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The recent proliferation of studies on the overt and cryptic dissemination
of empire in English cultural life, has expanded the frame within which a
range of metropolitan representational forms and social practices can now
be discussed. It has also, in the interest of establishing the historical
conjunction and mutual imbrication between ruler and ruled, extended the
detinition of ‘the colonial subject’ to include all who were constructed by
colonialist ideology. In the words of Simon Gikandi, the experience of
colonialism constituted ‘the conditions of possibility for metropolitan and
colonial subjects and cultures alike’ (p191). One consequence of this move
has been to foster the notion that colonialism determined the invention of
Englishness.

Perhaps this condensation of a causal relationship is a response to the
long neglect of colonialism in dissident rewritings of the making of English
culture and society. However, to recognize that overseas empire was
constitutive of the domestic space in ways material, symbolic and psychic
does not substantiate the incautious assertion that the imperial project was
the sole agency of metropolitan subject reformation in an age of accel-
erated modernization which also saw an intensification of class struggles,
the emergence of a proto-feminism, and upheavals in cognitive modes
precipitated by the revolution in scientific knowledge and technology.
Hence, any proposition concerning a national subjectivity must recognize
the role of other factors in producing what were articulations of disjunc-
tive experiential registers: class location and political alignment, attach-
ments to regional, religious and ethical communities, gender position and
sexual affiliation, as well as self-definitions inflected by perceptions of resi-
dent aliens such as Jews and other minorities. A related reduction of the
tangled web of causations is implicit in the assertion that the structures and
codes of the colonial episteme also determined the identities of the colo-
nized.

These axioms underpin the formal thesis of Gikandi’s book. His brief is
to trace the construction and securing of Englishness in the spaces of impe-
rial alterity within a shared colonial culture; the verso to this narrative is
the story of the colonized’s self-representation which, he asserts, could
only be written within the totality established by empire: ‘Empire robbed
colonial subjects of their identities ... but it also conferred new forms of
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are never without political and economic dimensions.? Fraser then urges
that the material and the symbolic be conceived of as interactive spheres,
and she does so without denying the importance of attending to the
exercise of signifyng power.

Nowhere are the consequences of the discursive turn more apparent
tian in those postcolonial rewritings of colonialism and its aftermath from
which modern empire as a coercive project of an expansionist western
capitalism is absent. Where colonialism was the object of socio-economic
and political examination, discussion of its elaborate strategies of legitima-
tion and disseminated effects on the making of both metropolitan and
colonial cultures, was secondary to questions of empire’s economic trajec-
tory, military conquests, exploitation of colonial labour and resources and
institutional rule. With the new dispensation, the notion of colonialism as
a system of power and control has become detached from its genesis in
European expansionism and its consequences in facilitating the uneven
insertion of once-colonized worlds into a global capitalist economy. Such
erasures permit Simon Gikandi to cite at face value Nicholas Dirks’ propo-
sition that ‘culture was what colonialism was all about’ (p xi). (While fault-
ing explanations which displace a cultural project of control ‘into the
inexorable logic of modernization and world capitalism’, Dirks modulates
his statements with references to the colonizer’s military superiority, po-
litical power and economic wealth).3

Because Gikandi construes colonialism as a cultural project, his analy-
sis is drained of the categories of political economy and structural political
conflict, and this permits him to contend that ‘the resonance of empire lay
in its ability to evoke a horizontal identity for both the colonizer and the
colonized even when they were imprisoned in strict racial and economic
hierarchies’ (p191). This same culturalist paradigm also prompts him to
connect a collapse in the stability of ‘the image of empire’, with what he
claims were the always ‘unstable structures of empire’ even when Britannia
ruled the waves, thereby suggesting a homologous relationship between
textuality and the historical world. But because colonial rule was not frag-
ile until threatened by colonial struggles and changes within metropolitan
state formations, this points rather to a disjunction between the discursive
uncertainties of fin-de-siécle fiction, which can be read as a troubled liter-
ary response to a condition, and the energy with which Britain was pursu-
ing territorial acquisition in Africa and implementing intensified
bureaucratic rule in India, which were real events. It may also be as well to
remember that when writers like Graham Greene registered a sense of
imperial decline and deployed the figure of Africa to express their disen-
chantment with western civilization, Britain continued to fight colonial
wars in defence of its empire.

The stated ‘political motive’ of Gikandi’s study is to transcend ‘the
metaphorical and mythological binarism promoted by empire’ (p17), and
by rejecting the colonial borderland as victimized margin without a voice

Post-CoLoniAL AMBiGUITY 151

2. ‘Recognition and
Redistribution’,
New Left Review
212, July/August
1995, pp 68-93.

3. ‘Introduction’ to
Nicholas Dirks (ed),
Colonialism and
Chultyre, University
of Michigan Press,
Ann Arbor 1992, p3.






(p236 n21) — although he himself makes a ‘retour’ to notions he has
discredited in conceding that ‘when all the deconstruction is done, and
when all the tropes and figures have been split and hybridized, England
and India, like the political realities they have come to represent, insist on
theer historicity, their social meanings, and configuration of memories and
seres’ (pp225-6).

Gikandi begins and ends his book with references to ‘what at first
apneared to be a huge chasm’ separating poststructuralist critics of colo-
nialism from Marxists, who are named as empiricists. His conclusion, that
the gap now seems to him ‘strategic rather than epistemological’ (p226),
will surprise adherents of both schools; and because he uses the postcolo-
nial interchangeably to signify a condition that does not yet exist (p199), a
state of transition and cultural instability (p15), and as descriptive of actual
post-independence regimes, his generous move to effect a reconciliation
between incommensurable theoretical positions may be a sign of the
author’s affection for indeterminacy in signification and his casualness
towards the categories of materialist analysis.
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maintaining racial identity as the ‘fiction” which is necessary to make both
politics and identity work. Solomos and Back (p113) flag the need for a
politics which goes beyond opposition mobilized around even fictive
racial identities, and which conceives of forms of social being which allow
us to live with racialized and ethnicized differences — a truly multi-racial
society. Feuchtwang’s analysis, which calls for a politics which reasserts
forms of humanity and social subjectivity as citizenship at the same time as
pursuing a practical approach to policy interventions, comes the closest to
conceptualizing a positive alternative vision of genuine multi-racialism.

The unresolved problem of the lack of viable alternatives to the social
categories mobilized in racist discourse and practice surfaces again as the
authors (p152) deal with some of the global/local dynamics of race, noting
the intensity of local forms of nationalism which accompany the global
transmission of signs, symbols and structures of expression around
racialised differences. There is a distinct lack of convincing accounts in
social and cultural theory of the racial dynamics of globalisation. From
images of Empire and Englishness on biscuit tins and ‘glory matches’ to
the corporate multi-culturalism of Benetton posters, they note the emer-
gence of a transnational advertising aesthetic in which there is an ‘unprece-
dented level of enchantment with difference’ (pp159-186). As Kevin
Robins says: “The local and “exotic” are torn out of place and time to be
repackaged for the world bazaar’ (quoted p185). But the messages of a
common and transnational humanity embedded in these images are also
premised on notions of absolute racial and cultural difference invoked in
racism’s categories of personhood, and which reaffirm black people as a
‘race apart’ (p192). Kobena Mercer rescues popular culture’s ambivalence
as a site where racist images are both perpetrated and challenged in much
the same way as Hall rescues political blackness from the fragmentation of
raulti-inflected identities, by suggesting that the images of corporate multi-
culturalism disturb the racist assumptions of popular culture with aesthetic
izony. The tension between racist and anti-racist concepts of social subjec-
tvity and personhood still needs to be resolved both theoretically and
politically.

The importance of understanding the racialisation of whiteness, deflect-
ing the analytical gaze away from blackness, is also marked by the authors
for further investigation. In societies such as Britain and the United States
where racialisation is intense — because race is a factor in how people are
seen and treated and consequently in the ways in which they see them-
selves — there is a proliferation of racialised and ethnicised identities and
forms of subjectivity. The situational development of English ethnicity,
and its links with global colonial expansion which fashioned subjectivities
in national terms, provides and provokes an interesting empirical discus-
sion of some of the historical aspects of globalisation. The political
contexts in which whiteness becomes an object of scrutiny — and which are
marked by the authors for analysis ~ however, are not just about redirect-
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Cultural Studies remains inflected with ethnocentric dimensions and is
limited by the analysis of culture within homogeneous national units (p8).

In mapping the complex terrain of contemporary British Asian dance
music, Dis-Orienting Rhythms takes on a series of problematics which, the
editors claim, have tended to characterise the critique of its genres within
the discourses of cultural studies. According to Sharma et al,, their ‘risky
project ... exposes the Eurocentric limits of the celebration of hybrid
Otherness’ (p1). Within this agenda, the emphasis is on dis-orientalising
the discourses on Asian musics, simultaneously highlighting the problem-
atics of orientating oneself within their geographic, national, and ethnic
boundaries, while acknowledging the properly disorientating nature of
such a generically profligate field. Against the simplistic idea that ‘ethni-
cally’ hybrid forms are inherently and unproblematically postmodern or
politically radical, Dis-Orienting Rbhythms aims to lance the boil of ‘liberal
multiculturalism’ (p3) and to open a space in which the Asian practitioners,
consumers and critics of these musics are given their own voice, rather than
being the object of the sometimes unconsciously ethnocentric discourses of
British academia. In this, the ‘risky project’ nevertheless claims to work
towards ‘a pedagogy committed to the construction of forms of political
engagement that do not reduce popular culture to the scrutinized Other’
(p3). And in attempting to speak from ‘within’ the culture of Asian dance
musics, the project becomes an exploration of ‘how these musics may be
identified or (re)claimed as being “Asian” in Britain’ (p8).

Ashwani Sharma’s paper, ‘Sounds Oriental: The (Im)possibility of
Theorizing Asian Musical Cultures’, begins from the idea that “[t]he corro-
sive hybridity of post-colonial Asian dance music ruptures the ordered
silence of contemporary Britain’ (p15). This at once risks a position which
the book as a whole claims to disavow, but also apparently flattens out the
field of musical culture with Asian Britain into a mute homogeneous
anonymity barely recognisable in actuality. No doubt this passage has a
certain provocative power, yet while Sharma succeeds in qualifying his
concept of hybridity and extending it beyond simplistic assumptions as to
its radicality (as well as engagingly traversing the problematics of authen-
ticity within his chosen hybrid), he nevertheless fails to qualify his claim of
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and Musical Creativity’, which aims to lay out a theoretical tract for local-
ized and transnational forms of identity’ (p218) in order to analyse
Bhangra enthnographically. In so doing, they coin a number of new terms,
such as ‘Br-Asian’, replacing what they call ‘[t]he over-used and poorly
defined category “British Asian”... problematic as it essentializes both
terms, as well as hierarchizing the former against the latter’ (p219).
Evidently, ‘Br-Asian’ truncates the hierarchical term while leaving the
specificity of the heading ‘Asian’ intact. Yet while the potential essential-
ism of a term evidently does lie in its definition, surely this is grounded
more in its usage, which is inherently multiple in itself? Equally, ‘Br-Asian’
still seems rather loose (or essentialising — take your pick) in its retention
of the second term in full. Subsequent to this, however, Kaur and Kalra
shift their focus onto their ‘deconstructive term’, ‘Transl-Asia’, reflective
of the multiplicity contained within the concept of the Asian, as well as the
diasporic, cross-national multiplicity which marks the ‘Asian’ experience
documented within the book as a whole. Citing these two new theoretical
terms in the final paragraph of the book, Kaur and Kalra claim that such
terms ‘enable us to slash out new paths, new routes by which to challenge
media and other ideological formations and their reliance upon unprob-
lematized “ethnic” categories’ (p230).

Overall, the papers discussed above (and those not discussed) attempt
to carve out a theoretical territory marked by a feeling of radical newness.
However, while the authors tend to approach all standard critical theories
from a sober and considered critical distance, never fully coming down in
favour of one or the other modish orthodoxy, very little in the way of new
theory gua new theory has been achieved here. The main strength lies in
their engagement with a field of musical genres marginalised within the
mainstreams of academic discourse; in this, it is one of the first important
collections of essays on Asian musics within ‘Britain’. Yet here we come up
against an interesting site of ethnic contestation once again. This is, in fact,
not really a book about Asians in Britain. Its concentration on England
and its assumption of a hegemonic ‘white’ culture in Britain betrays a
certain anglocentrism lurking beneath its quest for the problematisation of
Br-Asian culture. Little is made of the question of what Britain itself today
is: a question of particular importance to, amongst others, Asians in
Scotland or Wales who have two basic reasons for mistrusting the ‘white’
centre of Britain, and at a time when the whole constitutional and cultural
fabric of the so-called ‘United’ Kingdom is being debated (often with the
terms of post-colonial theory). This is a debate which has an impact upon
all cultural groups within the UK, and which might suggest a shift in
discourses on Britain away from an exclusively anglocentric perspective.
In writing so blithely of ‘the invisibility of whiteness’, it would perhaps be
wise — particularly today — to avoid assuming an invisibility of Englishness.
Britain, particularly in the 1990s, no longer speaks with an English voice.

Nevertheless, this passionately written and ground-breaking text is a
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timely addition to the growing corpus of post-colonial writings on music.
Musicology is often a late-starter in coming to terms with critical theories
prevalent within other humanities disciplines, and post-colonial theory is
merely the latest in a series of musicological late starts. The fact that this
book is written from within the discipline of cultural studies rather than
from within musicology itself merely confirms once more the pattern of
influence which has tended to mark the rise of popular musicology. It is all
too easy for the musicologist to dismiss a book such as this in terms of its
failure to engage analytically with the formalist shibboleth of “TMI’ (“The
Music Itself’), as if sociological, ideological, political and overall cultural
contexts were not intimately bound up with the production and consump-
tion of music. However, it is perhaps time for musicologists g#a musicol-
ogists to wake up and take notice of the genres discussed within
Dis-Orienting Rhythms. Hopefully, this book will serve as a text of disori-
entation to provoke just such a response, and many others.
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