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				For my grandchildren Anjali, Tara, Percy and Vivian

				Where is the myth of migration? Not Ulysses. That is of voyaging and return. Where is the one-way legend? It seems that I must write it.

				— Salman Rushdie, ‘The West: Notes and Fragments’, Salman Rushdie Papers, Manuscript and Rare Book Library, Emory University
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				Introduction

				Confessions are in order for a pretender. I am not a scholar of multiculturalism and have not been considered as such in the academy. A weak claim towards scholarly legitimacy in the field addressed in this monograph may be mounted, however, on the grounds that I have done some work in the cognate areas of postcolonial and diaspora theory. My training is in literature and literary theory, and even when I have moved outside my areas of academic expertise—including areas such as cinema and religion—I have written reasonably authoritatively only when literary texts were part of my archive. My entry into multiculturalism as a social analytic was by chance. Some fifteen years ago, the late Anthony Easthope, on a visit to Australia, asked me if I would contribute to The Year’s Work in Critical and Cultural Theory. He had the subject ‘multiculturalism’ in mind for me, as he felt that this field required an annual critical survey. When I said I had no expertise in the field, he replied, in his characteristically audacious manner, my lack of familiarity was a plus as I would be able to treat the subject a little more dispassionately. In the ensuing years I have written, in the dispassionate, critical and detached manner suggested by Easthope, the chapter on multiculturalism for The Year’s Work, and in those past thirteen years I have penned some 200 000 words in all. If the fruits of that critical engagement, which I now offer to the reader, have any value at all, it is because they are, for the first time, a summary of the current state of multicultural theory as well as an account of a classificatory system through which the theory may be better understood. Although greatly expanded and rewritten, the monograph offered here has its origins in an essay of the same title published in the electronic journal PORTAL.1

				The contested and contestable field of multiculturalism has the principle of justice at its core; it is its driving force, and without it any explanatory model is incomplete. Around it revolve debates about reason and critical methodologies, sensitivity towards minority or discrepant cultures and, in the realm of scholarship, the need for honest re-appraisals. Many of these points come to a head in Axel Honneth’s essay ‘Performing Justice’ in his Pathologies of Reason, where he examines Theodor Adorno’s idiosyncratic introduction to his difficult 1966 work Negative Dialectics, a work that could be considered a justification of Adorno’s methodological procedure since the 1950s. I want to begin with Honneth’s essay with a view to discussing the necessity of a critical multicultural theory (as a philosophical enterprise or an ‘indisciplinary practice’ where philosophy ‘is not the name of a discipline or a territory [but] … a method of equality’2) in an age where cultures and nations are no longer homogeneous, and where alternative rationalities and multiple modernities need to be acknowledged and their agendas and relevance exhaustively examined. 

				There are, Honneth contends, three defensive strands in Adorno’s rethinking of continental philosophy, its legacy and its power as an analytical principle. First, Hegelian dialectics is rethought by Adorno as ‘negative dialectics’; second, the new form, as negative dialectics, is historically necessary as it alone can do justice to knowledge generally; third, the social conditions of the present require a new reading of the Hegelian dialectic. In many ways, the present interest in cultural and critical theory is symptomatic of this recognition—that, indeed, a transformed world requires a corresponding transformation in the task of philosophy itself. In Honneth’s words, Adorno ‘combines a “social-historical” with a philosophical-historical reason when he comes to speak of the transformed role of philosophy in the present’.3 Historical reflection is necessary because the project of reason that underpinned idealist philosophy had failed with the latter’s failure to capture the spirit of Marx. This meant that the moment of the ‘realisation’ of philosophy, a social revolution ‘that could have transformed social reality into the ideal of a society free of domination’, was missed. As a consequence, philosophy could no longer ‘claim to contribute to the rationalization of the world’.4 To Adorno, this is philosophy’s failure, which it must atone for by ceasing to present itself as a system with which to grasp the world. This act of atonement is possible only if it functions as a critical philosophy, a philosophy that is a ‘critical investigation of all conceptual claims’.5 Adorno’s alternative—self-criticism—however, is not simply a matter of subjective reflection; it involves rigorous analysis and an alternative understanding of the dialectical process, to which Adorno gave the name ‘negative dialectics’.

				Where the positive dialectical method excluded the divergent, the discrepant, the trace, generally because these were outside the field of reason (which stipulates that reality is rationally constituted), the negative method is free from these idealistic presuppositions. Unlike its positive alternative, a negative dialectic must ‘always attempt to bring to light the preintellectual, drivelike, or practical roots of all spiritual phenomena’. These had been foreshadowed in Adorno’s co-authored earlier work Dialectic of Enlightenment, by Heidegger and even earlier by Nietzsche. The point is that philosophy’s fundamental premise—the identity of rationality and reality—should be dropped. Since reality, the object, is infinitely more complex, we should not work towards attaining conceptual fields with which to explain all phenomena but instead should find ways of apprehending the complex features that are inherent in the object/reality. This doesn’t mean that one moves away from language to intuition (as Henri Bergson did). After all, knowledge cannot exist independently of linguistic rationality because it is only through the latter that one understands ‘differentiation’, ‘precision’ and ‘intellectual experience’ (all Adorno’s words). What happens here is a structural transformation of subjectivity, where the subject ‘can no longer grasp itself as the centre of reality in the sense of its conceptual construction’ and must therefore learn to understand itself much more from the outside, a fact that leads to an insight into ‘the insufficiency in principle of all conceptual operations’.6 There is nothing new in Adorno’s reference to the decentred subject, since both Nietzsche and Freud had observed this. What is a radical advance is the observation that ‘from the decentering of the subject must follow its revaluation as the decisive medium of all objective knowledge’.7 Honneth continues: ‘The sensitivity of the disempowered subject is, on this line of thinking, the epistemological guarantee that the qualitative properties of the object will be perceived’.8 

				Reality cannot be objectively apprehended and conceptualised through sovereign reason. Released from this understanding of the role of reason and the compulsion to unify the world, the subject responds to an uncontrollable world (since that world cannot be unified) in a sensitive, differentiated way, registering its perceptions without being governed by either the will to unify or the law of reason. ‘Thus’, writes Honneth, ‘from the subject’s loss of sovereignty that goes with the turn to negative dialectics follows the revaluation of its subjective experience as a central medium of knowledge’.9 The qualities of the object are not accessible simply through a ‘schematizing concept’, and therefore accessibility requires an analytic that uses a sensitive subjectivity to grasp the varying qualities of the object. The subject is put forward as the key to understanding, but without the subjective arbitrariness that is often seen as part of the cognitive process. Adorno is aware of its dangers, but does not accept the argument that scientific objectivity can be attained only by neutralising subjectivity. However, even as it is accepted that the sensations that an object triggers in the subject are part of an adequate representation of the object, subjective experiences are granted ‘knowledge value’ only when ‘they are sufficiently differentiated, precise and lucid’.10 There is a degree of ‘undemocratic elitism’ built into an understanding of a sensitive, morally attuned subject who can then speak for everyone else. Adorno sees this as part of an ‘advocatory epistemology’, which allows such a subject to interpret reality for those who do not possess a highly differentiated capability. Truth is not something that is immediately accessible to everyone in an unmediated manner. It follows that we ‘grant only sufficiently sensitive people a right to representatively articulate contexts of reality that are accessible only to differentiated experience’.11 

				Negative dialectics, then, makes a case for an alternative presentation of philosophy. What is necessary, in language, is the bringing together of two opposing concepts—‘expression’ and ‘stringency’—via a ‘theoretical exactitude’, an appropriate, stringent language, which is itself a synthesis of expression and stringency, a fusion of ‘expressive content and objective determinacy’. Adorno offers a ‘model analysis’ or a ‘model of thinking’ that in fact never applies ‘to a phenomenon itself but only to its philosophically inherited formulation’.12 Two ‘transcending movements’ form the content of Adorno’s ‘model analysis’. First, philosophical ideas emerge not from an independent sphere of reason but from ‘the hitherto inscrutable impetus of human beings’ natural impulses’.13 Second, in exploring the conceptual mediation of a phenomenon (via reason or other established norms), the object’s or reality’s properties begin to resonate with subjective experience. The problem with conceptual determinations (reality confined exclusively to the law of reason, for instance) is that the real world, in so far as it interacts with human drives, is never understood. In the alternative analysis, via model analysis, another normative intention is advanced, different from that of conceptual mediation (the world, as in idealist philosophy, mediated through a prior idea). This normative intention is in fact ‘reconciliation’, the ‘practice of restitutional justice’, which restitutes the distortion of reality brought about by identity thinking (the world defined through a prior system). 

				The move I make to multiculturalism through Adorno is not meant to be prescriptive and certainly is not meant to imply that negative dialectics is really the hidden methodology of multicultural theory. What one can say is that the affective dimension and the move away from absolute conceptual determinations lead us to culture itself as a determining principle in our lives. The role of culture in multicultural theory becomes central, but so does the need for ‘stringent’ theoretical exactitude and an appropriate analytic. We may want to approach the role of culture in multicultural theory through Franz Boas, the brilliant cultural anthropologist whose work over a period of fifty years between the final decade of the nineteenth century and World War II redefined ethnography. Boas’ assault on genetically conditioned explanations of difference had far-reaching consequences as it moved ethnicity away from race and towards culture. The universal code of Western civilisation, which stood as the norm and in terms of which difference was negatively defined (not unlike Adorno’s own reading of the absolutist nature of philosophical universals), was in fact a racist idea aimed at a false confirmation of the superiority of European society. Culture replaced race as the category from which analysis could take shape. And culture being historically contingent meant that relativism, rather than a fixed universalist racial paradigm, was theoretically more productive. Boas emphasised environment and the historical process (the actual descent line) over biological heritage and race—that is, nurture over nature. Boas’ study of immigrants showed that their children conformed ‘anthropometrically to a White American norm rather than any Old World type’.14 As Christopher Douglas further points out, Boas had noted that the low status of African Americans in the United States was a result of the persistence of Euro-American prejudice, which, given the primacy of European civilisation above all else, took no account of Africa’s own glorious past.15 Ethnographic research required one to cleanse oneself of conceptual prejudices and the excesses of instrumental reason. It should be tempered by positioning the researcher as ‘participant observer’, attuned in particular to a culture’s folklore, where the ‘“genius of a people” was manifest’.16 We turn to alternative models of thought (Adorno’s model of thinking) that are sensitive to cultural difference and the subject’s creative involvement in their own culture. In this respect, Boas’ influence on the Harlem renaissance and on Zora Neale Hurston’s work in particular was decisive. 

				The impact of Boas on literary multiculturalism (the subject of Douglas’ study) was huge, and Douglas traces his impact by isolating three stages. In the first two, cultural relativism led to a rethinking of key concepts such as nation, culture and race, but not necessarily identity, which surfaced only in the third and last phase. Literary multiculturalism was one of the direct consequences of this radical shift to move issues of culture away from primordial readings of race. The target enemy of this shift was assimilation in both the socio-political and aesthetic realms. No longer was the Western standard seen as the mode to aspire to—the constant demand on non-White writers to write on White subjects, for instance—and a new, multicultural writing began to emerge. But in the aesthetic realm, the work of Boas was reformulated rather differently. Boas had insisted on the malleability of race and its insignificance in the human order, for as he argued, what we inherit from our parents are genes not race. He identified race as a social construction, rather than a reality as such. Multicultural writing with its basis in multicultural theory generally, though, keeps returning to questions of race, often without articulating it as such. Douglas writes:

				the first generation of multicultural writers turned to anthropology’s notion of cultural pluralism, but they grounded that pluralism in the very logic of racial difference that anthropology had earlier repudiated … multicultural literature today depends not so much on cultural pluralism as on racial prescriptivism. Its polemical dimension is to suggest that we expect racial minorities above all to subscribe to ancestral traditions, and if they do not, to try and discover them through tropes of memory, identity, or blood. The near unanimity of the grammar of identity in the United States today should serve as a warning to us: while multiculturalism might imagine itself in opposition to the Christian right, for example, they share the primacy of the subject position and the language of identity.17

				‘Pluralism, tolerance, antiracism, and the dethroning of western cultures as universal ones’18 are important achievements, but in attaining them, multiculturalism has reintroduced precisely those essentialist notions of difference that Boas had found racially pernicious. Quite inadvertently, it seems, pluralism celebrates an idea of identity that is racially bound and makes cultural representation a matter for a racially identifiable native informant. Some years ago in Australia, there were two crises of identity based on the right to represent one’s own culture. In the first instance, Mudrooroo, celebrated Aboriginal writer and defender of Indigenous rights, was denounced as a charlatan because his dark pigmentation had come from Afro-American and not Aboriginal genes. This was in spite of the fact that he had been brought up as an Aboriginal child in an Aboriginal community, he thought of himself as part of the ‘stolen generation’, he grew up in borstals, he was a regular inmate of the prison system as a ‘delinquent Aboriginal’, and his first novel, Wild Cat Falling (published under his earlier moniker Colin Johnson), was celebrated as the first true voice of Aboriginal prison recidivism. Upon the discovery of his true racial origins, he was rejected by the Australian Aboriginal community as well as by his White academic supporters, many of whom had included his novels in their courses on Aboriginal writing. It may be argued that multicultural insistence on difference had created a state of affairs which, in an earlier period, would have resulted in debates about cultural determinism and the extent to which Mudrooroo’s works mapped out a sympathetic Aboriginal agenda, to which the writer brought a seemingly unquestionable ‘native’ sensibility. The second instance was the notorious Demidenko affair, where one Helen Darville, borrowing the title from Dylan Thomas’ powerful poem, wrote a novel (The Hand that Signed the Paper) as Helen Demidenko about Ukranian Jewish massacres in the context of Stalinist oppression, while pretending to belong to the Australian Ukranian community. Demidenko’s quite legitimate exposure and condemnation raised questions about the extent to which the politics of multiculturalism were deployed to win prizes, which Demidenko’s novel did in spades. What emerged from the exercise was a mistaken celebration of multicultural pluralism because the novel itself had few aesthetic merits. It had surfaced precisely at a time (the 1990s) when to be a ‘multicultural’ author meant that you were dismantling the idea of Western universalism, a task mistakenly attributed to Darville, who, as Demidenko, pretended to be a native informant. But there was another side to it: Australian multiculturalism places even European groups (including the nation’s Anglo-Irish foundational parents) in the multicultural spectrum. 

				In respect of the immediate archive of Douglas’ research, we may locate three phases of American multicultural writing. The first phase shows the impact of Franz Boas’ revolutionary ethnography, which marked the shift away from race to cultural determinism; the second phase dealt with liberal consensus and the framing of difference within forms of critical integration and cultural assimilation; the third phase returns to recognition within difference and places the native informant as the source of culture. The last phase is where we are now; it is also the phase that Douglas sees as a reworking of earlier, pre-Boas, absolutist and racialised theories that emphasised essentialism over existentialism. In Douglas’ view, what is lost is critical evaluation and shared normative principles.

				Since the last phase is the most crucial for our understanding of the current state of multiculturalism, we need to spend a little more time on it. It may be discussed at length with reference to the work of Gloria Anzaldúa, who emphasised the importance of one’s ‘true gods as an identitarian project’. To engage with this phase, Douglas examines in some detail Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera as an instance of the current trend towards pluralist politics, which may be read as an atavistic search for primal origins and the insistence on difference and identity. The mythical nation of Aztlán figures prominently in Anzaldúa’s work and provides her with a sense of place and a spot of time (all very Wordsworthian one may add) with which to re-energize Mexican American cultural nationalism. In the context of the Mexican presence, especially in the American southwest, Anzaldúa’s argument is that Mexican American culture is both historically particular and different when examined in the context of cultural pluralism. Much of her archive centres on oral traditions and a culture’s folklore, which Boas himself thought were indispensable to any study of culture. The degree to which folk traditions affected Mexican Catholicism is a case in point. Anzaldúa writes, ‘My family, like most Chicanos, did not practice Roman Catholicism but folk Catholicism with many pagan elements. La Virgen de Guadalupe’s Indian name is Coatlalopeuh. She is the central deity connecting us to our Indian ancestry’.19 Echoing a key term in postcolonial theory, the process is referred to as ‘hybridity’, which, for Anzaldúa, encapsulates the idea of cultural synthesis. The research of Americo Paredes, to which Anzaldúa is indebted, had revisited the earlier mid-eighteenth-century Chicano-American border culture and had observed that the ‘Indians’ had been absorbed into the blood and culture of the Spanish settlers, leaving behind no distinct cultural traces of their own.20 To Anzaldúa, this is a gross misreading of cultural survival, as she insists on the continued impact of Aztec religious traditions, in particular on Chicano Christianity. Memory begins to supplant history, or conversely, history is read as a form of memory where oral traditions and the survival of mythic residues are important. Memory thus mediates between cultures; blood and race have a place in culture, and difference needs to be recognised. We turn again to Douglas’ own commentary at this point:

				Anzaldúa is an extreme example of a general and productive indistinction between race and culture in our current paradigm of multiculturalism. In Anzaldúa’s work, this indistinction is partly produced by the fact that there are not different terms for racial and cultural groups. ‘Chicano,’ ‘Mexican,’ ‘White,’ ‘Indian,’ and ‘Spanish’ are words that describe cultures and races. With that equivalence, it is impossible for someone of the Mexican race to have white culture or someone of the white race to have an Indian culture, and so on … The default position in Borderlands/La Frontera is that Chicano describes both a culture and a race; just as in multiculturalism generally, African American refers to a culture and a race, Asian American refers to a culture and a race, and Native American refers to both a culture and a race.21

				When race and culture are blurred and made indistinct, identity becomes crucial and even mandatory in a multicultural understanding of cultural diversity. Identity then becomes a key term in exploring cultural difference, especially for those who live on borders and margins, and whose identity is at once shifting and multiple, as well as alien (from the point of view of the dominant culture). Anzaldúa’s take on identity is, to use a well-worn phrase, ‘strategically essential’, as it is grounded in her own experience as a feminist Chicana. Racial difference re-enters the debate after the post-Boas ascendancy of cultural difference, but this regressive move is based on the need for historical particularity and a new understanding of race through the politics of identity. Douglas uses the Anzaldúa case as his proof text for the third phase of literary multiculturalism, where identity ‘tells us which culture we should have’. The connection, however, is based on a generalist understanding of lived experience in multicultural nation-states. Against Boas’ warning that cultures are complex and undergo all kinds of contaminations, the third phase of the multicultural argument is that cultures are continuous, largely unchanging and fundamentally exclusive because the link between race and culture is organic and not ‘contingent and historical’. We turn to the ramifications of this third phase, which Douglas addresses by way of the category of the ‘multicultural complex’.22 

				Boas’ grand achievement was to turn nativist racial culture into one governed by contingent social and historical forces. The late multicultural turn, and especially its third phase, collapsed the conceptual distinction between race and culture because identity depended on race as a marker of difference. In this regrounding of race, identity and difference, multicultural literature—its ownership, its place in the academy and the privileged status of its native informants—creates its own theoretical ‘complex’, which has its own moments of repressive negotiations. Since the Douglas book looks at four different multicultural literary traditions in America—the Afro-American, the Asian American, the Mexican and the Native American—the complex is located in these multicultural literary traditions. We may reformulate the complex, as Douglas himself does, as four interconnected principles. First, race and culture are now made ‘productively indistinct’; second, it follows that ‘multiculturalist description’ now becomes ‘racial prescription’; third, identity, and an essentialist not existentialist version of it, becomes one way of grounding culture in one’s race; fourth, and finally, history, culture and matters of memory are important given that histories of persecution and exploitation are often traumatic memories. The last of these is a key determinant of multicultural literature in that this history is not something that one learns and acquires through intellectual labour. History being trauma means that historical experience requires resubjectification; it requires re-experiencing through intergenerational transfer. ‘You can understand my history but not experience it’, is the multicultural mantra.

				Douglas reads this turn to racial and cultural difference as reactionary revisionism and contrary to a progressive critical multiculturalism. Identity politics, with their emphasis on the primacy of blood, may be abused by anyone. Englishness too may be deemed to be a matter of blood and, by extension, English literature itself fully understood only by people with a similar kind of ‘blood-derived’ sensibility. The strategic value of such claims notwithstanding, what identity and recognition politics do is complicate the struggle for redistribution and the construction of a fairer society. Although multicultural literature has, quite correctly, critiqued the ‘purported universalism of the West’, the turn to the tropes of blood and memory in many ways goes against what Anzaldúa herself does in critiquing Chicano patriarchy—that is, ‘call for critical evaluation and cultural sifting’.23 This means that one should not limit oneself to one’s own culture but should also explore other cultures as well as invite analysis from cultural outsiders. One way of addressing this is to turn to Anzaldúa herself, where we find self-reflexive candour, a synthesis of expression and stringency, and above all, to recall Adorno, a principled take on restitutional justice. 

				It is common practice these days to acknowledge key theorists/thinkers by creating a ‘reader’ drawn from their works. The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader places Anzaldúa among key players in Chicana/o poetics. Since Douglas used the Borderlands to critique identity politics, we may want to begin with the celebratory remarks on this book of the Reader’s editor, AnaLouise Keating:

				Focusing especially on Anzaldúa’s theories of the ‘Borderlands,’ the ‘new mestiza,’ and ‘mestiza consciousness,’ scholars have critiqued and revised their disciplinary paradigms and contemporary identity-based issues. Borderlands has also significantly impacted the ways we think about Chicano/a studies, border issues, the concept of Borderlands, ethnic/gender/sexual identities, code-switching, and conventional literary forms. Anzaldúa uses the term ‘Borderlands’ in two complex, overlapping yet distinct ways. First, she builds on previous views of the borderlands as a specific geographical location: the Southwest border between Mexico and Texas. Second, she redefines and expands this concept to encompass psychic, sexual, and spiritual Borderlands as well. For Anzaldúa, the Borderlands—in both its geographical and metaphoric meanings—represent painful yet also potentially transformational spaces where opposites converge, conflict, and transmute.24

				Borderlands itself grew out of Anzaldúa’s recognition that women of colour faced homophobic, sexist, class and racist attitudes in White America. These attitudes were openly displayed at a liberal arts college where she worked, bringing home to her the intensity with which people held on to these prejudices. The book that she wrote thus aimed at establishing herself as a producer of knowledge who did not write within standard academic protocols. As a seventh-generation Chicana feminist who grew up on the Texas side of the Mexico–US border, Anzaldúa, in the wake of continued racism, began to link the violation of women’s bodies with the expropriation of Chicana and Indian lands. Rejected by mainstream White and Chicana society alike for her radical feminist views, especially in respect of her own sexuality, she says she began to examine the ways in which both White and patriarchal Chicana world views distorted her people’s real struggle for equity and respect. Her explorations, she says, gave a new meaning to the experiences of other racial minorities in America who began to relate to her work. She found in mestiza (people who are hybrid biologically and ‘intellectually’) a means of examining the lives of people living in ‘borderlands’. Living in borderlands means that you need to make explicit where you stand, where you are speaking from and why you are speaking the way you do. For Anzaldúa, writers of colour ‘verified for the European theorists the fact that theirs was not an exclusive school of thought’.25 But lived experience, the corporeal, must play a part too, and poetry must, at times, displace analysis. Spirits must return; myths must repopulate the critical imagination; and history should be rethought through traumatic memory as the writer takes on the stress of the people about whom she is writing.26 To get a better perspective, we need to turn to Anzaldúa’s ‘The New Mestiza Nation’, in which she examines the multicultural movement. 

				In her essay, Anzaldúa returns to the ‘lost’ radical agenda of multiculturalism. Responding to what is seen as facile neoconservative claims that multiculturalism dilutes national identity, weakens the literary canon and challenges majoritarian hegemonic control, Anzaldúa uses the case of the new mestiza to recapture multiculturalism’s real progressive agenda, which is to dispel the fantasy of a monocultural nation. The mestiza category, although signifying a specific mixed Chicano heritage, is deployed as something akin to the postcolonial hybrid within which Anzaldúa locates her own subjectivity. In case we get this wrong, it is best to hear her speak for herself:

				I consider myself a mestiza multiculturalist teacher and writer informed by my identity as a Chicana Tejana dyke from a working-class background. I am involved in the anti-colonial struggle against literary assimilation, claiming linguistic space to validate my personal language and history. Mestiza feminists such as myself seek the means to transform pedagogical and institutional practices so that they will represent ethnic people and protect students of color, gay men, and lesbians against racist and heterosexist violence. Women of color and working-class people have been at the forefront of this multicultural movement, before multicultural was even a term widely used.27

				What Anzaldúa wants to resist is the co-opting of difference and diversity by the nation; their dilution and reduction to the superficialities of food, clothing and ‘decorative native arts’. The crucial category of the mixed-blood mestiza, which is ‘more inclusive than a racial mestizaje’, is now deployed to embrace all those who are half Chicano/half White, but also all Latino, Asian and Native American mixed-bloods. The mestiza for Anzaldúa, as for Néstor García Canclini, therefore has a special mission, which is to develop combat strategies for anyone who is marginalised. This includes racial minorities as well as ‘sexual’ minorities. The proactive role is not limited to social concerns; it also involves ‘gnawing holes in the canon’ so as to undermine the canon’s foundational presumptions. These positions may be taken because the new mestiza

				is a liminal subject who lives in borderlands between cultures, races, languages, and genders. In this state of in-betweeness the mestiza can mediate, translate, negotiate, and navigate these different locations. As mestizas, we are negotiating these worlds every day, understanding that multiculturalism is a way of seeing and interpreting the world, a methodology of resistance.28

				Theories of mestizaje are thus seen as being crucial to multiculturalism or, reformulated in Anzaldúa’s terms, notions of mestizaje are enabling ways in which the hybrid self in a racist nation may be properly understood. In mapping onto multiculturalism the postcolonial condition of the in-between, Anzaldúa offers the mestiza as a site of critical discourses with which to theorise identity and difference. While biologically the ‘mestiza’ is exclusive to mixed-blood peoples, the condition that it encompasses is accessible through intellectual effort. In other words, and by extension, even the dominant race can therefore be a mestiza/multiculturalist intellectually. The condition may be productively used to critique ‘discovery theories’ (White settlement as the foundational moment of the nation-state), to produce writing that may not be easily assimilated into existing discourse registers, to negotiate White cultural forms without an inferiority complex, to link up with people who may not share the same values, to show that there are no people without a culture and, above all, to qualify social determinism with bold claims about origins and blood genealogy.

				Anzaldúa’s return to felt life experiences is strategically placed in response to demands for cultural conformity and the erasure of foreignness through an ‘enforced homogeneity’ by way of what Jacques Derrida termed the ‘monolingualism of the other’.29 Anzaldúa fills her world with culture-specific terms, and although she writes in English, she poses the argument persuasively presented by Sneja Gunew:

				while English as such does not automatically convey an imperial or colonial charge, its embededness within various pedagogical and disciplinary regimes of subjugation (whether these relate to colonization, neo-imperialism or migration) and its attachment to a tradition of English Studies mean that it cannot function neutrally as a worldwide lingua franca.30 

				The language, English, produces specific effects and is not a simple homogenising force. In fact English has to be connected, as do Anzaldúa and postcolonial writers—notably Salman Rushdie—to specific locations and histories, and only then would we be able to understand the ‘discrepant cosmopolitanism’ that arises out of its acquisition. In the texts that Sneja Gunew uses as proof of her argument, English indeed has discrepant somatic effects; it encodes culture and individual consciousness in different ways, and its power is often linked to the value placed on the nature of the body that acquires it. Where English is superimposed upon existing languages, individually or collectively, ‘the old and discarded spectre of a prior language surfaces in the form of a recurrent fear of speechlessness arising to threaten and, on occasion, to overcome the narrator’.31

				The acquisition of ‘English’ is in many ways a global phenomenon, although the particular nature of its acquisition varies—this much is clear. There are, however, instances of a reverse acquisition, or an acquisition of the semiotic social norms or behaviour that belong to non-English people. What is at issue here is the appropriation of a performative ethnicity by White people who feel that they have lost their ethnicity and for whom such an acquisition is a means of entering into theorisation from which they have been excluded. Often this is the appropriation of a new marginalism, a desire to manifest one’s own ‘suppressed ethnicity’, at times for purposes of self-empowerment, at others for a redefinition of the category of ethnicity itself or even a wish to demonstrate multiculturalism as a universal, everyday practice. The latter’s positive side leads to a critical engagement with ‘Whiteness’; its negative side is a blatant and opportunistic reappropriation, the sort of appropriation a postcolonial critic sees in Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson. A key moment in the debates surrounding this double appropriation (as we have already noted) was the publication of Helen Demidenko/Darville’s novel The Hand that Signed the Paper. The book went on to win a number of awards in Australia, including the prestigious Miles Franklin. The citation that came with the Australian Literature Society Gold Medal is worth noting: ‘[It is] a text that positions itself within the wider questions posed by multiculturalism, it resists monolithic assumptions about culture and identity—assumptions that produced the horrors it so chillingly describes’.32 The trouble erupted when it was discovered that Helen Demidenko was not the daughter of Ukrainian migrants but the daughter of two British migrants with no Ukrainian connections at all. Before her real history became known, the book had been subjected to considerable criticism because of its anti-Semitism, since the novel argued, rather simplistically, that the 1930s Ukrainian famine was directly linked to the policies of Stalin enforced upon the Ukrainians by pro-Russian (hence communist) Ukrainian Jewish commissars. The treatment of Jews meted out by Ukrainians following the invasion of Ukraine by the Third Reich was, therefore, justified because of the earlier Jewish complicity that led to the death of thousands of Ukrainians during the famine. Although criticism of the novel on these grounds persisted, once Demidenko’s cover was blown (and she became Helen Darville) it was not so much what she said in the novel that really mattered but her right to pass as someone else. Can we indeed speak for the Other? And so connected to the ‘Demidenko affair’ were matters related to ‘cultural pathology’, to the place of the multicultural writer in Australia, and the degree to which it was necessary for one’s writing to have a fashionable multicultural dimension before it could win literary awards.33 Two matters coalesced: the work of art (this is how the citations of her awards defined the novel) diminishes once there is no symmetry between textual authenticity and authorial authenticity, and there is no work of art that fraudulently makes that equation. For Gunew, it was not so much the merits of the work of art that mattered but the manner in which particular anthologies about ethnicity, political correctness and multicultural politics in general surfaced around the publication of the book. What is necessary, as Adorno so presciently indicated, is the bringing together of two opposing concepts: ‘expression’ and ‘stringency’. One’s point of view, even when given in the master’s language (English), requires theoretical exactitude which fuses ‘expressive content and objective determinacy’. Any discussion of the role of language, its hegemonic abuse or its decanonisation requires careful differentiation and precision.34 

				Targeted language-use takes me to the concept of multiculturalism based on quotidian life, with its emphasis on the real, lived experiences of individuals and groups in plural societies as distinct from macro-theorising arising out of larger questions of justice, equality and redistribution. Generalist studies of identity construction, recognition, tolerance, diversity and the like now require careful, and clearly framed and delimited, studies that take us along the philosophical paths suggested by Adorno—that is, to subjective emotional lives. It is in quotidian practices that one locates cultural embodiment, cultural hybridity, civility, humour, networks, exchange of gifts, casual conversation, varied linguistic registers and indeed creative variations on the old dismissive ‘where do you come from?’ question. Everyday experiences and the lived experiences of diversity provide a more immediate and recognisable understanding of pluralism, and make an important intervention in the sociology of cultural interaction because they demonstrate negotiation and living at the ground level.35 Referred to as ‘ordinary’ or ‘vernacular cosmopolitanism’, the social pay-off here is that everyday practice involves considerable interchange between individuals and groups, even if these do not lead to wholesale adaptation of the Other’s way of life. It is in this messy realm of everyday life that the higher philosophical principles of recognition (after Charles Taylor) work themselves out. Little acts of kindness—the exchange of food, compassion towards, and understanding of, a stranger’s pain—lead to a multiculturalism that is different from the conflict models of difference and accommodation that one encounters in macro-multicultural theory. Absolute difference and absolute tolerance (once important categories for multicultural analysis) are now rethought through lived experiences in challenging multicultural environments. 

				This discursive introduction is an intrusion into the critical retrospect that the monograph proper offers; it may sound a trifle gratuitous, if not unnecessarily specious, but it does spell out the literary-philosophical position from which I have engaged with multicultural theory. What follows in the substantive part of this monograph is not a systematic argument in favour of any particular multicultural theory, creed or practice but a series of reflections on and annotations of key texts, with a view to establishing the historical moments of the field. Like postcolonialism, the field has no one origin theory or moment as such. It is simply framed by the alarming question posed of collective Others by the majority group: what do we do with them now?—a question that minorities continue to face, sometimes with painful consequences. In post-Holocaust Europe the question carries the absolute stipulation ‘never again’, because no European nation can live through the trauma of being the perpetrator again. The uneasy, sometimes contradictory but often celebratory narrative of multiculturalism is part of that larger fear, but in engaging with that narrative, the principles of justice at the core of enlightened liberalism must remain intact, for without these principles the moral fibre of the nation is lost. Multiculturalism cannot be decoupled from the plinths that hold the moral columns together.
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				Chapter 1 What Was Multiculturalism?

				Justice is the first virtue of social institutions, as truth is of systems of thought. 

				— John Rawls

				Among demographers of old it was not uncommon to examine facts and figures about migration, observe human movements and come to conclusions about racial compositions of nations in the light of these trends. Whereas once these figures were historical facts about migration patterns and necessary for the proper writing of a country’s history (the contribution of migrants to nation-building for instance), they are now looked at in somewhat different terms, terms that place migrants in a different kind of history. The new history is one in which it is not simply facts and figures about migration that are discussed, but the definition of the nation-state itself and the migrants’ ambiguous sense of attachment to it. In other words, in addition to a type of economic history (objective accounts of demographic shifts in a nation) we now theorise, from precisely these figures, how the nation-state defines itself in ways that lead to a radical rethinking of a nation as a ‘multination’. This allows the grand narrative of a nation’s founding communities (and the presumption of assimilation upon which the grand narrative was always based) to give way to a multiply-centred narrative attuned to questions of unequal power relations, racism, exploitation and so on. Multiculturalism as a theory has arisen out of this shift, and presents itself not as an explanatory model of a given situation, but as a problematic in need of continuous theorisation.1
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