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Wojciech Józef BURSZTA

Cultural Studies and Literature: 
The Case of Anthropology'

Relations of literary and cultural studies can be viewed from two basic perspec­
tives. Firstly, we could speak of an attem pt to disclose similarities, or even analogies, 
between the construction of literary worlds and the intellectual activity that consists 
of, speaking very broadly, description, explanation, or in terpretation  of culture un ­
derstood as a signifying activity. Those relations will look different, however, once 
we shift our interest to the potential contribution of selected branches of cultural 
studies to literary studies, asking how cultural studies can broaden the interpretative 
field of phenom ena classified as literary per se.

The first type of relations will involve mostly sim ilarities of genres. A. Owen 
Aldridge notes:

Both literature and anthropology record the activities o f the hum an race as do history 
and philosophy. M an him self is the subject o f anthropology, whereas literature is a body 
of w riting about man and is the subject of literary history and literary criticism . A nthro­
pology attem pts a scientific portrayal of the hum an species, whereas literature presents 
hum an character and activities through the subjective perspective of o ther men. L iterature 
exists as a residue of cultural activity, whereas anthropology is a m ethodology or process 
of investigation.2

Roland Barthes took this a step further, believing anthropology to be a paradigm atic 
b ranch  of knowledge, k indred  to litera tu re  in the highest degree. He em phasized

1 First draft of this paper was delivered at Zjazd Polonistów in Cracow (22-25 Sept.
2004)

2 Owen Alridge, A. “L iterature and the Study of M an.” Literature and Anthropology, l o  
Dennis P.A., Aycock W. (eds.), Texas University Press, Lubbock: 1989. 41 LO
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Anthropology in Literary Studies
tha t am ong all historical discourses, anthropological discourse seems to be clos­
est to fiction, and pointed  out the illusory character of the opposition between 
science and w riting. Science cannot be unequivocally defined as a form  of hum an 
activity that has a m onopoly on content (there is no scientific issue that has not 
been at some point discussed by universal literature), m ethod (literature has it 
too), m orality  and a way of com m unicating results of its queries (both literature 
and scientific work take the form  of books).3 Language and the process of w rit­
ing are lite ra tu re ’s raison d ’être, its entire world, whereas science treats language 
m ore instrum entally , as a m edium  and a tool used in a possibly neu tra l m anner 
grounded in the assum ption that it always refers to reality  tha t precedes it. Sci­
ence is not sim ply contained in  the language because there also exists the object of 
scientifically-linguistic discourse. From  the m eta-linguistic perspective, however, 
it tu rn s out tha t the process of w riting rem ains a necessary condition for science, 
just as it undoubtedly  is for literature . In  the scientific discourse, the act of for­
m ulating  statem ents happens th rough  w riting. A nd while the statem ent has an 
objective status, the process of arriving at it exposes the position of the subject and 
its energy, both  of which are located in the sphere of language. Shortly: “W riting 
m akes knowledge festive.”4

Following Barthes, Peter M ason says tha t the world of discourse in cu ltu ral 
studies should first and foremost be placed w ith in  the world of those disciplines 
tha t are a part and function of w hat the discourse itself portrays. H ere culm inates 
the convergence of, for instance, anthropology and literature , as at th is level dis­
course is not a re-presentation  of a preceding objective reality, it is not secondary 
to the reality  that precedes, bu t it is precisely a p resentation , a perform ance and 
thus, creation.5 Consequently, the “w orld” tha t the discourse refers to acquires 
characteristics of the im aginary world whose features are the result of the sym­
bolic construction. “R eality” is therefore tied  to discourse to the same degree 
tha t scientific theory is dependent on it. And so it is not really very clear how the 
pre-discursivefactum  is to avoid connections to the anthropological discourse. In 
the result, the la tte r can be viewed as an autonom ous object of reflection, since 
anthropology (as well as other branches of cu ltu ral studies) is also a type of n ar­
rative, a story of our im aginations of the world tha t we investigate and whose 
structure is encoded in the w ritten  text.

Anthropology as a process of w riting or constructing texts follows the rules of 
fiction in the sense of the original, Latin fictio meaning: a process of creating or 
shaping som ething that is not necessarily made up or untrue. Just as literature,

3 Barthes, R. “From Science to L iterature.“ The Rustle o f Language. University of 
California Press, Berkeley: 1986. 3-5. For a more detailed discussion see: I. Brady, 
“Harm ony and Argum ent: Bringing Forth the Artful Science.” Anthropological Poetics. 
Brady, I. (ed.) Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., Savage: 1991. 16-19.

4 Barthes, R. “Inaugural Lecture, College the France.” A  Barthes Reader. Sontag, S. 
(ed.) H ill and Wang, New York: 1982. 464.

>,0 5 Mason, P. Deconstructing America: Representations o f the Other. Routledge, London and 
New York: 1990. 14.LO
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anthropology may be seen as a genre of storytelling about the hum an entanglem ent 
in culture.6 Alternatively, following Iser’s phenom enological perspective, it is about 
revealing the anthropological equipm ent of hum an beings who live because of their 
im agination.7

Being-in-the-world and life w ithin culture, regulated by cultural norms, are 
synonymous notions. Following Heidegger, M ilan Kundera says:

M an does not relate to the world as subject to object, as eye to painting; not even as actor 
to stage set. M an and the world are bound together like the snail to its shell: the world 
is part of man, it is his dimension, and as the world changes, existence (in-der-Welt-sein) 
changes as well.8

If  we substitute “world” w ith “culture,” K undera’s observation is equally valid. 
Hence, on a deeper level, both cultural studies (anthropology in particular) and 
literary studies face an analogous existential situation that they attem pt to make 
festive as a k ind of knowledge w ith the help of various strategies. This happens al­
ways through writing, as Barthes rightly  observed, w hich can also be proven w ithin 
a theoretical and methodological frame thoroughly different from his own.9

The first dim ension of the issue, outlined in the preceding paragraphs, will not 
be the focus of m y fu rther attention, although it will not d isappear entirely  from 
the following argum ent. But I would like to tu rn  now to the second perspective 
signaled in the in troductory  rem arks, that is, to the relation of the broadly defined 
cu ltu ral studies (i.e., studies tha t provide knowledge of culture) and literature. 
The question rem ains: what do cu ltu ral studies have to offer to trad itional lite r­
ary studies? New insights into the world of literary  representation? A perspective 
tha t generalizes upon that w hich literary  studies capture m ostly in  the context of 
aesthetic criticism ? These are highly p ertinen t questions, considering the rapidly 
growing popularity  of cu ltu ral studies and the ir appropriation  of an increasing 
num ber of branches in hum anities. We should perhaps, therefore, focus our at­
ten tion  first on the connections between litera tu re  and culture viewed from  the

Burszta Cultural Studies and Literature

See Bruner, E.M. “E thnography as N arrative.” The Anthropology  o f Experience.
Turner V.W., B runer E. M. (eds.) University of Illinois Press, U rbana and Chicago: 
1986. 143-145.
Iser, W. The Fictive and the Imaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology. Johns Hopkins 
University, Baltimore and London: xi. I discussed genre sim ilarities between 
anthropology and literature in  Czytanie Kultury. lEiAK, Łódź: 1996 and Różnorodność 
i tożsamość. Antropologia jako kulturo'wa refleksyjność. Wydawnictwo Poznańskie, 
Poznań: 2004; see also: Burszta W. J., Kuligowski W  (eds.) Ojczyzny słowa. Narracyjne 
wymiary kultury. Telgte, Poznań: 2002.
Kundera, M. The A rt o f the Novel. [based on the English translation from French by 
Linda Asher, Grove Press: 1988 -  A.W.] 19.
See: Km ita, J. Kultura i poznanie. PW N, Warszawa: 1985 and Burszta W. J. Język  
a kultura w myśli etnologicznej. Polskie Towarzystwo Ludoznawcze, Wroclaw: 1986.
I am speaking of the postulate of the so called subjective reconstruction of culture 
which always in the end boils down to linguistic-cultural presentations. LO
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Anthropology in Literary Studies
very particu lar perspective enabled by ideologically m otivated cu ltu ral stud ies.10 
T his will create (or so I hope) an appropriate background for fu rthe r discussion of 
chosen aspects of anthropological reflection on litera tu re  tha t bo th  com plem ent 
and oppose the to talizing dem ands of cu ltu ral studies.

L iterary studies today witness a rivalry of diverse approaches and interests, from 
cultural studies, poststructuralism  and deconstruction to feminism, ethnic studies 
and postcolonial criticism , as noted by Krzysztof Ziarek and Seamus D eane.11 But 
even w ithin the listed approaches there are differences regarding basic issues, result­
ing in their hybrydity, and therefore, fluidity and heterogeneity. C ultural studies, 
in its attem pt to “incorporate,” or rather, include w ithin their scope both fem inism  
and the postcolonial reflection have “dictated” for some tim e now the rules of the 
game in the field of literary research. It rem ains, however, fundam entally opposed 
to literary theory, especially in its poststructural variety that has dom inated the field 
over the last two decades. Instead of considerations on the universality of the m ind, 
the decentralization of the subject, debates on m eaning, and the referentiality of 
narrative, cultural studies proposes a diam etrically different perspective. Its repre­
sentatives argue that the theory of literature is ta in ted  w ith elitism  and dom inated 
by aesthetic ideology while com pletely ignoring cultural reality and social practice. 
M eanwhile, in order to understand the role of literature, one should begin w ith an 
explanation of the m echanism s of culture, especially in  the contem porary world. 
L iterature and literary theory are not autonom ous entities, they participate in the 
symbolic play happening in  all areas of cultural production and involving the rela­
tions of power, gender, race, class, and nationalism . C reating literature is not as 
m uch a m atter of artistic creation as it is one of the possible ways of articulating 
the existing social and discursive relations. In  such a broadened context offered by 
cultural studies, art -  and literature first and foremost -  becomes one of the institu ­
tions of everyday life, being also one of the “less” crucial elements of everyday life, 
secondary to more fundam ental issues of politics, labor, and other social questions 
claim ing a m uch wider audience.12

The dem ystification of aesthetic ideology of literary studies in their academic 
incarnation has been taking place in three m ain areas. The first one involves a nul-

10 I am consciously using the term  “studia kulturow e” referring to cultural studies, 
even though they are usually identified in Poland with the broadly defined 
“kulturoznawstwo” or even “kulturologia.” The Polish variety o f research classified 
as “kulturoznawstwo” is only very loosely connected to British, American, and 
A ustralian cultural studies; moreso, scholars representing Polish “kulturoznawstwo” 
are often little aware of the genesis and trajectory o f the developm ents in the 
reflection on culture that includes such basic notions as power, gender, race, state, 
nation, ideology, etc. To my knowledge, in Poland the premise o f W estern cultural 
studies has resonated the most in  the area of gender and women studies.

11 Ziarek, K., Deane, S. “Introduction.” Future Crossings. Literature between Philosophy 
and Cultural Studies. Z iarek K., Deane S. (eds.), N orthwestern University Press,

00 Evanston: 2000. 1.
12 Ibid. 5-6.LO
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lification of the h idden  assum ptions supporting  the h ierarch ization  of “h igh” 
versus popular, mass, or “low” culture. The second area focuses on the question 
of litera tu re’s supposed autonom y and lack of engagement. The th ird  studies the 
universality of aesthetic judgm ents. In  an attem pt to approach cultural studies 
w ithout prejudice that often accompanies the w riting on (or silence on) the model 
of research they propose, Jonathan Culler asks directly: what is it, then, that literary 
and cultural studies may have in common? He narrows down the question asking:

how cultural productions work and how cultural identities are constructed and organized 
for individuals and groups in  a world of diverse and interm ingled com m unities, state 
power, media industries, and m ultinational corporations. ( ^ )  Is cultural studies a capa­
cious project w ithin which literary studies gains new power and insight? Or will cultural 
studies swallow up literary studies and destroy literature? 13

Culler rightly observes that contem porary cultural studies, growing from  the model 
suggested by Hoggart and W illiams, are torn between two poles of interpretation. 
On the one hand, they aim  to assign value to popular culture and all m arginalized 
groups, “giving” voice to those who were excluded from the interpretative horizon 
of the elitist notion of knowledge (including literary theory). Thus, their research 
focuses on the question of the diverse ways of shaping, experiencing, and conveying 
identity, especially in transient com m unities and m inorities -  ethnic, im m igrant, 
female, and gay. Here the aim of the analysis is “to get in touch with what is im portant 
for the lives of ordinary people -  their culture -  as opposed to that of aesthetes or 
professors.”14 In  the background there is the supposition of a fundam ental conflict 
between C ulture and cultures (plural). And so we have C ulture owned by aesthetes 
and professors, an aesthetic b lueprin t and an ethnocentric source of judgm ents on 
art: whoever has Culture, is an equal m em ber of the com m unity of m eanings deemed 
to be valuable and contributing to the Tradition and Canon. However, there also 
exist com m unities that are cultures and the identity  of their m em bers is shaped 
outside the zone legitim ized by Culture. M inority and transient com m unities have 
their own literary canons, ignored by the representatives of Culture, even though 
it is a record of experience and a source of other, different identities that compete 
w ith the m ain trend  w ithin Culture.

C ultural studies’ call for literary theory to include not only diverse literary 
forms, but also diverse cultural experiences. By doing so, however, they perform  
the operation of equaling the cultured  w ith the cultural. Each literary creation, 
regardless of how it is judged against the aesthetic criteria of C ulture, is an expres­
sion of “cultures” that it appears and functions w ithin. Culler observes astutely: 
“Such writings, though, bring to the fore questions about how far literature creates 
the culture it is said to express or represent. Is culture the effect of representations

Burszta Cultural Studies and Literature

13 Culler, Jonathan. A Very Short Introduction to Literary Theory. [here] Oxford University
Press, Reissue edition: 2000. 44. ^

14 Ibid. 46.
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Anthropology in Literary Studies
rather than  their source or cause?”15 The answer rem ains unclear and the work by 
representatives of cultural studies gives argum ents for both options. I will return  
to th is particular problem  in the second part of my essay.

On the other hand, representatives of cultural studies -  who, w ith almost no 
exception, rely on a variously defined M arxist tradition  -  are persistent in tracing 
the m echanism s through which people are shaped and m anipulated by ideologies of 
cu ltu re.16 (Instead of discussing this aspect of the problem  in greater detail, let me 
point out several sources that do so.17) Here we are no longer concerned w ith high 
culture (Culture) but w ith popular culture, defined w ith the help of an only slightly 
modified Adornian tradition. Importantly, cultural studies is constantly torn between 
its propensity to analyze culture as a set of codes and practices aim ed at steering 
people away from what they are really interested in, and the desire to find authentic 
expression in popular culture. This fully concerns research in literary studies. As 
a result of this research, we have witnessed a broadening of literary canon which 
from  the perspective of cultural studies -  as I have said before -  is to represent first 
and foremost diverse cultural experiences. In  fact, there are voices suggesting that 
the broadening of literary canon aims to underm ine the im perialistic claim  of great 
European and American literature and, thus, to relativize the aesthetic criteria w ith 
regard to specific cultures that produce literature outside the m ainstream  of Culture.

At first glance, a sim ilar attitude should be supported by cultural anthropol­
ogy whose m ain im perative includes contextualization of phenom ena and self- 
reflexivity -  tendencies typical of the adepts of cultural studies. However, despite 
certain  sim ilarities, anthropological reflection on literature differs from  the heavily 
ideologized and heterogenous analyses perform ed by cultural studies. The difference 
is not a result of any kind of fratricidal war for influence and popularity  between the 
anthropologists and their m ain academic rival,18 it has deeper reasons.

As Clifford Geertz notes in Local Knowledge, anthropology eagerly contributes to 
the discussion on art inasmuch as its notions and ideas are tied to those cultural issues 
that art can be in service of, m irror, probe, or describe but does not create itself. The 
uniqueness of the anthropological discourse on art results from the relation between 
the energy of art and the general dynamics of hum an experience.19 W hat anthropol-

Ibid. 49.
See: Inglis, F. Culture. Polity Press, Cambridge: 2004.
Strinati, D. Wpro'wadzenie do kultury popularnej. [Introduction to Theories of Popular 
Culture] transl. W. J. Burszta. Zysk i S-ka, Poznań: 1998; M ulhern, F. Culture /  
Metaculture. Routledge, London and New York: 2000; Pels, D. “Privileged Nomads: 
On the Strangeness of Intellectuals and the Intellectuality of Strangeness.” “Theory, 
C ulture & Society” 1999 Vol 1. 63-86.
See: an interesting exchange between anthropologists and representatives o f cultural 
studies in Anthropology and Cultural Studies. Nugent S., Shore C. (eds), Pluto, London: 
1997.
Geertz, C. Local Knowledge. Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology. Basic Books, 
New York: 1983; especially in “Found in Translation: On the Social H istory of the 
M oral Im agination” and “Art as a C ultural System.”
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ogy has to offer to literature and literary studies, is the social history of im agination, 
also including m oral im agination. Moreover, it is a history of im agination m arked 
by a neverending confrontation of diverse forms of life and, consequently, diverse 
forms of aesthetic sensibility. Contrary to cultural studies, anthropology offers what 
I would call a m eta-cultural perspective on literature. It is useful, and dare I say 
revelatory, w ith regard to h idden aspects of literary creation, especially when the 
w riting in question touches directly upon the issue of the shaping of identity  in  the 
world that emerged from the dem ographical transform ations of postcolonialism, 
and today -  existence in the m ulticultural world.

Postcolonial literature is, in a very obvious m anner, one of the m ain tools to 
articulate problem s of a mostly cultural nature,20 it is self reflexive and focuses on 
issues that are also at the center of deep anthropological reflection. Thus, Dorota 
Kołodziejczyk is right to observe that: “In  this postcolonial spirit, anthropology 
reveals itself as a somewhat wily partner of the literary im agination” while contem ­
porary literature “engages questions seemingly typical of anthropology, such as the 
question of cultural identity  and authenticity  of culture, the question of difference 
between exoticism and otherness, of what binds and cem ents social constructions, 
finally, the question of who speaks and who has the right to speak for the other, 
to represent otherness, to chose otherness as the subject of study.” 21 In  general, I 
would posit that postcolonial w riting is always accom panied by the following three 
notions: culture -  language -  identity. This is also true for what I would refer to as 
“m ulticu ltu ra l” literature, grown out of postcolonialism , but more on this later. I 
should also add that my discussion will only focus on literature w ritten in English; 
it is the most robust, widely known and -  despite what Fredric Jameson wrote in 
the 80s of the 20‘h century -  it brings pleasure.

The opposition between the center and the peripheries has always been one of the 
m atrices that organized th ink ing  about the cultural image of the world. European 
culture has always been that of traveling and appropriating the periphery. Marlow 
confesses in Heart o f Darkness:

The conquest of the earth, which mostly m eans the taking it away from those who have 
a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty  thing when 
you look into it too much. W hat redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back o f it; not 
a sentim ental pretence bu t an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea -  som ething you 
can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to.22

W hat k ind  of idea would that be? We m ust not forget that Conrad wrote Heart of 
Darkness at the end of the 19th century, when im perialism  and colonialism blossomed

20 See: Ashcroft, B. “The Rhizome of Post-colonial D iscourse.” Literature and the 
Contemporary:Fictions and Theories o f the Present. Luckhurst R., M arks, P. (eds.)
Longman, London: 1999. 113.

21 Kołodziejczyk, D. “Antopologiczne fabulacje -  hybryda, tłum aczenie, przynależność 
we współczesnej powieści anglojęzycznej.” Ojczyzny sîo'wa. Narracyjne wymiary kultury. 
Burszta W J., Kuligowski W  (eds.) Telgte, Poznań: 2002. 68.

22 Conrad, J. Heart o f Darkness. W ordsworth Classics, 1995. 34.
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Anthropology in Literary Studies
and the civilized West had no doubt that it brought science and true faith to its 
peripheries as part of its historical mission: the idea of subjugating new territories 
was almost a calling. W hen Marlow recalls blank spaces on the m aps rem em bered 
from  childhood, he articulates nothing other than the fact that they were areas yet 
untouched by the white conqueror’s foot, and that the West was not yet aware of the 
benefits derived from  discovering a new piece of land -  which from  the m om ent of 
discovery will rem ain on the m ap “forever” as it will rem ain w ithin the orbit of influ­
ence of the universal civilization. A lthough M arlow knows very well that the blank 
areas on the m ap are not really blank at all, as they are inhabited by “savages” and 
“cannibals” im m ersed in their dark custom, incom prehensible and inscrutable in 
their almost anim alistic otherness, those areas are not yet part of the British Empire 
and they can only begin to exist in contact w ith the center and its power. For now, it 
is a “place of darkness” whose only points of reference were “rivers and lakes, and 
nam es.”23 It is a place w ithout culture, culture will be brought later and its introduc­
tion will be m arked by blood and suffering of the pilgrim s from the center of the 
world of light, reason, and rational knowledge. The suffering of the “savages” will 
only result from their own superstition, ignorance and resistance against civilization, 
that is, resistance against becoming part of real historicity.

The im perial center brings all means necessary for the world of darkness to 
become nothing more than a periphery to our world, a sphere of influence, shaped 
step by step in  the image of the center. This process whose beginning is m arked by 
the symbolic year of 1492, first relies on giving names to newly conquered territories: 
“In  order to take possession of som ething one needs to nam e it.”24 As a result of this 
signifying activity, one “takes away” the language of people native to the peripheries. 
One takes away identity and language capable of shaping it into a harm onious whole, 
w hich is what for the entire 20‘h century cultural anthropology argued.

In  1800, the West “owned” about 30-35 percent of the globe, and in 1878, the 
proportion was already 67 percent, “gaining” annually 83 thousand square miles. 
This escalated, too. W hen W W I broke out, the annual rate had risen to 240 thousand 
square miles. Colonies, commonwealths, and dependent territories covered almost 
85 percent of the world and everywhere the rules were clear: white Europeans govern 
and everyone else rem ains subordinate, or, in the rare instances of partnership, is 
assigned the role of a “lesser brother.”25

W hile the theory of im perialism  as dom ination exercised by a m etropolitan 
center over its peripheral territories found its practical expression in  the process of 
colonization and “conversion” to the European order, another phenom enon, that of 
intellectual im perialism , took far more subtle forms and had its own history, one not 
always parallel to the developments of im perial legislation. Political, historical, and 
technological-scientific dom ination of the West over the “rest” of the world required

23 Ibid.
24 [here based on the Polish transl. from French -  A.W.] Attali, J. 1942. Transl. 

fS  E. B^kowska, M. Pilot, H. Igalson-Tygielska. Czytelnik, Warszawa: 1992. 247.
25 See: Said, E. T  Culture and Imperialism. Alfred A. Knopf, New York: 1993. 8.
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som ething that could legitim ize and support it. Here enter theory of knowledge and 
epistemology, the kingdom s of cognition, accom panied by literature as an artistic 
testim ony of the confrontation between the center and the peripheries, as well as the 
m ain m edium  for the building of the Western identity in an encounter with otherness.

After the colonial system ultim ately fell apart, a hybrid picture emerged from 
what had been up to that point viewed as peripheral from the cultural perspective. 
To construct one’s of own state is one thing, to reference one’s own tradition  -  one 
that would be untouched by Britishness and capable of filling or bridging the gap 
between the past and the future of the peripheries, is a different m atter. A m atter 
which did, nonetheless, become the center of literary reflection of those writers who 
rem ained aware that colonialism forever branded the consciousness of the colonized. 
Transgression, lim inality, the sense of being caught (anthropologically speaking) 
between and betwixt, double loyalties, worldview choices and racism  are thus m ain 
them es in the w riting of N aipaul or Rushdie. It is a stream  of literature that rejects, 
as the scientifically-ideological postcolonial reflection does, a vision of the world 
based on the b inary opposition of “us” and “them ,” center and periphery, good and 
evil, etc. M ulticultural literature, too, stem m ing from postcolonial roots, but already 
representing the next generation of native-im m igrants in England and America, 
returns to the fundam ental search for more complex and am biguous indicators of 
cultural identity.

The status of postcolonial literature26 is paradoxical inasm uch as it is, both  by 
choice and out of necessity, w ritten in English. By choice, as due to the status of 
English as an in ternational language, texts in English reach a wide audience -  con­
sisting of both  “us” and “them .” Out of necessity, since postcolonial w riting found 
its home in the language of the em pire, the only universal language, one that can 
integrate the dispersed, hybrid identities of the inhabitants of peripheries. Iden ti­
ties of both  those who have stayed and attem pt to define themselves anew and those 
who left w ith their families on the journey towards the center to start the life “on 
the edge” of the old and the new. Jacques D errida observes astutely:

I only have one language, it is not mine ( ^ )  You at once appreciate the source of my suf­
ferings, the place of my passions, my desires, my prayers, the vocation of my hopes, since 
the this language runs right across them. But 1 am wrong, wrong to speak of a crossing and 
a place. For it is “on the shores” of the French language, uniquely, and neither inside nor 
outside it, on the unplaceable like of its coast that, since forever and lastingly, 1 wonder 
if  one can love, enjoy oneself, pray, die from pain, or just die, play and simple, in another 
language w ithout telling anyone about it, w ithout even speaking at all.27

Burszta Cultural Studies and Literature

One should rather speak of “postcolonial literatures” considering the fact that they 
are w ritten in  several languages of form er empires: English, French, D utch, Spanish, 
and Portuguese. However. as 1 have m entioned before, my essay focuses on the 
fundam ental characteristics of English postcolonial prose.
D errida, J. Monolingualism o f the Other; or, The Prosthesis o f Origin. transl. by Patrick 
M ensah. Stanford University Press, Stanford CA: 1998.1-2.
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Anthropology in Literary Studies
Prose by writers such as N aipaul and Rushdie reflects the experiences of uprooted 
individuals who struggle w ith the unavailability of the past and cannot use it build  
a cohesive narration, of individuals suffering from the absence of a stable model of 
identification for an ego in all its dimensions: linguistic and cultural.28 As early as 
1965, N aipaul com m ented on the West Ind ians’ search for identity and their sense 
of alienation from themselves, seen mostly in writers such as, for instance, R. K. 
Narayan.29 It is N aipaul, however, who has made identity  the central issue of his 
novels and essay collections, revealing to the fullest the spectrum  of how hopelessly 
entangled and insolvable an issue it is for the inhabitants of the former British 
colonies. His w riting precedes by two decades a debate that opened in the cultural 
studies over the question of “who needs identity” and of what kind.30 Identity  is 
a recurrent them e in N aipaul’s writing, re-em erging anew from several perspec­
tives and in several genres, most com prehensively discussed in An Area o f Darkness 
and The Arrival, and re-defined once again in one of his newer books -  Reading and 
Writing.^1 All three create a k ind of m eta-narrative about “Britishness,” language, 
identity, sense of territorial belonging, and the borders of im agination faced by the 
writer, a T rinidad H indu  Indian. In  The Enigma o f Arrival, the narrator searching 
for his roots looks first at the tradition  of great English prose but neither Forster, 
Ackerley, or K ipling are of help, as: “To get anywhere in the w riting, I had first of 
all to define myself very clearly to myself.”32 But how to do that after one has made 
the real journey from  the periphery of a godforsaken island to the center of the Old 
World, to m ythical London? The narrator makes an attem pt to “put down roots” in 
the English landscape while w orking on a book -  The Enigma o f Arrival -  a separate 
story whose author defines himself, thus shaping his subjective identity, through 
literary experim entation instead of personal events. W hile at the beginning of the 
novel, the narrator and the w riter are two separate entities, both struggling with

Ibid. 60.
See: Naipaul, B.S. “Images.” Critical Perspectives on PT5. Naipaul. Ham mer, R. D. (ed.) 
H einem ann, London:1979. 26-27.
See: Hall, S. “Introduction: W ho Needs Identity?” Questions o f Cultural Identity. Hall 
S. and du Gay, P. (eds.) Sage, London: 1996. 1. See also: W aldner, D. “’How Is it 
Going, M r N aipaul?’ Identity, Memory, and the E thics of Post Colonial L iteratures.” 
Journal o f Commonwealth Literature. Vol. 3:2000. 5-18. W aldner posits that the 
reflection on the de-centered subject appeared first in the w riting by postcolonial 
authors and only later in the writings by critics and theoreticians of culture. I agree 
fully with his diagnosis which also includes cultural anthropology, “sensitized” 
directly to the problem of identity  under erasure by the postcolonial w riting and 
novels.
Naipaul, VS. An Area o f Darknesss. Penguin Books, London: 1968. Also: The Enigma 
of Arrival: A  Novel in Five Sections. Penguin: Harm ondsworth: 1987; Reading and 
Writing: A  Personal Account. New York Review of Books, New York 2000. One of 
N aipaul’s latest novels, Magic Seeds. Knopf, New York: 2004, a continuation of H alf 
a Life was translated to Polish by M. Fedyszak: N aipaul, V.S. Pół życia. N oir sur Blanc, 
Warszawa: 2004.
Naipaul, VS. The E nigm a^  140-141.
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the dilem m a of belonging, at the end of the book and at the end of their lives, both 
characters accept the fact that each of them  will forever have to live in  two worlds. 
W hat binds both realities -  the one that was lost, the source of melancholia, and the 
other one that will never feel like home -  is language and sensitivity that was shaped 
by it and that has to be expressed in the imposed symbolic order.

The them e of house as a m aterial sign of the already m entioned roots in 
locality and a residuum for memory, is another obsession of postcolonial literature. 
Jerzy Jarniewicz observes:

N aipaul is clearly fascinated with the theme of house, spinning tales of the search for and 
the construction of one bu t also tales of leaving home and family ( ^ )  W ith no trace of 
nostalgia or sentim entality, N aipaul presents his characters in their attem pts to find own 
identity  and to escape one that has been imposed on them, viewing the fate of the H indu 
Indian as that of a wanderer, forced into eternal exile.33

One of the earlier novels, A House for M r Biswas, 4̂ a fairly simple story of several 
“houses” bu ilt by the m ain protagonist, is often read m etaphorically as a para­
digmatic and trans-historical representation of Home. The reader is to in terpret 
Biswas’s several initiatives as a realization of a universal, all-hum an need to own 
even the smallest orbis interior allowing us to feel at home, chez sui as the French put 
it, surrounded by the people we know and walled off from  the external, always dan­
gerous world “beyond the walls.” There is, however, as Hom i K. Bhabha suggests,35 
a fundam ental difference between the house of M r Biswas and the idea of house as 
such that the reader can refer to. This particular house is not a m etaphor, it is not 
a representation of all real and potential houses, instead, it should be read metonimi- 
cally, as part of a complex sequence of houses that define the entire novel. Following 
the trope of metonymy, one discovers the significance not of the idea of House but 
of the new houses bu ilt in the rural and newly urbanized Trinidad. A metonymical 
reading directs the reader’s attention to the differences between the island houses 
and those built elsewhere, furthermore, and perhaps more interestingly, it emphasizes 
a difference in  attitude and relations people have w ith their houses in other parts 
of the globe. N aipaul returns to a sim ilar them e -  that of “several dom estications” 
of the protagonist, a H indu Indian  in  one of the African countries -  also in A Bend 
in the River.36

Hom i Bhabha and other authors of the im portant The Empire Writes Back3'' be­
lieve that due to the m etonymical inscription of local differences, postcolonial prose
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Jarniewicz, J. “N ieustająca wędrówka N aipaula.” Pół ży c ia ^  16.
From 1961. Transl. by K. Orłowski. Dom pana Biswasa. N oir sur Blanc, Warszawa:
2008.
Bhabha, H.K. “Representation and the Colonial Text: A Critical Exploration of 
some Form s of M im eticism .” The Theory o f Reading. Gloversm ith F. (ed.) Harvester,
Brighton: 1984. 114-116.
Transl. by M. Zborowska. Zakręt Rzeki. N oir sur Blanc, Warszawa: 2002.
The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures. Ashcroft B., l o
Griffith G. and Tiffin H. (eds.) Routledge, London: 1989. «-O
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evades universal m etaphorical literary interpretations. Thus, postcolonial novels 
should rather be read w ithin the context of the real world that the created literary 
constructs reference. It is an undoubtedly valid strategy, which does not m ean that 
the m etaphor always has an “im perial” character for the discussed writers. In  an 
astute analysis of Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, 8̂ Mac Fenwick proves that 
the dichotomy of m etaphor and metonymy does not always work.39 The novel is built 
on a series of m etaphors and the narrator presents him self as m etaphor for India 
and its newest history. It does encourage the metonym ical trope, too, but m etaphor 
and metonymy interweave ceaselessly in the novel almost as they do in structural 
theory. In  Book One of Midnight Children we read about a sheet w ith a hole in it 
through which narra to r’s grandfather, Dr. Aadam  Sinai “exam ines” his patient, 
Naseem, a daughter of a respected Indian  house, who later becomes his wife. Linen 
sheet, stretched by two servants, covers the patient, and during his several visits 
caused by her ailm ents, Aadam “m eets” other fragm ents of N aseem ’s body, never 
seeing the entire person. Regardless, he falls in love w ith the “whole,” encountered 
in metonym ical fragments, and it is only before the wedding, upon seeing Naseem 
in her entirety, that he realizes how deceived he was by the idealized image of his 
beloved that he him self created.

The “segm ented” love affair of Aadam  and N asem  is, several critics claim , 
a m etaphor for the creation of national identity  of the H indu  Indians in the first 
half of the 20‘h century.40 Naseem  is “M other Ind ia” and Aadam  an Anglo-Indian 
seduced metonymically by Bharat M ata; their m arriage is a m etaphor of regained 
independence while Aadam ’s dissapointm ent in his decision reflects India after the 
period of initial euphoria and the dissatisfaction w ith what has just been reborn -  
the tediously bu ilt national identity.

Two currents can be clearly distinguished in the stream of postcolonial literature. 
For some writers, the issue of relations between culture, language and identity is 
a problem  of former peripheries, left to their own devices. But postcolonialism  also 
stands for an unprecedented movement of masses of people from  the peripheries to 
the center, a m etropolitan center one m ight add. It is here that the next generation of 
im m igrants grew up, it is also here that the new prose, inspired by the European and 
American m ulticulturalism  was born. As a result, British literary scene welcomed 
authors such as Hanifa Kureishi, M onica Ali, Zadie Smith, H ari K unzru,41 and the

38 Transl. by A. Kolyszko Dzieci Północy. Czytelnik, Warszawa: 1989.
39 Fenwick, M. “Crossing the Figurative Gap: M etaphor and M etonymy in Midnight’s 

Children.” Journal o f Commonwealth Literature. Vol. 3 2004. 45-68.
40 See: Kane, J. M. “The M igrant Intellectual and the Body of History: Salman 

Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children.” Contemporary Literature. 1996 (1). 109 and elsewhere.
41 See: Kureishi, H. Budda z przedmieścia. Transl. by M. Olejniczak-Skarsgard. Zysk

i S-ka, Poznań: 1998; Sm ith, Z. Białe zęby. Transl. Z. Batko. Znak, Kraków: 2002; 
Sm ith, Z. Lo'wca autografóŵ. Transl. Z. Batko. Znak, Kraków: 2004; Kunzru, H. 
Impresjonista. Transl. D. Stadnik. M uza, Warszawa: 2002; Kunzru, H. Transmisja.

«O Transl. D. Stadnik. M uza, Warszawa: 2004. Ali, M. Brick Lane. Transl. T. Biedroń.
Zysk i S-ka, Poznań: 2003.
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American -  Bharati M ukherjee, Meeny Alexander, Ginu Kamani, Anita Rau Badami, 
and m any others.42 A m ajority of these w riting m en and women are people of double 
identity, children of m ixed m arriages of the “center and peripheries.” Hence, the 
m ain them e of their novels, w ritten in  the spirit of m ulticulturalism , is the triad  
of: culture -  language -  identity, except when com pared to classical postcolonial 
literature, it is a them e discussed only in the context of life in the im m igrant en­
vironm ent of Europe and America. The hom eland of grandparents is as exotic for 
the contem porary generation as the m etropolitan reality was to its ancestors. The 
m ain problem  today revolves around the question of the borders of assimilations 
and the borders allowing for separateness in the w orld of com peting value systems, 
barely h idden racism  and the great struggle of tradition  (as well as language) with 
the reality of postindustrial societies.

Zadie Sm ith’s debut novel, White Teeth, presents a world where both the fears of 
im m igrants afraid of losing their identity  in the new environm ent and the fears of 
“natives,” afraid that the new citizens from  the former British colonies will cause 
ultim ate destruction of the “good old England,” slowly disappear. W hile Salman 
Rushdie, Ben Okri, Tim othy Mo, or H anif Kureishi described the Pakistani, African, 
Chinese or Jam aican im m igrant com m unities as closed social groups, in Sm ith’s 
w riting they all m elt into single m ulticultural community. Sm ith argues convinc­
ingly that “we are all of mixed origin” and contem porary m an does not need to be 
rooted in tradition, because he has legs instead of roots and uses them  to travel the 
world -  both physically and in the im agination, w andering across traditions. We 
need to know our history but we cannot be slaves to it -  only when this is true, can 
we achieve two goals: rem ain a part of the m ulticultural mosaic while becoming 
integrated w ith a democratic society. Paweł Goźliński astutely observes that White 
Teeth presents a sim ple formula against xenophobia:

One of the characters became a popular author of horticulture books. In one of them she 
discusses the dangers of autogam y - reliance on self-pollination resulting in plants prone 
to disease and extinction. Instead, she advocates xenogamy, or cross-pollination, the m ix­
ing of different plants. In Zadie Sm ith’s novels, xenogamy -  constant cross-pollination - is 
a cure for xenophobia, a process where fear and violence disappear.43

An anthropological approach to postcolonial and m ulticultural literature does not 
involve a realistic reading but rather “inscribes” it in the cultural image of contem ­
porary world. It is a literature -  as Geertz said about art in general -  tied to cultural 
issues that it reflects, tests, and describes. Anthropologists can point to interpretative 
tropes they believe to be im portant, whether it is the binary of center and peripheries, 
the hybrid character of contemporariness, or, finally, the image of culture as a “vanity 
fair.” We m ust not forget that m an and the world are tied together like the snail and 
its shell, and literature, so very briefly discussed in my essay, confirms th is tru th ,
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42 See: Grice, H. “’W ho Speaks for Us?’ B haratin M ukherjee’s Fiction and the Politics 
of Im m igration.” Comparative American Studies. 2003 (1). 81-96.

43 Białe zęby. Zadie Sm ith, http://serwisy.gazeta.pl/ksiazki/2029020,29970,1124610.html «-O
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which is probably the source of its vitality and attractiveness. But anthropology also 
helps to see in the constant changes of the world (culture) a constant presence of 
fundam ental existential issues, obsessions and fears that always converge around 
the notions of language and identity -  the forces behind the rhythm s of cultural 
life and literary creation.

Translation: Anna Warso
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