conveyed in and through the literary. It is, however,
possible, I believe, that the literary interpretative framework of postcolonial criticism,
its ‘incessant, self-reflexive analysis’ (Afzal-Khan 2000, 24), may to a certain extent
ward off the risk or potency involved in the task of reading literary texts, which thus
perhaps rather appear in the form of the ‘already-read’.*' I want to argue that a certain

act of ‘illegitimate’, ‘concealed’, or even ‘borrowed’ legitimisation takes place within

*! Jameson’s much-criticised notion of the ‘always-already read’-dimension of third-world literary texts
(as national allegories) questions the possibility of a reading beyond ideologically inflected habits
reinforced by a value-coded system in which novels that do not correspond to an institutionalised and pre-
conceived set of literary norms are devalued before the integrity of the reader’s proficiency is interrogated.
What Jameson’s essay on Third-world literature addresses is the appearance of a belatedness, a non-
immediacy, of the postcolonial novel in the hands of a reader unfamiliar with its contexts of origins, as a
text always-already interpreted within the category of nationalism. And it is exactly the impossibility of
an attempt to move beyond this appearance of a belatedness, that is, to read the postcolonial novel ‘on its
own terms’ (or, for that matter, to read any literary text ‘on its own terms’), that leads Jameson to stress
the futility in an evaluation of this genre through traditional aesthetics: ‘The third-world novel will not
offer the satisfactions of Proust or Joyce’ (Jameson 1986, 65). See also McGonegal (2005) for a reading
of the ‘always-already read’ dimension in Jameson’s work.
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much postcolonial criticism, increasingly stereotyped and institutionalised through a
narrow, authoritative vocabulary, frequently consisting of ‘the hybrid, the interstitial,
the intercultural, the in-between, the indeterminate, the counter-hegemonic, the
contingent’, that is, ‘attempts to evoke that which no concept can “capture” (Hallward
2001, x1). The sustained attempt to constitute itself conceptually as the discipline no one
can ‘capture’, may also be seen as a process of legitimising itself as the (authoritatively
de-legitimising) discipline capturing or representing that margin which no concept can
‘capture’. One may see this tautological self-authorisation, which is paradoxically
exposed in the relationship to the figures of the literary, as an expression of postcolonial
studies’ contentious location in between cultural meta-languages of knowledge.*

It is in this way that the excessive self-critique, which in an obligatory way
seems to authorise many postcolonial analyses of literary works, is intimately related to
the aspect I stressed earlier, namely the lack of attention to the specifically literary in
much postcolonial literary criticism. The specifically literary, the literary text ‘on its
own terms’, across the spectrum of different modes, thus seems to imply a relationship
involving an uncanny risk; a risk to which postcolonial literary criticism has responded
in a schizophrenic way, either by ignoring this risk through an emphasis on the extra-
literary dimension of the literary work or through an emphasis on excessively self-
conscious modes of literary expressions that correspond to the radical figures of the

postcolonial political imperatives.

“2 Cf. Stephen Slemon’s and Helen Tiffin’s argument that “When reading for textual resistance becomes
entirely dependent on a “theoretical” disentanglement of contradiction or ambivalence within the
colonialist text — as it does in deconstructive or new historical readings of colonial discourse — then the
actual locus of subversive agency is necessarily wrenched away from colonised or post-colonial subjects
and resituated within the textual world of the institutionalised western literary critic’ (Slemon & Tiffin
1989, xviii; also quoted in Moore-Gilbert 2000, 18-19). For a discussion of the institutional framework of
postcolonial studies and Foucault’s notion of ‘will to knowledge’, see Deepika Bahri (2003); 36
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Here, I believe, we seem to arrive at the centre of what one may see as the
dilemma of much postcolonial literary criticism, a dilemma which equally constitutes its
potential; I am arguing that postcolonial studies, legitimising its methodological
strategies through a self-critical practice of rereading (or a reading otherwise) the
figures of the marginal, to some extent can be seen as a discourse producing a ‘promise
of justice’ that merely functions as a rhetorical manoeuvre concealing its theoretical
blind spots. To ‘occupy a blind spot’, Shoshana Felman writes, albeit in a different
context, ‘is not only to be blind, but in particular to be blind to one’s own blindness; it is
to be unaware of the fact that one occupies a spot within the very blindness one seeks to
demystify’ (Felman 1989, 199).* What one may see as anxiously concealed defence
mechanisms (that is, the excessive self-critique) implemented to prevent falling into this
hazardous trap, I argue, are revealed through what Hallward saw as the insubstantiality
of many postcolonial literary analyses. One may thus argue that the radicalism of a large
part of the established postcolonial theoretical vocabulary, with which the postcolonial
critic ‘answers’ the demands of the literary text, is established at the price of the
neutralisation of literary singularity, the reduction of critical responses to the ‘brief,
often insubstantial, sometimes simply anecdotal’ — as answers answering for the text,
whose figures thus become answerable to the particular figures of the postcolonial

vocabulary.*

“*In her Lacanian-deconstructive-inspired essay ‘Turning the Screw of Interpretation’, Shoshana Felman
argues that literature constructs a ‘trap’; criticism attempts to master the meaning of the literary text, but
thereby becoming trapped in a re-enactment of the figures of the text. The fear of entering this trap, I
believe, is to a certain extent reflected in many postcolonial analyses of the literary, never quite willing to
enter a position claiming the mastery of the text (that is, being caught in literature’s trap), while instead
engaging in a blinding process of ‘mastering’ their own blindness to which the literary becomes a guide, a
reader, that is, a theoretical correction (caught in the trap of the postcolonial).

“ Timothy Brennan argues that many contemporary, ‘cosmopolitan’, postcolonial writers ‘have given
their novels the unfortunate feel of ready-mades. Less about authenticity of vision than the context of
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What Franco Moretti designates as the ‘loss of distance’ in modern criticism,
and what Neil Lazarus conceives as a certain sameness in postcolonial literary analyses,
can be seen as similar to the seamlessness of the correspondence between an explicitly
self-conscious postcolonial literary modality on the one hand, and on the other hand the
dominating vocabulary of much postcolonial literary criticism. Moreover, this
seamlessness can thus be seen as contributing to the process of what Seshadri-Crooks
viewed as the consolidation of an institutionalised, blunted and reified standard of
radicalism, that is, a loss of a differentiated, critical margin.

It is in this sense that the literary may thus constitute an important resource
simultaneously informing postcoloniality. Postcoloniality’s relationship to the figures of
the literary, I would argue, may in part be seen as epitomising, in all its heterogeneity
and complexity, both in a figurative and a literal sense, the uncanny modus operandi of
the postcolonial perspective. The figures of the literary can be conceived as the potential
revelation of the uncanny, blind spot of postcolonial studies, that which should have
remained secret;** the figures of the literary may be seen as representing the (im)-
possible or uncanny resource of the postcolonial perspective, indicating on the one hand
that which supports the postcolonial perspective, and on the other hand indicating that
which necessarily must remain unreadable within the figures of postcolonial criticism

(i.e. the literary ‘on its own terms’). The literary text may in this sense be seen as the

reception’ (Brennan 1997, 203) — that is, their postcolonial context of reception. One could modify
Brennan’s perhaps rather cynical view via Graham Huggan’s argument that the contemporary
postcolonial literary text ‘is profoundly affected, but not totally governed, by commodification; it is
frequently, but not invariably, subject to fetishisation of cultural difference; it is increasingly, but by no
means irredeemably, institutionalised in Western commercial and educational systems; its value is
certainly shaped, but not rigidly determined, by its contact with the global market” (Huggan 2001, 27).
* As Peter Childs and Patrick Williams remind us, ‘it was the literatures of former colonies which were
originally designated post-colonial’ (Childs & Williams 1997, 20), whereas postcolonial theorists today,
according to Peter Hallward, ‘seem embarrassed by what remains of their disciplinary affiliation’
(Hallward 2001, 335).
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uncanny doppelganger of the postcolonial perspective — at one and the same time
endowing postcolonial studies with the possibility of responding to otherness, but also
exposing the field to a risk, namely the dissolution of its disciplinary boundaries, and

hence the dissolution of its identity as an independent academic discourse.

The Melancholia of Postcolonial Studies
Here I want to return to Seshadri-Crooks’ reflections on the melancholia of
contemporary postcolonial studies; what remains somewhat under-theorised and
displaced in Seshadri-Crooks’, in other respects balanced, overview of the impasses in
postcolonial discourse, seems to be the possibility of conceiving the literary as the
margin, ‘the residue of representation’, instead of the emphasis on a literature of the
margin. The ‘relentless self-scrutiny’, the fear of becoming a petrified, homogeneous
critical authority, and so on, which has always been a trademark of postcolonial studies
as an academic discipline, may be, as Seshadri-Crooks argues, and undoubtedly many
other postcolonial scholars will agree with her, seen as a continual attempt to preserve
the margin, its distinct position of otherness, always under threat: ‘The postcolonial
margin must be acknowledged as incommensurable and nonrecuperable’ (Seshadri-
Crooks 2000, 13).

But I want to open the possibility of reading this trademark rather differently, by
turning to Freud’s essay on ‘Trauer und Melancholie’ from 1915. Freud sees the
condition of melancholia as belonging to the group of manic-depressive psychoses,

specified by its neurotic narcissism.*® One of the preconditions for the possibility of

“® In the short article on melancholia, Freud notes how difficult it is to distinguish melancholia from
mourning. He considers the former as distinct from other psychoses, like paranoia or schizophrenia, while
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melancholia occurring at some later stage is the narcissistic choice of object; another is
the ambi-valence, that is, the love-hate relationship to the object. Melancholia is
triggered by the loss of the object, or, the feeling of disappointment, of being let down
by the object: ‘melancholia is in some way related to an object-loss which is withdrawn
from consciousness, in contradistinction to mourning, in which there is nothing about
the loss that is unconscious’ (Freud 1968, 245). The libido is redrawn to the realm of the
ego, which in effect leads to the ego-libido’s attempt to identify with the object, that is,

an attempt to restore the lost object within the ego.*’ Freud writes:

On the one hand, a strong fixation to the loved object must have been present; on the other hand, in
contradiction to this, the object-cathexis must have had little power of resistance ... The narcissistic
identification with the object then becomes a substitute for the erotic cathexis, the result of which is that
in spite of the conflict with the loved person the love-relation need not be given up. (249)

This substitution, as Freud notes a few lines later, is equally an important mechanism in
schizophrenia; it represents ‘a regression from one type of object-choice to original
narcissism ... The ego wants to incorporate this object into itself, and, in accordance
with the oral or cannibalistic phase of libidinal development in which it is, it wants to
do so by devouring it’ (249-250).

The identification of the ego with its lost object at the same time empties its
libidinal energy: ‘In mourning it is the world which has become poor and empty; in
melancholia it is the ego itself’ (246). Trapped within this contaminating or haunting
condition of emptiness (that is, haunted by an absent object it can never quite devour,
that is, become or replace through identification), the objectified ego develops a

pathological distortion of self-understanding. The ego becomes the ghostly object of a

defining melancholia negatively, as a kind of anomalous version of mourning (or, to put it differently,
mourning is the ‘normal’ pathological reaction to a sense of loss). For a discussion of Freud’s later
developments of his theory of melancholia, see Tammy Clewell (2004).

* What Freud in his later meta-psychological writings calls ‘introjection’.
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helpless self-critique,*® which however, as Freud notes, is not primarily directed toward
the melaﬁcholic self, but rather toward the lost object with which the ego identifies, thus
resentfully ‘revenging’ him- or herself on the missing object. ‘The complex of
melancholia’, Freud writes, ‘behaves like an open wound’ (253), a schizophrenic

revenge which at the same time implies a sadistic satisfaction:

The self-tormenting in melancholia, which is without doubt enjoyable, signifies, just like the
corresponding phenomenon in obsessional neurosis, a satisfaction of trends of sadism and hate which
relate to an object, and which have been turned round upon the subject’s own self. (251)

Nourished by a sadistic, revengeful, yet fundamentally self-deluding and impoverishing
fantasy of the ‘restored’ object, the melancholic ego must at the same time prevent,
exclude or repress the possibility of the object actually returning, since this return
would lead to an uncanny complication, and ultimately destabilisation, of the pleasure-
giving process of substitution; the melancholic ego would in that case become the
ghostly other of its own fantasy. The melancholic fantasy thus to some extent acts as a
mechanism of repression or exclusion.*

From this brief outline, one may draw a connection between Seshadri-Crooks’
description of a relentlessly self-scrutinising discipline haunted by melancholia, and
Freud’s thoughts on the process of a ghostly, cannibalistic identification, characteristic

of the melancholic ego. As I stressed earlier, the discipline of postcolonial studies has

* That is, the part of the ego which Freud in his article on narcissism from 1914 calls ego-ideal, and
which he later designates as the Uber-Ich.

* For a thought-provoking use of Freud’s essay on melancholia within postcolonial studies, see Anne
Anlin Cheng’s The Melancholy of Race: Psychoanalysis, Assimilation, and Hidden Grief in which she
uses the concept of melancholia to describe the processes of racial identification and identity-formation in
an American context. As will become clearer in the following, I am using Freud’s notion of melancholia
in a similar way, but in connection with what I see as the melancholic relationship between postcolonial
literary criticism and the (lost or absent) object of the literary as a configuration of otherness — a margin
through which postcolonial criticism has always identified itself, but which increasingly has become
commodified due to increasingly institutionalised and prescriptive reading practices that have erased the
specificity of the literary.
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always been, and still is, closely tied to literary and aesthetic modes of representativity —
a relatioﬂship, as we saw earlier, of ambivalence. Seshadri-Crooks notes that ‘Unlike
other area studies, postcolonial studies has no identifiable object’ (Seshadri-Crooks
2000, 19), which in the Freudian perspective can be seen as both true and untrue at the
same time — similar to the way in which the melancholic ego sadistically criticises him-
or herself as the other, that is, as the restored object. The ‘amorphousness’ of
postcolonial studies, that which ‘permits it to be simultaneously self-critical and
oppositional’ (ibid.), has in itself become a fetish, a displaced libidinal energy, diverting
attention from the object which must not be identified, in order to allow the discipline’s
critical nexus to remain within a process of constant self-correction. The lack of an
identifiable object, the ‘amorphousness’, can thus be seen as constituting
postcoloniality’s own fetishised object, or, the attempt to restore the lost object within
its own discourse, as its own discourse — the ‘incommensurable and nonrecuperable’ (13)
dimension of otherness, that which simultaneously constitutes, but rarely is permitted
the status of, the literary. The melancholic self-scrutiny of postcolonial studies, the self-
correction, the sustained attempt to preserve within itself its object, as its object, may
suggest that postcolonial literary texts have never quite managed to live up to the
expectations of postcolonial studies — as ‘faulty’ or ‘outmoded’ relics, waiting to be
converted to the radicalism that postcolonial criticism will enunciate on their behalf,

‘revenging’ the failures that the literary may represent.”®

% With the obvious exceptions which prove the rule, such as the works of Salman Rushdie or J.M.
Coetzee, to name a few of the canonised postcolonial authors, works which speak in tune, or, at level,
with the vocabulary of much postcolonial criticism. Insofar as one may see the literary as constituting an
important component in the identity-construction of the postcolonial perspective, so-called radical texts
confirm the radicality of the postcolonial perspective as an original value, an ideal, while so-called
conventional texts can be seen as revealing an uncanny difference or incompatibility.
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The continued, albeit ambiguous, centrality of literary texts within the field of
postcolorﬁal studies would however seem to suggest that the contemporary melancholia
is perhaps rather triggered by the reverse — the dawning, melancholic awareness within
much postcolonial criticism of its own failure, to never quite have been able to live up
to the critical potential that the literary contains, the constitutive site of negative,
contingent marginality; that it has never quite been able to replace it, to identify with it,
to speak as the literary, despite all the attempts to silence it, to speak for it, to translate it
into its own vocabulary. The current melancholia of postcolonial literary criticism is
thus an expression of what one may see as the uncanny return of the literary,” no longer
trapped within a narrow, local framework, but as the negative, homeless, borderless and
contingent dimension of marginality which Seshadri-Crooks identifies as the critical
postcolonial margin. ‘Notwithstanding all the legalistic efforts of literary criticism,
literature remains’, Spivak observes, ‘the singular and unverifiable margin’ (Spivak
1999, 175).

Melancholia follows as a consequence of what Seshadri-Crooks sees as the
danger of postcolonial studies, being institutionalised academically, gaining power as
the authoritative, critical position, or, the position of the Uber-Ich — one that definitively
eliminates the illusion of identifying an authentic margin, however much it flagellates
itself critically, that is, somewhat schizophrenically ‘revenges’ itself on its deceitful,
distrustful object, the objectless object, which keeps resurrecting itself as otherness, or,
as the literary. The literary thus, as I have argued, can be seen as representing an

important problematic in postcolonial studies, registering the dialectic of institutional

3! For a discussion of the relationship between literature and the uncanny, see Nicholas Royle’s The
Uncanny, and also Robin Lydenberg’s ‘Freud’s Uncanny Narratives’.
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power and excessive self-critique as a process of legitimising the loss of a margin,; it
represents a risk, transgressing the discursive boundaries, but also a potential to move

beyond the cul-de-sac of cultural incommensurability.
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Chapter Two

The Return of the Literary

In the face of the abnormity into which reality is developing, art’s inescapable affirmative essence has become
insufferable. Art must turn against itself, in opposition to its own concept, and thus become uncertain of itself
right into its innermost fiber. (Adorno 2004, 2)

In order to reclaim the role of teaching literature as training the imagination — the great inbuilt instrument of
othering — we may, if we work as hard as old-fashioned Comp. Lit. is known to be capable of doing, come
close to the irreducible work of translation, not from language to language but from body to ethical semiosis,
that incessant shuttle that is a “life.” (Spivak 2003, 13)

Returning to the Literary

In the previous chapter, I attempted to raise some issues regarding the dimension of the
literary in postcolonial studies. Tracing the contemporary atmosphere of melancholia, I
tried to demonstrate a connection between what I saw as the failure of a large part of the
typical postcolonial vocabulary, becoming increasingly institutionalised and thus occupying
an uncomfortable degree of academic authority, to identify (with) its object of study and
the remarkable emphasis on self-criticism and self-reflexivity. I suggested that this
‘misrecognition’ should be seen as intimately related to postcolonial studies’ ambiguous

and anxious desire for legitimisation as a genuinely critical margin, a desire which by now
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has become melancholic. Melancholia designates a growing awareness of the problems
involved in thé ways in which postcolonial studies has attempted to satisfy this desire —
problems such as for example the ways in which literary texts have been read and used.

One of the responses to postcolonial melancholia today is thus what can be seen as a
recent tendency among certain postcolonial scholars, namely a renewed interest in the
literary dimension. Works such as Gayatri Spivak’s Death of a Discipline (2003), Deepika
Bahri’s Native Intelligence (2003), Nicholas Harrison’s Postcolonial Criticism (2003),
Derek Attridge’s The Singularity of Literature (2004) and J.M. Coetzee and The Ethics of
Reading (2004), and Nicholas Brown’s Utopian Generations (2005), all express unease
about the ways in which literary texts have been treated in cultural studies and postcolonial
studies (and perhaps literary studies in general), while offering vital attempts to reframe the
potentials and implications of the aesthetic, as a way out of the contemporary debacle. The
theoretical impulse of my own argument should be seen as part of this tendency; this
chapter will elaborate detailed discussions of some of these recent critical works returning
to the literary, in order to clarify both the basis on which my argument is situated, and
where it takes a different path.

As will become clearer in the following, one of the problems, as I see it, emerging
from these recent — and vitally important — attempts to rethink the literary within the
context of cultural- and postcolonial studies is that they largely base their critical concerns
on aesthetic-formal paradigms which to some extent fail to reach beyond what I earlier
referred to as the modernist ethos (that is, the assumption of a correspondence between
modernist aesthetic techniques and a vocabulary of radical, political concepts), in part

because literary form — (the literary as distinct from the extra-literary) — is largely
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conceived as quite simply meaning modernist aesthetic technique, that is, when the literary
becomes visible as a formal difference within the text’s codes of meaning. Part of what I
call the modernist ethos should thus be seen as an attempt to identify the monopolising
limits of a conception of the literary, and the implications of the impact that these limits
may exert on an attempt to formulate a renewed importance of literary texts in postcolonial
studies.

Overall, what I want to explore in this chapter is the extent to which recent
arguments for a renewed attention toward the literary in a postcolonial context may involve
another form of melancholia, not so much the symptom of — as much as a critical response
to — disciplinary institutionalisation; a response which nonetheless still in effect maintains a
narrow value-codification of the aesthetic that corresponds to, and thus legitimises, the
imperatives of the postcolonial perspective (and, as such, reinforces the process of

institutionalisation).

Marginality in the Marketplace
Discussing an aspect of postcolonial literary criticism, which in recent years has become
ever more noticeable, Graham Huggan’s book The Postcolonial Exotic: Marketing the
Margins focuses on the extent of postcolonial studies’ involvement in the contemporary
commodification of marginality and cultural difference.

‘Postcolonial studies’, Huggan argues, ‘has capitalised in its perceived marginality
while helping turn marginality itself into a valuable intellectual commodity’ (Huggan 2001,
viii). One could object that such a view does not take into account the critical impact

postcolonial studies has had on academic modes of thinking in general, and moreover
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misses the fact that postcolonial studies, perhaps more than any other critical discourse, has
always been c;)nspicuously aware of this problematic (i.e. what I referred to earlier as the
excessive amounts of self-criticism within the field). Yet Huggan’s critique goes beyond
the typical reductionist charges that have been directed toward postcolonial studies (i.e.
postcolonial studies being no more than a lackey of global capitalism). Whereas for
example Arif Dirlik, in the article ‘The Postcolonial Aura’, sees postcolonial studies as
little more than a self-fixated form of academic careerism (with Homi Bhabha as an
example),' Huggan insists on a radical ethos in postcolonial studies, although an ethos
which nonetheless is intricately bound up with the logic of market forces. That is to say, the
field of postcolonial studies has, in Huggan’s opinion, not only operated as a discourse of
resistance, but also as discourse mediating or marketing otherness as a commodity value on
the global market.

In Huggan’s view, this commodity value of otherness also has ‘an aesthetic value, a
value often measured explicitly or implicitly in terms of the exotic’ (13). Whereas
exoticism normally is understood as ‘an aestheticising process through which the cultural
other is translated, relayed back through the familiar’, in a postcolonial context —
‘exoticism is effectively repoliticised, redeployed both to unsettle metropolitan
expectations of cultural otherness and to effect a grounded critique of differential relations
of powers’ (ix-x). And yet central to Huggan’s argument is the foregrounding of the

ambiguity of aesthetic value as understood in terms of the exotic.

' Aijaz Ahmad raises a similar point in the essay ‘Languages of Class, Ideologies of Immigration’ in In
Theory; 94. See also Anthony Kwame Appiah’s derisive description of postcolonial studies in the book In My
Father’s House: ‘a relatively small, Western-style, Western-trained, group of writers and thinkers, who
mediate the trade in cultural commodities of world capitalism at the periphery’ (Appiah 1992, 240).
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To Huggan, the postcolonial context constitutes a site of struggle between two
different sets of value-codifications; that is, postcolonial studies’ field of production is
‘split’ into two levels or two ‘regimes of values’, which Huggan refers to as
‘postcolonialism’ and ‘postcoloniality’ (similar to, albeit different from, the distinction
between ‘postmodernism’ and ‘postmodernity’).” From an overall perspective,
‘postcolonialism’ embodies what most practitioners in the field would identify as their
tasks, namely revaluing and rereading ‘the signs of social struggle in the faultlines of
literary and cultural texts’ (6); ‘postcoloniality’, on the other hand, designates ‘a value-
regulating mechanism within the global late-capitalist system of commodity exchange’
(ibid.). Seen as such, the two regimes of value are oppositions, struggling against each other,
yet part of Huggan’s argument is to suggest that they have become ‘mutually entangled’
(ibid.):

the point that needs to be stressed here is that postcolonialism is bound up with postcoloniality — that in the
overwhelmingly commercial context of late twentieth-century commodity culture, postcolonialism and its
rhetoric of resistance have themselves become consumer products. (ibid.)

Due to the increased canonisation, fetishisation and glamorisation of certain themes, issues,
writers, forms and so forth, taking place within the field of postcolonial studies today, the
radical split between postcolonialism, as an anti-colonial and anti-capitalist critique, and
postcoloniality, as a market-driven mechanism of value-codification corresponding to the

logic of global capitalism, is according to Huggan under erasure.’

2 According to Huggan, ‘postcolonialism’ ‘shares some of postmodernism’s relativistic preoccupations — with
textual indeterminacy, the crisis of meaning, the questioning of the unitary subject ... Yet it does not, or at
least does not aim to, share postmodernism’s somewhat irresponsible lack of commitment, its self-regarding
obsession with play, or its Eurocentric frame of reference. Postcoloniality, on the other hand, is largely a
function of postmodernity: its own regime of value pertains to a system of symbolic, as well as material,
exchange in which even the language of resistance may be manipulated and consumed’ (Huggan 2001, 6).

? But even if the radical split between ‘postcolonialism’ and ‘postcoloniality’ is under erasure, Huggan’s
argument is not that postcolonial studies thus has ‘sold out’, so to speak (i.e. that ‘postcolonialism’ has
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Huggan’s focus on the ambiguous relation between ‘postcolonialism’ and
‘postcoloniality’ provides a timely and engaged analysis of the postcolonial margin, and, by
implication, an important discussion of aesthetic value-codifications in postcolonial studies.
And yet one of the major weaknesses in Huggan’s argument stems precisely from a
strategically limited conception of the aesthetic. The main thrust of Huggan’s argument, as
we have seen, is that ‘postcolonialism’ operates with a set of values, such as ‘“resistance”,

s 1Y

“authenticity”, “marginality

%9

(29), which apparently designates ‘a politics of value that
stands in obvious opposition to global processes of commodification’ (6); yet on another
level, these values simultaneously ‘circulate as reified objects in a late-capitalist currency
of symbolic exchange’ (29). There is, in other words, an ambiguous homology or
correspondence between postcolonialism’s set of values and postcoloniality’s set of values,
one that emerges precisely in relation to the aesthetic — as art works which on the one hand
provide textual resistance, while on the other hand ‘circulate as reified objects’. Yet by
referring to ‘the postcolonial exotic’, as a means to analyse this ambiguous dimension of
postcolonial art works, Huggan at the same time frames the aesthetic dimension in these
works within a value-coded system, regulating equivalents between specific dilemmas and
formulas of what is to be done: ‘what is it possible for postcolonial writers/thinkers to do
about the postcolonial exotic?’ (32), Huggan asks, listing a number of different strategies
and options (by which he evidently believes that he has avoided homogenising the
postcolonial field of cultural production) which are nonetheless all formulated in relation to
Huggan’s theoretical (and to some extent homogenising) problematic. One thing is that

Huggan’s parameter of postcolonial aesthetics is limited to either playful, self-conscious or

become ‘postcoloniality’), but rather to stress how postcolonial studies — or ‘postcolonialism’ — has
commodified the margin, and thus become entangled with what Huggan refers to as ‘postcoloniality’,
precisely because of its desire for a critical margin.
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‘strategic’ (or, one could add, poststructuralist or modernist) versions of exoticism, or
versions more or less complicit with old-fashioned exoticist-orientalist aesthetics; another,
and related, aspect is the conspicuous way in which Huggan attempts to tease out the
political agenda (or the politics of exoticism at work) in aesthetic productions* — while at
the same time operating with a tacit, pre-conceived and strategically limited notion of the
aesthetic that supports and legitimises his overall critical aim.

The Postcolonial Exotic adds an important dimension to what I referred to as the
modernist ethos, and yet uncritically accepts its monopolisation of the aesthetic-literary
potential as well. As such, Huggan’s effort to analyse the impact of the contemporary
forces of global commodification upon the field of postcolonial studies, on another level
may be said to increase the erasure of the distinction between ‘postcolonialism’ and
‘postcoloniality’, ironically because of a strategically limited, or even commodified, notion
of postcolonial aesthetic-literary potential, which allows him to believe that he has avoided,
‘to some extent’ (viii), some of the traps emerging from the relationship between

postcolonial studies and the global market forces.

Can the Literary Speak?
A more direct case for a renewed debate about the specificity of the literary and aesthetic
dimension in postcolonial texts is offered in Gayatri Spivak’s Death of a Discipline, a book

consisting of three revised pieces of her Wellek Library Lectures, originally delivered in

4 Huggan writes: ‘Exoticism describes a political as much as an aesthetic practice. But this politics is often
concealed, hidden beneath layers of mystification” (Huggan 2001, 14). One of Huggan’s arguments is to show
that the politics of exoticism is ‘attractively packaged and, at the same time, safely contained’ (24) in aesthetic
works.
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2000.° Representing in some ways a conspicuous departure in Spivak’s career,® Spivak
outlines what seems to her to be the major objectives for literary studies at the beginning of
the 21" Century. The simple fact that Spivak, at this particular point in her career, takes up
an institution like Comparative Literature, in order to promote (or rather save) some of its
potentials, like the care for language, idiom, style, form, and the advanced techniques of
reading texts closely in the original language, despite being a discipline ‘out of joint with
the times’ (Spivak 2003, xii), deserves a few comments, I believe, and in the following I
will briefly go through some aspects of Spivak’s earlier critical occupations as a
preliminary background that may illustrate the force of her arguments in Death of a
Discipline.

Few postcolonial critics have taken up the question of the voice of otherness with
more painstaking persistence than Gayatri Spivak. In her perhaps most famous essay, ‘Can
the Subaltern Speak?’ from 1988, Spivak ends her attack on certain versions of
representational strategies within French post-structuralism (Deleuze and Foucault) with
the gloomy conclusion that colonised subalterns are silenced through essentialised subject-
positions, and hence possess no voice of their own.” This early essay’s emphasis on the
problematic representational positioning of the margin of subalternity, shares certain —

melancholic — similarities with Death of a Discipline, although in the latter work the

5 Spivak’s argument in Death of a Discipline was to some extent conceived as a critical challenge to the
ideology of ‘liberal multiculturalism’ proposed in the third ACLA report, ‘The Bernheimer Report, 1993:
Comparative Literature at the Turn of the Century’ (Bernheimer 1995, 39-48). See Stephen Yao’s essay “The
Unheimlich Maneuver’ for a discussion of the differences between Spivak’s Death of a Discipline and the
Bernheimer-report.
8 Or, as Nicholas Harrison argues, a return to issues with which Spivak was occupied while she was writing a
thesis on W.B. Yeats (see Harrison 2005, 3). There are, however, also clear overlaps between the arguments
about the literary proposed in Death of a Discipline and other, both contemporary and earlier, essays by
Splvak which are perhaps more representative of the postcolonial position for which she is most known.

7 For a critical discussion and assessment of Spivak’s famous essay and the responses it has caused, see the
article ‘Postcolonialism’s Archive Fever’ by Sandhya Shetty and Elizabeth Jane Bellamy.
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emphasis is not so much on the subject as much as on the problematic representational
positioning of the literary in postcolonial studies. The differences between ‘Can the
Subaltern Speak’ and Death of a Discipline do not demonstrate some major, radical
changes in the trajectory of Spivak’s career, but rather illustrate the development of a
critical response to some of the problems that have emerged in the wake of postcolonial
studies’ meteoric rise to fame over the last few decades.®

In an essay from 1991 on Coetzee and Defoe, Spivak discusses the meteoric fame of
postcolonial studies, and what she sees as the dangers of commodifying the margin in (US)
literary studies. The way in which non-western literature is being used by literary scholars,
Spivak argues, often lacks specialist knowledge:

we tend to leave untouched the politics of the specialists of the margin — the area studies, anthropology, and
the like. Third World studies ... become so diluted that all linguistic specificity or scholarly depth in the study
of culture is often ignored. Indeed, works in poor English translation or works written in English or the
European languages in the recently decolonized areas of the globe or written by people of so-called ethnic
origin in First World space are beginning to constitute something called “Third World literature.” Within this
arena of tertiary education in literature, the upwardly mobile exmarginal, justifiably searching for validation,
can help commodify marginality. Sometimes, with the best of intentions and in the name of convenience, an
institutionalized double-standard tends to get established: one standard of preparation and testing for our own

kind and quite another for the rest of the world. (Spivak 1991, 154)9

One of the possible implications of this potential commodification of marginality through a

differentiating double-standard is according to Spivak that ‘we are becoming complicitous

k22

in the perpetration of a “new orientalism™ (Spivak 1990a, 222), insofar as we maintain a

¥ One of the contradictions, as has often been pointed out, with Spivak’s argument in ‘Can the Subaltern
Speak?’ is that while it stresses the radical silencing of the subaltern voice, it also formulates a notion of
subaltern otherness which is too absolute; as such, it could be argued that Spivak merely reverses, albeit still
maintains, ‘one of the most fundamental and enduring binary oppositions between the West and the Third
World constructed by metropolitan forms of knowledge (such as Orientalism)’ (Moore-Gilbert 2000, 104).
One might see Spivak’s focus in Death of a Discipline as a way of approaching a more nuanced notion of
otherness, as conveyed in and through the figures of the literary. Spivak’s notion of the literary is equally one
that shares a number of similarities with Derek Attridge’s theory of otherness and literature, which I will
come back to later.

® One could also argue, as Ajiaz Ahmad does, that what Spivak refers to as ‘something called “Third World
literature™ is rather what used to be known as “Third World Literature”, and which ‘gets rechristened as
“postcolonial literature” when the governing theoretical framework shifts from Third World nationalism to
postmodernism’ (Ahmad 1995, 1).
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non-specialised approach to third-world literature, as raw material ‘packaged for
transnational consumption’ (Spivak 1989, 276).'° Elsewhere, Spivak has argued that

postcolonial studies may, in the worst scenario:

allow the indigenous elite from other countries to claim marginality without any developed doctoral-level
sense of the problematic of decolonized space and without any method of proper verification within the
discipline ... If this study is forever contained within English (or other metropolitan literatures), without
expansion into fully developed transnational culture studies, colonial and postcolonial discourse studies can
also construct a canon of “Third World Literature (in translation)” that may lead to a “‘new orientalism.”
(Spivak 1993, 277)

One example of a literary modality being canonised as third-world literature is according to
Spivak magical realism. Criticising the tendency to see magical realism as the
‘paradigmatic of Third World literary production’, not because magical realism necessarily
is another name for a commodified literature, but rather because by focusing solely on ‘this
style as the right Third World Style’, Spivak argues that critics are fetishising the mode of
production of literary discourse with the consequence ‘that the declared rupture of
“decolonization” boringly repeats the rhythms of colonization with the consolidation of
recognizable styles’ (Spivak 1990a, 223). Seen as ‘the trademark of third world literary
production’ (Spivak 1993, 277), the genre of magical realism thus fixates a stereotypical
discourse of marginality which does not acknowledge the fact that not all postcolonial
writers ‘show their awareness of being in a minority, being marginal’; Spivak even goes on
to draw lines between those critics who only choose to write about ‘writers who write in the
consciousness of marginality and christen them “Third World™” (Spivak 1990a, 223), and

the reproduction and reinforcement of a Eurocentric logic.

' In the essay-collection In Theory, Aijaz Ahmad presents a series of arguments along similar lines as
Spivak’s (i.e. that third-world cultural products are shipped to metropolitan research institutes in order to be
turned into commodities), although whereas Spivak sees this problematic as a reason to sustain rigorous self-
critique and to elaborate more refined specialist-knowledge, Ahmad rejects the postcolonial perspective
outright. In A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, Spivak comments: ‘although both Aijaz Ahmad and I criticize
metropolitan post-colonialism, I hope my position is less locationist, more nuanced with a productive
acknowledgement of complicity’ (Spivak 1999, xii).
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This initial positioning of the problematic constituted by the so-called third world
literary provides us with an illuminative perspective of Spivak’s attempt to construct a
radical postcolonial pedagogy. Responding to the problematic of reading cross-cultural
representational strategies along the contemporary global economic system, Spivak
proposes a form of ‘auto-critique’, which follows the figure of the paralogy. ‘Paralogy’,
according to Lyotard, ‘must be distinguished from innovation: the latter is under the
command of the system, or at least used by it to improve its efficiency; the former is a
move ... played in the pragmatics of knowledge’ (Lyotard 1991, 61). The figure of the
paralogy, in this particular sense, supplements another figure frequently used in the
Spivakian vocabulary — ‘catachresis’ — which designates something that does not signify or
refer in a ‘proper’ way, and which to Spivak involves the emancipatory possibility of
reclaiming or reformulating a constellation of meaning which, to begin with, has been
distorted within a given hegemonic-conventional discourse. Spivak’s paralogic and
catachrestic auto-critique does not seek to produce positive knowledge as such, but rather to
recode ‘the over-determined play of cultural value’ (Spivak 1990a, 231).!' As a critique
constituting itself as the catachrestic process of recoding, a site of struggle over
conventional values and concepts, Spivak delineates what she sees as the potential of the
postcolonial perspective — to ‘renegotiate some of the deceptive “banality”” (234)
characterising non-western cultural productions in the eyes of a western audience.

What I want to stress in particular through these quotations is an objection to the

aspect which Spivak describes as a ‘silencing’ of nuances and real differences, occurring in

' On the notion of ‘Value-coding’, see also Spivak’s essays, ‘Speculations on Reading Marx: After Reading
Derrida’ and ‘Scattered Speculations on the Question of Value’, in In Other Worlds; 154-175
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effortless acts of cultural interactions and translations.'> In the essay ‘A Literary
Representation of the Subaltern’, Spivak claims that the argument that ‘““Much third world
fiction is still caught in realism” (whereas the international literatures of the First World
have graduated into language games) is a predictable generalization. This is often the result
of a lack of acquaintance with the language of the original’ (Spivak 1988b, 267). Although
the mode of realism is equally devalued in Spivak’s deconstructive-postcolonial discourse,
her objection indicates to some extent why it is necessary to pay greater attention to formal
aspects, whether viewed as innovative, experimental or ‘merely’ realist. Spivak’s objection
also implies another, perhaps even more uncanny, aspect, namely the inability within
Spivak’s own theoretical discourse to read the textual modality of realism. As I will go on
to argue, the notion of realism as a literary form may constitute one of the most interesting
dimensions to investigate from a formal point of view, partly because it seems to occupy a
problematic across the different theoretical formations within the field of postcolonial
studies; a blind spot which is either ignored as realist form at the expense of being read as
an unproblematic, mimetic-naive representation of the extra-literary, or problematised as
being formally complicit with hegemonic structures of power — or, as in Spivak’s case,
rejected as being a ‘bad’ translation."

Whereas Spivak’s deconstructive perspective does not allow her to go into a more
elaborated conception of the importance of realism, one could argue that there is a link

between her categorical rejection of a nuanced engagement with this particular literary

2 See Spivak (2000); p.17

" If we are to accept Spivak’s argument that many third-world texts appear as realist texts because
metropolitan readers are unfamiliar with the texts’ original language, would this imply that if readers were
familiar with the texts in question, these texts would appear as something closer to what one may describe, in
Spivak’s words, as postmodernist language games? One could also argue that because of its uncanny formal
familiarity to a western audience, realism may constitute a ‘negative’ way of measuring the strategically
limited postmodemn (or post-postmodern) condition in which many of the key concepts in postcolonial studies
have been developed.

63



mode of represg:ntation, and what she sees as radical literary strategies. In Spivak’s view,
the figures of the literary, as an ‘event’ characterised by way of ‘working differently’ from
other allegorical formations, may explore the catachrestical limits of subject-positions and
formations of marginality, while renegotiating the master-tropes of hegemonic discourse.
Having thus framed the potential of the literary, Spivak goes on to argue that the

postcolonial literary text

works in bits and pieces, with something like a relationship with the postmodern habit of citing without
authority. With a pedagogy that sees this as the mark of the fragmented postcolonial mode, the allegory can
offer a persistent parabasis to the development of any continuous ethno-cultural narrative or of a continuous
re-inscription. (Spivak 1990a, 231)

Using irony, or permanent parabasis, in the Demanian sense,'* to designate the ‘sustained
interruption from a source relating “otherwise” (allegorein = speaking otherwise) to the
continuous unfolding of the main system of meaning’ (Spivak 1999, 430), Spivak sees the
act of reading the figures of the literary as a site of renegotiating the value-coded spaces of
culture. The literary, ‘“literature as such™ (176), as ‘a figure that provides an experience of
the impossible’ (428), or as a ‘singular and unverifiable margin’ (175) which can be traced
along the contours of the allegorical master-tropes of the global discourse, becomes a kind
of ‘mirror text’ through which Spivak’s deconstructive-postcolonial perspective identifies
and frames its margins, and, as such, legitimises itself as a critical voice of the (im)-

possible margin."®> As an ambiguous, (im)-possible margin, constantly generating new

' Parabasis designates to go aside/distance-as-interruption. In Allegories of Reading: Figural Language in
Rousseau, Nietzsche, Rilke, and Proust, De Man re-interprets Friedrich Schlegel’s writings on the concept of
parabasis as the ‘sudden revelation of the discontinuity between two rhetorical codes’, disrupting and
disseminating the figural chain of the text, which eventually turns into ‘the permanent parabasis of an allegory
(of figure), that is to say, irony. Irony is no longer a trope but the undoing of the deconstructive allegory of all
tropological cognitions, the systematic undoing, in other words, of understanding. As such, far from closing
off the tropological system, irony enforces the repetition of its aberration’ (De Man 1979, 300-301).

1% Sometimes Spivak writes, after Bataille, the prefix in parenthesis — ‘(im)-possible’ — to indicate the
ambiguity of the logic of rhetoricity operating within the figures of the literary, ‘the rhetorical question that
transforms the condition of the (im)-possibility of answering — of telling the story — into the condition of its
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(postcolonialisgd) readings within the existing grammar of the text, the dimension of the
literary provides the stage for the postcolonial imperative of reading-otherwise; responding
to the (im)-possible margin of the literary, Spivak’s version of the postcolonial perspective
proposes an excessive and transgressive misreading, one that in a sense attempts to mimic

(and hence borrow) the catachrestic force of the literary.

Literature at the Threshold

At the same time, Spivak’s deconstructive-postcolonial perspective is also one that to a
certain extent defers an actual reading of the literary, ‘literature as such’, while instead
using the figures of the literary to provide a stage on which she unfolds her own paralogic
and catachrestic auto-critique.

Trapped within an increasingly homogenised and authoritative discourse of the
margin, while seemingly no longer capable of ‘renegotiating the deceptive banality’ of the
postcolonial literary text within the logic of contemporary globalisation, the postcolonial
perspective simultaneously seems to have lost its identity as the catachrestic recoding of
systems of representation; a theoretical field where the distinctive boundaries and
objectives have become blurred, and where allegedly radical gestures to an uncomfortable

degree seem to follow a logic of institutionalised predictability.'®

possibility. Every production of experience, thought, knowledge, all humanistic disciplinary production,
perhaps especially the representation of the subaltern in history or literature, has this double bind at its origin’
(Spivak 1988b, 263). The (im)-possible in this sense thus corresponds in similar ways to her use of Freud’s
concept of the uncanny in Death of a Discipline.

' See Silvia Tandeciarz’s essay ‘Reading Gayatri Spivak’s “French Feminism in an International Frame”: A
Problem for Theory’ for a critique of Spivak’s catachrestic methodology and meta-theoretical discourse. See
also Barbara Christian’s essay ‘The Race for Theory’ and Nancy Hartsock’s ‘Rethinking Modernism:
Minority vs. Majority Theories’, both criticising what they see as the excesses of theoretical developments in
academia, a tendency to which Spivak’s postcolonial discourse arguably has contributed.
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A]though remaining within the general framework of her catachrestic critique,
Spivak’s return to the discipline of Comparative Literature can possibly be seen as an
attempt to balance her previous emphasis on strategies enhancing techniques of disrupting
and misreading, with a counter-emphasis on reading closely the value of the literal, the
‘object’ itself:

Anyone who believes that a literary education should still be sponsored by universities must allow that one
must learn to read. And to learn to read is to learn to dis-figure the undecidable figure into a responsible

literality, again and again. (Spivak 2003, 71-72)17

Spivak’s melancholic return to the literally literary can be seen as an attempt to restore the
field’s distinctive identity via a process of distinguishing the figures of the literary, thus
avoiding yet another production of a commodified notion of marginality where literary
cannot ‘speak’ or ‘perform’ the genuinely radical postcolonial imperative.

In Death of a Discipline, Spivak discusses the potentials of a combination of Area
Studies and Comparative Literature, arguing that whereas the former possesses an expert
knowledge of foreign cultures, it is still embedded in anachronistic discourses that were
constructed during the Cold War, while Comparative Literature lacks an actual
‘interdisciplinarity’, that is, ‘remains imprisoned within the borders it will not cross’ (7).
But Comparative Literature is also characterised by a sophisticated treatment of form and

language that may retain the specificity of the original text, something which is not the case

7 Spivak’s theoretical discourse has often been accused of an exaggerated emphasis on the dimension of
textuality, which allegedly cuts off further investigation of materially determining factors. Even if Spivak
often refers to Marxist theory (and in particular Marx’s writings), I would agree with Neil Lazarus’ comment
that ‘she seems to me “more of a Marxist” in the wider field of critical theory than she is [in] the narrower
field of postcolonial studies: her pointedly Marxist writings, that is to say, tend to situate themselves, for the
most part, as interventions into the “theory” field; within the field of postcolonial studies, by contrast, it is as a
feminist exponent of deconstruction that she is most often taken up’ (Lazarus 1999b, 25). For an argument
that Spivak’s reliance on a poststructuralist vocabulary balances toward an unintentional disempowering of
socially anchored resistance, see in particular Benita Parry’s article ‘Problems in Current Theories of Colonial
Discourse’; 13-36
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with cultural- qnd postcolonial studies, ‘tied to plot summary masquerading as analysis of
representation, and character analysis by a precritical model of motivation or an unearned
psychoanalytic vocabulary’ (19). In order for cultural studies and postcolonial studies to
retain their positions as privileged tools of carving out ‘singularity’ and ‘otherness’ in
between the volatile cultural processes of the global market forces, Spivak argues that their
methodologies must incorporate some of the ‘old” skills of studying literature, which thus
implies a return to Comparative Literature and Area Studies.

To cross borders, Spivak argues, one must avoid having a set of pre-shaped,
instrumental, and generalising notions, whereby all literatures coming from the ‘Third
World’ are read as sociological evidences for ‘class’ or ‘nationalism’. Launching what she
calls a ‘new comparative literature’ (xii), which practices both a thorough care for language
and demonstrates expert knowledge of radically different cultural paradigms, Spivak
outlines a literary approach that will potentially be able to account for all the ‘countless
indigenous languages in the world that were programmed to vanish when the maps were
made’ (15), as well as account for the cultural specificity of socio-anthropological themes
like nationalism, identity, modernity, and class, while observing that they may be ‘in play
in many different ways’ (66).

At the heart of Spivak’s argument lies an idea of literature ‘as training the
imagination — the great inbuilt instrument of othering’ (13). She uses the notion
‘teleopoiesis’, borrowed from Derrida,'® to combine an idea of ‘imaginative making’ with
the prefix ‘tele’ (‘distant’), in order to support her call for a greater attention toward the

specificity of literature; rather than appropriating the other in our own conceptual

'® From Derrida’s Politics of Friendship. See also Corinne Scheiner’s article ‘Teleiopoiesis, Telepoesis, and
the Practice of Comparative Literature’ for a discussion of the different ways the concept has been coined
etymologically and conceptually.
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framework, which, as Derrida points out, never really allows us to ‘transcend idiomatic
differences’ (10), the literary imagination enables us to cross borders into the depths of the
unknown, reminding us that ‘we are ourselves Fremdsprdichig, “foreign speakers™ (22), as
Sigmund Freud argued in The Uncanny (published in 1919). The literary imagination opens
the possibility to put ourselves at risk in the process of imaginative ‘othering’, by turning
the familiar into the unfamiliar, the homely into the unhomely; to transgress the binary
cultural models and sense the strangeness, the constructedness, of our own cultural
categorisations. "

Many, undoubtedly well-meaning, anthologies of translated foreign literatures
produced within the field of cultural- and postcolonial studies are examples of what Spivak
calls ‘failure of teleopoiesis’ (50), where the cultural other has become totally domesticated
and commodified within a western cultural imagination, because of a lack of attention to
language and form. To avoid the complacent commodification of radically different
cultures, ‘teleopoiesis’ must be used to produce ‘transgressive readings’ (55) that preserve
the undecidable and unknown figures in our systems of categorisation, via linguistic

attention which allows the heterogeneity of foreign texts to come into play; to read ‘the

' One may of course question the actual possibility, and its consequences, of encountering the other through a
process of teleopoiesis (to imagine oneself as a ‘foreign’ subject), as Spivak sees it, a problematic that I will
discuss further in chapter five. In chapter five I will moreover discuss Walter Benjamin’s theory of translation
which shares a number of similarities with Spivak’s argument in Death of a Discipline (as well as other
essays by Spivak). Both Spivak and Benjamin’s approaches to the question of form and the specificity of
literature, its ‘poetic’ qualities that distinguish it from other modes of expression, argue for the importance of
maintaining, indeed ‘translating’ or ‘transferring’ (iiberleiten, iiberliefern) something foreign, alien, or
unhomely, into one’s own cultural taxonomy of experience. And both stress the importance of approaching
the literary work’s formal dimension, in order to preserve something about to vanish. Although Benjamin and
Spivak formulate different views on what constitutes the potential of the literary figures, they share a utopian
vision of the possibility to overcome the radical differences between cultures, attentive of the dangers of
commodifying and domesticating otherness, through the attempt to let the figure of the other survive,
iiberleben through the act of iiberliefern, whether in reading, criticism or translation. It is an act that,
according to Spivak and Benjamin, cannot be done in an instrumental, pre-critical way, but one that involves
sensitive attention to the specificity of the formal finesses of the literary work, and thus, by implication,
sensitive attention to the specificity of otherness.

>
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logic of the rhe;oric, not the text as cultural information’ (61); to avoid using literature as a
means to make a ‘too-quick conclusion about gender, freedom of speech, and modernity’
(ibid.).”

Spivak’s New Comparative Literature teaches an ethic of reading that may possibly
allow one to cross the borders dividing the world’s continents, while preserving their
cultural heterogeneity and specificity, within a collective, utopian vision of what she calls
the ‘planetary’, an imaginary concept embracing the defamiliarising energy of ‘the
uncanny’ (74) from a global point of view, and which Spivak uses to contrast the process of
globalisation, meaning to her ‘the imposition of the same system of exchange everywhere’
(72). The planetary vision attempts to dissolve the abstract ‘gridwork of electronic capital’
(ibid.), the artificially drawn lines dividing cultures and countries, lines drawn not only via
politicised and historicised categorisations but also by a series of pseudo-transcendental
figurations that we provide for ourselves, that is, metaphorise and categorise through our
own specific cultural idiom; a dissolution which according to Spivak opens up the
possibility of reconfiguring our cultural taxonomy of experience.

Tracing the question of the margin through Spivak’s numerous writings, from the
marginalised positioning of the subaltern voice as proposed in ‘Can the Subaltern Speak’ to
the investigation of the marginal positioning of the postcolonial literary in Death of a
Discipline, suggests two registers for situating otherness which, although they must be seen

as intimately related, cannot be collapsed into one single formation. The literary — as

“1n the essay ‘How to read a “culturally different” book’ from 1994, Spivak proposes some of the arguments
that she reemploys in Death of a Discipline, for example the warning against using literary texts to reach ‘too
quick conclusions’. Discussing R.K. Narayan’s novel The Guide, she writes: ‘A too quick answer, taking the
novels as direct expressions of cultural consciousness, with no sense of the neo-colonial traffic in cultural
identity and the slow and agonising triumph of the migrant voice, would simply see them as repositories of
post-colonial selves, post-colonialism, even post-colonial resistance’ (Spivak 1994, 127).
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teleopoiesis, or, as a relational process of measuring, and thus preserving, cultural-
conceptual differences by way of an imaginative work — constitutes the utopian possibility
of overcoming the danger of eradicating nuances and specificities of otherness in the global
market. Consequently, the loss of the teleopoietic dimension of the literary signals the
commodification of the margin — and, hence the loss of the possibility of hearing the voice
of the other within our own conceptual framework.

As T'have argued, the symptoms of this process of commodification surface through
a contaminating atmosphere of melancholia, ‘a condition of identity disorder where subject
and object become indistinguishable from one another’ (Cheng 1997, 51), in which
postcolonial criticism attempts to restore its ‘absent’ object, the distinctiveness of literary
otherness, through an increasingly self-reinforcing and tautological practice, as a way of
restoring the distinctiveness of its own identity. The loss of the specificity of the literary
thus implies the loss of the relation by which postcolonial studies, reflexively, can approach
the complex representational register of otherness, and thereby map the coordinates
necessary to navigate its distinctive, political imperatives within the logics of global
capitalism.

Thus, the trajectory of Spivak’s work, from melancholic essays such as ‘Can the
Subaltern Speak’ to the equally melancholic essay Death of a Discipline tells us something
important about the trajectory of postcolonial studies as a whole. Death of a Discipline sets
out a new direction in postcolonial studies, recognising that the loss of a genuinely critical
margin is intimately connected with the lack of attention to the literary dimension of the
postcolonial text, and that to solve this problematic implies a return to some of the old skills

of studying literature. As I argued earlier, it is not a development which demonstrates a
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major change o.f heart, but rather an awareness of the increasing dangers of
institutionalisation, and a concrete attempt to propose a solution to confront this danger.
And yet one may also question to what extent this ‘return to the literary’ which
Spivak outlines in Death of a Discipline actually overcomes the deeper issues at stake
involved in what I have called postcolonial melancholia. I have argued that whereas the
discipline of postcolonial studies generally has ignored the dimension of the literary, an
issue which Death of a Discipline pertinently addresses, it does not follow that a normative
aesthetic ethos in particular has been absent, as much as it has operated tacitly. Since
Spivak’s call for a return to the literary is still quite evidently tied up with the critical
vocabulary developed in response to the political and theoretical imperatives of her earlier
thought, I think the suspicion emerges as to whether her vision of a new comparative
literature may not in fact be said to constitute yet another version of what I have referred to
as the modernist ethos; a discursive and normative regime correlating particular aesthetic
techniques with particular political imperatives, which has led to what Moretti designates as
the loss of distance between a given theoretical discourse and its exemplary literary texts —
a loss that implies increased dogmatism, and hence a decrease of radicalism. As such,
calling for a return to the aesthetic dimension, in the way that Spivak does, thus perhaps
merely ends up making explicit an aesthetic ethos that was previously facitly operating in
many postcolonial literary analyses. But the question remains as to whether her poetics may
actually lead to a resolution of some of the deeper issues at stake in postcolonial
melancholia, or whether her poetics rather constitutes a form of rationalisation of a
normative aesthetic regime that dominates an increasingly homogenised discipline —

homogenised, not despite of, but perhaps precisely because of that regime.
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Literary Otherness

In part due to its limited length and form (a series of revised lectures), Death of a Discipline
leaves a number of questions open, as we have seen. To pursue these questions further, 1
want to turn to Derek Attridge’s The Singularity of Literature, in which he offers a more
elaborate poetics of literary otherness — similar to, but more coherently argued than,
Spivak’s new comparative literature. Like Spivak, Attridge’s starting point is a critique of
an instrumental, pre-critical approach to literary works. Instrumental approaches to
literature, that is, seeing literature as a means to reach certain socio-political conclusions,
have undoubtedly been valuable in terms of measuring literary texts’ inscription in
ideological and historical frameworks; but such approaches have equally failed to provide
an account of the specific processes that constitute the actual implications, potentials, and
ultimately importance of the literary work.

But how do we, more concretely, manage on the one hand to argue for the
importance of the specificity of literature and a return to a discussion of literary form, while
on the other hand avoiding subscribing to another version of a transcendental, autonomous
and universal idea of literature’s distinction? One of the distinctive qualities of literature,
Attridge argues, is that any attempt to define the borderline dividing the ‘literary’ and the
‘non-literary’ is bound to fail, and ‘this is a necessary failure, one by which literature as a
cultural practice has been continuously constituted” (Attridge 2004a, 1). Instead of arguing
for any kind of essential quality within the literary work, that is, conceiving the literary
work as a unity having stable borders framing an always-identical content, Attridge

believes that the concept of literature must be understood as a process of border-crossing
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and non-conformity.”' This dynamic concept of literature correlates with Attridge’s notion
of ‘culture’, embodying

a complex matrix of habits, cognitive models, representations, beliefs, expectations, prejudices, and
preferences that operate intellectually, emotionally, and physically to produce a sense of at least relative
continuity, coherence, and significance out of the manifold events of human living. (21)

From this general epistemic matrix, a unique configuration of experience is formed at the
individual level, what Attridge calls ‘idioculture’: ‘Idioculture is the name for the totality of
the cultural codes constituting a subject, at a given time, as an overdetermined, self-
contradictory system’ (22), which, however, never exhausts one’s singular individuality.
‘Singularity’, in Attridge’s sense, designates that aspect which can never wholly be
generalised, theorised or explained according to any existing set of norms.** Rather,
singularity is always designating something other than what constitutes one’s idioculture; to
respond to one’s singularity is at the same time to respond to otherness, the idioculture’s
other, that is, the alterity of one’s self. Attridge writes: ‘I am always, in a way, other to
myself. It is this instability and inconsistency, these internal and external pressures and
blind spots, this self-dividedness, that constitute the conditions for the emergence of the

other’ (25). Otherness occupies that dimension which a culture, and hence idioculture, at a

' Both Spivak and Attridge are inspired by a poststructuralist notion of the literary, and more particularly the
Derridean version. The notion of the literary as a process of ‘border-crossing’ is similar to what Derrida has
designated ‘débordement’ (see Derrida 2004, 69), an effect signalling the unavoidable instability at the heart
of all frameworks, margins and divisions.

*2 The notion of the ‘singular’ has been used in a variety of ways in recent criticism (see for example Peter
Hallward’s Absolutely Postcolonial — Writing Between the Singular and the Specific). To Attridge, ‘The
singularity of a cultural object consists in its difference from all other such objects, not simply as a particular
manifestation of general rules but as a peculiar nexus within the culture that is perceived as resisting or
exceeding all pre-existing general determinations’, which means that ‘singularity can be experienced only as a
process of adjustment in norms and habits whereby it is recognized, affirmed, and, at least partially and
temporarily, accommodated’ (Attridge 2004a, 63).
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given time and place, cannot accept insofar as it wants to preserve its norms and values
unchanged.”

However, one never responds to the other directly, but only to ‘the remolding of the
self that brings the other into being as, necessarily, no longer entirely other’ (24). This is
where literature and other creative inventions, according to Attridge, receive their
importance. The literary work, and other modes of art, brings otherness into the sphere of
experience through the tensions, contradictions and blind spots of a given cultural paradigm,
by offering a ‘hitherto unperceived relationship, a different way of handling materials, a
new method of production — the list is endless’ (25). The singularity of literature, no matter
how close its theme is to the reader, is what resists existing norms of understanding and
perception, ‘and that moment of registering alterity is a moment in which I simultaneously
acknowledge my failure to comprehend and find my procedures of comprehension
beginning to change’ (27). The specificity of literature is thus, according to Attridge, not
something static, but rather an ‘event of mental and emotional restructuring’ (28), which is

never wholly accommodated or domesticated within an existing culture; rather, the

3 By ‘Otherness’ Attridge does not imply ‘a mystical ideality nor an inviolable materiality, neither a Platonic
Form nor a Kantian Ding an sich. The other can emerge only as a version of the familiar, strangely lit,
refracted, self-distanced. It arises from the intimate recesses of the cultural web that constitutes subjectivity,
which is to say it arises as much from within the subject as from outside it’ (Attridge 20044, 76). This version
differs, Attridge points out, from otherness as understood in the notion of ‘the violence of representation’ or
‘the domestication of the other’ (e.g. as formulated by Gayatri Spivak or Edward Said). Such a notion,
Autridge argues, ‘presupposes a narrative in which the other starts by being wholly different and is then
stripped of its otherness so that it can be integrated or manipulated. In the account [ am giving, the other is not
this at first utterly inaccessible and then all too accessible entity. Only in relating to me is the other other, and
its otherness is registered in the adjustments I have to make in order to acknowledge it — adjustments that may
never become wholly second nature to me.” (30). As a ‘truth-value’, the other must within this perspective be
distinguished from the ‘real’ subject, or, from reality itself; as such, Attridge’s poetics, I think, elaborates
some of the potential of literary otherness which Spivak emphasises in Death of a Discipline — different from,
although related to, otherness in the notion of ‘the domestication of the other’.
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absorption of the uncanny, defamiliarising quality of literature** requires an act of

fundamental, cultural change.

The Politics of Form

Derek Attridge’s attempt to rethink the relations between the significance of literary form
and the ethics of otherness, emphasising formal inventiveness, newness, and originality,
constitutes a sophisticated contemporary argument for a return to an idea of the specificity
of literature. In Attridge’s view, the formal dimension of a literary work, forming and
performing meaning, allows us to interact with otherness and alterity: ‘Otherness’, Attridge
argues, ‘is at stake in every literary text, and in a particular conspicuous way in the text that
disrupts the illusions of linguistic immediacy and instrumentality’ (Attridge 1994, 249).

If one should point to a problem within this perspective, as well as within Spivak’s
approach in Death of a Discipline (and which of course on another level may also be seen
as their theories’ strength), it is the favouring of certain literary techniques and modalities —
a problem which, as we have seen, Franco Moretti designates as the ‘loss of distance’
between a given interpretive theory (i.e. what I have referred to as the modernist ethos) and
favoured literary texts.” In contrast to critical positions that I will discuss later, Attridge

shows, however, great awareness of this problematic. In an essay on literary form and J.M.

M Although Attridge’s argument for the specificity of literature, one that involves a ‘process of continuous
innovation’, may seem similar to, and is inspired by, the concept of priém ostranenija, that is, the
defamiliarisation or de-automatisation of language through stylistic and formal devices, as envisioned by the
Russian Formalists, there is an important distinction; the Formalists argue that ‘what shines through by virtue
of these devices is “reality”” (Attridge 2004a, 39) - an argument that Attridge cannot accept. To Attridge,
“The other is not the real, but rather a truth, a value, a feeling, a way of doing things, or some complex
combination of these, that has been historically occluded and whose emergence or re-emergence is important
for a particular time and place’ (ibid.).

» One might for example see this aspect unfolded in Attridge’s book J.M. Coetzee and the Ethics of Reading,
containing a series of brilliant, and specifically literary, readings of the South-African Nobel-prize winner’s
works, yet a book that also leaves open the question as to what possible literary potential works of fiction
might contain or demonstrate, which are markedly different from the aesthetics of Coetzee’s highly
sophisticated modernist forms.
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