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always cling. To abolish it in such a perspective is to reinove the basis, the
prop, the overture, or the finale—giving therchy free rein to indetermi-
nancy: the result, forefeared. is either an anarchic succession of climaxes or
a de(inex)pressive, uninterrupted monotony——and to enter into the limit-
less process of interactions and changes that nothing will stop, not even
death. In other words, things may be said to be what they are, not exclu-
sively in relation to what was and what will be (they should not solely be
seen as clusters chained together by the temporal sequence of cause “and
effect), but also in relation to eacli other’s immediate presences and to
themselves as non/presences. The real, nothing else than a code of repre-
sentation, does not {cannot) coincide with the lived or the performed. This
is what Vine Deloria, Jr. accounts for when he exclaims: “Not even Indians
can relate themselves to this type of creature who, to anthropologists, is the
‘real’ Indian.”? A realistic identification with such a code has, therefore, no
reality whatsoever: it is like “stopping the ear while trying to steal the bell”
{Chinese saying).

The female identity enclosure

Dilference as uniqueness or special identity is both limiting and deceiv-
ing. If identity refers to the whole pattern of sameness within a hunan life,
the style of a continuing me that permeates all the changes undergone, then
difference remains within the boundary of that which distinguishes one
identity from another. This means that at heart, X must be X, Y must be Y,
and X cannot be Y. Those who run around yelling that X is not X and X can
be Y nsually land in a hospital, a “rehabilitation” center, a concentration
camp, or a ves-er-va-tion. All deviations from the dominant stream of
thought, that is to say, the belief in a permanent essence of wo/man and in
an invariant but fragile identity, whose “Joss” is considered to be a “specif-
ically humnan danger,” can easily fit into the categories of the “mentally ill”
or the “mentally underdeveloped.” It is probably difficult for a nomml
probing mind to recognize that to seek is to lose, for seeking presupposes
a separation between the seeker and the sought, the Lontmumg me and the

changes it undergoes. What if the popularized story of the identity crisis
proves to be only a story and nothing else? Can nflentlty, indeed, be viewed
other than as a by-product of a “manhandling” of life, one that, in fact, refers
no more to a consistent “pattern of sameness” than to an inconsequential
process of otherness? How am I to lose, maintain, or gain an (fe/maule)
identity when it is impossible to me to take up a position outside this iden-
tity from which [ presumably reach in and feel for it? Perhaps a way to por-
tray it is to borrow these verses from the Cheng-tao-ke:

You cannot take hold of it,

But you cannot lose it.

In not being able to get it, you get it.
When you are silent, it speaks;
When vou speak, it is sileut.”
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Difference in such an insituable context is that whicl undermines the very
idea of identity, deferring to infinity the layers whose totality forms “1.” It
subverts the foundations of any affirmation or vindication of value and can-
not, thereby, ever bear in itself an absolute value, The difference (within)
between difference itsell and identity has so often been ignored and the nse
of the two terms so readily confused, that claiming a female/ethnic iden-
tity/difference is L(nnn)on]\ tantamonnt to reviving a kind of naive “male-

tinted” romanticism. If feminism is set forth as a demystifying force, then
it will have to question thoroughly the belief in its own ndonhtv To suppose,

like Jndith Kegan Gardiner, that “the concept of female identity provides a
key to undm@tmdmg the special qualities of contemporary writing by
women . ., the diverse ways in which writing by women differs from writ-
ing by men,” and to “propose the preliminary metaphor ‘fernale identity is
a process’ for the most fundamental of these differences™ does not, obvi-
ously, allow us to radically depart from the master’s logic. Such a formula-
tion endeavors to “reach a theory of female identity . . . that varies from the
male model,” and to demonstrate that:

primary identity for women is more flexible and relational than for
men. Ferale gender identity is more stable than male gender identity.
Female infantile identifications are less predictable than male ones . .
the female connterpart of the male identity crisis may occur worve dif-
{usely; at a dilferent stage, or not at all. (my italics

It seems quite content with reforms that, at best, contribute to the in-
provement and/or enlargement of the identity enclosure, but do not, inany
way, attempt to remove its fence. The constant need to refer to the ™ ale
m()del for comparisons unavoidably maintains the subject under tutelage.
For the pomt is not to carve one’s space i “identity theories that 1511016
women” and deseribe some of the faces of female 1denhtv saying. like Gar-
diner: “I picture female ideutity as typically less [1xed less unitary, and
more flexible than male uuhwdudht},, both inits primary core and in the en-
tire maturational complex developed fron this core,™ but patiently to dis-
mantle the very notion of core (be it static or not) and identity.

Woman can never be defined. Bat, dog, chick, mutton, tart. Queen,
madam, lady of pleasure. MISTRESS. Belle-de-nuit, woman of the streets,
fraitwoman, fallen woman. Cow, vixen, bitch. Call girl, joy girl, working girl.

Lady and whore are both bred to please. The old V\emnan inge-repertoire
says She is a Womb, anere babys pouch, or “nothing but sexuality.” She is
a passive substance, a parasite, an enigma whose mystery proves to be a
snare and a delusion. She wallows in night, disorder, and immanence and
is at the same time the “disturbing factor {between wen)” and the key to
the beyond. The further the repertoive unfolds its images, the more en-
tangle it gets in its atterapts at capturing Her. “Truth, Bedntv Poetry—she
is All: once more all under the forn of the Other. All except herself,™ Si-
mone De Beanvoir wrote. Yet, even with or because of Her capacity to em-
body All, Woman is the lesser man, and among male athletes, to be called
awoman is still resented as the worst of insults. “Wo-" appended to “man”
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in sexist contexts is not unlike “Third World,” “Third,” “minority,” or “color”
affixed to woman in pseudo-feminist contexts. Yearning for universality, the
generic “woman,” like its counterpart, the generic “man,” tends to efface
difference within itself. Not every female is “a real woman,” one knows this
through hearsay . . . Just as “man” provides an example of how the part
played by women has been ignored, undervalued, distorted, or omitted
through the use of terminology presumed to be generic, “woman” more
often than not reflects the subtle power of linguistic exclusion, for its set of
referents rarely includes those relevant to Third World “female persons.”
“All the Women Are White, All the Blacks are Men, But Some of Us Are
Brave” is the title given to an anthology edited by Gloria T. Hull, Patricia
Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith. It is, indeed, somehow devious to think that
WOMAN also encompasses the Chinese with hound feet, the genitally mu-
tilated Africans, and the one thousand Indians who committed suttee for
one royal male. Sister Cinderella’s foot is also enviably tiny but never
crooked! And, European witches were also burnt to purify the body of
Christ, but they do not pretend to “self-immolation.” “Third World,” there-
fore, belongs to a category apart, a “special” one that is meant to be both
complimentary and complementary, for First and Second went out of fash-
ion, leaving a serious Lack behind to be {illed.

& * a4

IV. Grandma’s Story

See all things howsovever they flourish
Return to the root from which they grew
This return to the root is called Quietness
~TLao Tzu, Tao-te-ching, 186 (tr.
A. Waley)

Truth and fact: story and history

Let me tell you a story. For all Thave is a story. Story passed on from gen-
eration to generation, named Joy. Told for the joy it gives the storyteller and
the listener. Joy inherent in the process of storytelling. Whoever understands
it also understands that a story, as distressing as it can be in its joy, never
takes anything away from anybody. Its name, remember, is Joy. Its double,
Woe Morrow Show.

Let the one who is diseuse, one who is mother who waits nine days
and nine nights be found. Restore memory. Let the one who is diseuse,
one who is daughter restore spring with her each appearance from be-
neath the earth. The ink spills thickest before it runs dry before it stops
writing at all. {Theresa Hak Kyung Cha)®

Something must be said. Must be said that has not been and has been said
before. “It will take a long time, but the story must be told. There must not
be any lies” (Leslie Marmon Silko). 1t will take a long time for living can-
not be told, not merely told: living is not livable. Understanding, however,
is creating, and living, such an immense gift that thousands of people ben-
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efit from each past or present life being lived. The story depends upon every
one of us to come into being. It needs us all, needs our remembering, un-
derstanding, and creating what we have heard together to keep on coming
into being. The story of a people. Of us, peoples. Story, history, lterature
(or religion, philosophy, natural science, ethics) —all in one. They call it the
tool of primitive man, the simplest vehicle of truth, When history separated
itself from story, it started indulging in accumutation and facts. Or it thought
it could. It thought it could build up to History because the Past, unrelated
to the Present and the Future, is lying there in its entirety, waiting to be re-
vealed and related. The act of revealing bears in itself a m agical {not fac-
tual) quality—inherited undoubtedly from “primitive” storytelling—for the
Past perceived as such is a well-organized past whose organization is already
given. Manuging to identify with History, history (with a small letter h) thus
manages to oppose the factual to the fictional {turning a blind eye to the
“magicality” of its claims); the story-writer—the historian—to the story-
teller. As long as the transformation, manipulations, or redistributions in-
herent in the collecting of events are overlooked, the division continues its
course, as sure of its itinerary as it certainly dreamns to be. Story~writing be-
comes history-writing, and history quickly sets itself apart, consigning story
to the realm of tale, legend, myth, fiction, literature. Then, since fictional
and factual have come to a point where they mutually exclude each other,
fiction, not infrequently, means lies, and fact, truth. DID IT REALLY HAP-
PEN?IS IT ATRUE STORY?

I don't want to listen to any more of your stories Maxine Hong
Kingston screamed at ber champion-story-talker mother}: they have
no logic. They scramble me up. You lie with stories. You won't tell me
a story and then say, “This is a trne story,” or “This is just a storv.” |
can't tell the difference. 1 don't even know what your real names are.
I can’t tell what’s real and what you made up.”

Which truth? the question unavoidably arises. The story has been defined
as “a free narration, not necessarily factual but truthful in character. . .. [It]
gives us human nature in its bold outlines; history, in its individual details,”
Truth. Not one but two: truth and fact, just like in the old times when
queens were born and kings were made in Egypt. (Queens and princesses
were then “Royal Mothers” from birth, whereas the king wore the crown
of high priest and did not receive the Horus-name until his coronation.) Po-
etry, Aristotle said, is truer than history. Storytelling as literature (narrative
poetry) must then be truer than history. If we rely on history to tell us what
happened at a specific time and place, we can rely on the st iy to tell us ot
only what might have happened, but also what is happening at an unspec-
ified time and place. No wonder that in old tales storytellers are very often
wonten, witches, and prophets. The African griot and griotte are well known
for being poet, storyteller, historian, musician, and magician—all at once.
But why truth at all> Why this battle for truth and on behalf of truth? I do
not remember having asked grand mother once whether the story she was
telling me was true or not. Neither do I recall her asking ine whether the
story I was reading her was true or not. We knew we could make each other
ery, laugh, or fear, but we never thought of saying to each other, “This is just
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astory.” Astorvis a storyv. There was uo need for clarification—ua need many
adults considered "nataral” or imperative among children—for there was
no such thing as “a blind acceptance of the story as literally troe.” Perhaps
the story hzz#be(:(nne_juxt a story when [ have become adept at consuming
trath as fact. Imagination is thus equated with falsification, and I ain made
to believe that if, accovdingly, | am not told or do not establish in so mauy
words what is true and what is false, Tor the listener may no longer be able
to differentiate faney from fact (sic). Literature and history once were/still
are stories: this doeé not necossarﬂy mean that the Space they formn is un-
differentiated, but that this space can articulate on a different set of prin-
ciples, one which may be said to stand outside the hierarchical realny of facts.
On the one hand, each society has its own politics of truth; on the other
hand, being truthful is being in the in-between of all regimes of truth. Out-
side s])ocific time, outside specialized space: “Truth embraces with it all
other abstentions other than itselt” (T. Tiak Kyung Cha).
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From Postmodernism and Consumer Society

The coucept of postmodernism is not widely accepted or even understood
today. Some of the resistance to it inay come from the unfamiliarity of the
works it covers, which can be Tound in all the arts: the poetry of John Ash-
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bery, for instance. but also the much simpler talk poetry that came out of
the reaction against complex, ironic, acadenic modernist poetry in the "60s;
the reaction against modern architecture and in particalar against the mon-
umental buildings of the International Style, the pop buildings and deco-
rated sheds celebrated by Robert Venturi in his manifesto, Learning from
Las Vegas; Andy Warhol and Pop art, but also the more recent Photoreal-
ismn; in music, the moment of Johm Cage but also the later synthesis of clas-
sical and “popular” styles found in composers like Philip Glass and Terry
Riley, aud also punk and new-wave rock with such groups as the Clash, the
Tatking Heads and the Gang of Four; in filn, everytling that comes out of
Godard—contemporary vanguard film and video—but also a whole new
style of commercial or fiction fils, which has its equivalent in contempo-
rary novels as well, where the works of William Burroughs, Thomas Pyn-
chon and Tshinael Reed on the one hand, and the Frencl new uovel on the
other, are also to be nwmbered among the varieties of what can be called
postiodernism,

This list would seent to make two things clear at once: first, most of the
postmodernisins mentioned above emerge as specific reactions against the
established fonns of high modernism, against this or that dominant high
modernisim which conquered the university, the museum, the art gallery
network, and the foundations. Those formerly subversive and embattled
styles—Abstract Expressionisin; the great modernist poetry of Pound, Eliot
or Wallace Stevens; the International Style (Le Corbusier, Frank Lloyd
Wright, Mies); Stravinsky; Joyee, Proust and Mann—felt to be scandalous
or shocking by our grandparents are, for the generation which arrives at the
gate i the 1960s, felt to be the establishment and the enemy—deuad, sti-
fling, canonical, the reified monuments one has to destroy to do anything
new. This means that there will be as many different forms of postmod-
ernism as there were high modernisms in place, since the former are at least
initially specific and local reactions against those models. That obviously
does not make the job of describing postmodernisin as a coherent thing any
casier, since the unity of this new impulse—if it has one—is given not in it-
self but in the very modernism it seeks to displace.

The second feature of this list of postmodernisms is the effacement in it
ot some key boundaries or separations, most notably the erosion of the older
distinction between high culture and so-called s or popular culture. This
is perhaps the wost distressing development of all from an academic stand-
point, which has traditionally had a vested interest in preserving a realm of
high or elite culture against the surrounding environment of philistinism,
of schlock and kitscli, of TV series and Reader’s Digest culture, and in trans-
mitting difficult and complex skills of reading, listening and seeing to its ini-
tiates. But many of the newer postmodernisms have been fascinated pre-
cisely by that whole landscape of advertising and motels, of the Las Vegas
strip, of the Jate show and Grade-B Hollywood film, of so-called paraliter-
ature with its airport paperback categories of the gothic and the rowance,
the popular biography, the mnrder mystery and the science fiction or fan-
tasy novel. Theyno fonger “quote” such “texts” as u Joyee might have doue,
or a Mahler; they incorporate thewmn, to the point where the line between
higl art and commercial forms seems imcreasingly difficult to draw.
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has all the same formal featinres as the older modernism, it has still shifted
its position lundamentally within our enlture. For one thing, connnodity
production and in pdltxula: our clothing, furniture, buildings and other ar-
tifacts are now intimately tied in with styling changes \xlnch derive from
artistic experinientation; our advertising, for examp le is fed by postimod-
ernism in all the arts and inconceivable without it. For another, the classics
ol high modernisin are now part of the so-called canon and are taught in
xdmol and universities—which at once empties them of any of their older
subversive power. Indeed, one way of markiog the break bhetween the pe-
riods and of dating the emergence of postinodernisin is precisely to be
found there: in the moment {th{‘ early 1960s, one would think] in which the
position of high modernisim and its dominant aesthetics become estab-
lished in the academy and are henceforth {elt to be academic by a whole
new generation of poets, painters and musicians.

But one can also come at the break from the other side, and deseribe it
in terins of periods of recent social life. As I have suggested, non-Marxists
and Marxists alike have come around to the general feeling that at some
point following World War 11 a new kind of society began to ermerge {(vari-
ously described as postindustrial society, nnltinational capitalisim, consumer
society, media society aud so forth). New types of consumption; planned ob-
solescence an ever more rapid Ill\}ﬂlln of fashion and styling changes; the
penetration of advertising. television and the media generally to a hitherto
unparalleled degree throughout society; the Iepldcement of the old tension
between city and country, center and proviree, by the suburb and by uni-
versal stand arduah(m the growth of the great networks of sup(‘r}nghw ays
and the arrival of automobile ¢ ulture——these are some of the features which
would scem to mark a radical break with that older prewar society in which
high modernisny was stilt an underground (orce.

I believe that the entergence of postmodernism is closely related to the
emergence of this new moment of late, consumer or multinational capital-
isnn. [ believe also that its formal features in many ways express the deeper
logic of that particular social system. I will only be dble however, to show
thlq for one major theme: namely the (1]%:11)[)(%)]}).11(‘(‘ of a sense of history,
the way in which our entire conte mporary social system has little by little
beguu to lose its capacity to retain its own past, has begun to live in a per-
petual present and in a perpetual change that obliterates traditions of the
kind which all earlier social formations liave had in one way or another to
preserve. Think only of the media exhaustion of news: of how Nixon and,
even more so, Kennedy are figures from a now distant past. One is temnpted
to say that the very function of the news media is to relegate such recent
historical experiences as rapidly as possible into the past. 111(?‘ informational
function of the media would thus be to help us forget, to serve as the very
agents and mechanisms for our historical wnnesia.

But in that case the two [eatures of postmodernism on which T have

time into a series of perpetnal presents—are both extraordinarily consonant
with this process. My own conclusion here must take the form of a ques-
tion about the critical value of the newer art. There is some agreement that
the older modernisin functioned against its society in ways whicl are vari-
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ously deseribed as eritical, negatl\,e contestatory, subversive, oppositional
and the like. Can anything of the sort be affirmed ahout postmodernism and
its social moment? We have seen that there isa way in which postmodernism
replicates or reproduces—reinforces—the logic of consumer capitalisin; the
more significant question is whether there is also a way in which it resists
that logic. But that is a question we must leave open.
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