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Introduction into the Viennese Homi Bhabha Lecture

Dear Prof. Bhabaha, dear Dean, dear Colleagues, dear Friends, dear Students, Ladies and Gentlemen, dear Anna,

It is a great pleasure and honour for me to welcome you here at the old University of Vienna, in the centre of the European continent, which is historically characterised by the experience of imperial  ruling power and national movements as well as  the dialectics of centres and peripheries and  since 1989 by post-socialism. So it is an exciting question to what extent there are parallels between the classical post-colonial, you have analysed in your  famous book  The Location of Culture, and the post-imperial and post-socíalist sitiuation under the conditions of  hyper-modern globalisation.  A quote in this very book indicates that these two – very different contexts -  indeed exhibit some parallels: 

Postcolonial criticism bears witness to the unequal and uneven forces of cultural representation involveld in the contest for political and social authority within the modern world order. Postcolonial perspectives  […] intervene in those ideological discourses of modernity that attempt to give a hegemonic >normality< to the uneven develkopment and the differential, often disadvantaged histories of nations, races, communities, peoples. They formulate their critical revisions around issues of cultural difference, social authority, and political discrimination in order to reveal the antagonistic and ambivalent moments within the >rationalizations< of modernity.

Thus, the topic of your lecture as well as the lecture itself is an encouragement to establish education and research in the field of Cultural Analysis and Cultur Studies here in Vienna referring to our own continental European and Central-European context in the fields of culture, media, politics and the arts. What we can learn from profiled well-established scholars  of the Anglo-Saxon cultural theory is that an understanding of culture is not a politically innocent positive field  of human acting, but a place of symbolic constructions, of resulting in differences, a “battlefield” as Edward Said has pointed out.

As the aforementioned quotation makes clear/shows, the post-colonial does not merely mean “behind” or “after”, but it refers to the ongoing consequences of colonial and imperial domination and to the danger of repetion in a simple and in a Freudian way. Yet there is another key point in Bhabha’s thinking, namely that one cannot understand Western Modernism and Modernity without the history of colonialism and post-colonialism. Post-colonialism can  be described as the shadow of Western modernity.

To understand the background of Bhabha´s complexe theory (which has a strong essayistic tendency), it may be helpful to mention that it is based on similar experiences as the literary œuvre of his compatriote Salman Rushdie. To some extent, it may be read as a great philosophical and theoretic commentary of this work, especially his novel Satanic Verses. Maybe, one could say, that Rushdie is Bhabha´s Vergile, his companion through the labyrinthic global world and its passages. All the central categories, Bhabha has worked out in his books and essays has become some fashionable in the last decade - hybridity, translocation, displacment, third space, translation, dissemination - refer to experiences that Rushdie has symbollically formatted in his famous novel. So Bhabha´s writing has its own cultural context: the painful and productive experiences that have taken and still take place >between< the Indian sub-continent and the United Kindom and moreover in  the wider Anglo-Saxonian world. It is a polyphonic, multi-dimensional and ambivalent experience, inside and outside, beyond the classical rhetorics of liberation and tradional nationalistic anti-colonialism; It differs from our cultrural context, yet has some strong similarities to this. For me it is an exciting question, if Salman Rushdie and Joseph Roth mean the same when they refer to an “identity” beyond identity.

 It is evident that in Bhabha´s concept of hybridity and third space  there is  a strong focus on spatial categories. Thus, one could refer to him as a theoretic of the so called ‘spatial turn’ in Cultural Analysis and Cultural Studies.  This phenomenon of ‘Between’ or ‘Neither-nor’ or ‘trans’ includes a time-aspect; the ‘Between’ is also a between of times. The migration of people, of goods, of symbols, from post-colonial or post-socialist areas to the former colonial and imperial centres is based on symbolic constructions, expecially on narratives, that are marked by the differance within such stories. So these spaces  has a dynamic aspect and globalisation also refer to dissimultaneity, to the differences in and of cultural times that re mixed and mingled as our symbolic spaces.

The category of “trans”, subject of Bhabha´s lecture today, includes this time-aspect: transgression, crossing the borders, transport, transfer, translocation and translation combine time and space in a certain way. As Georg Simmel already has pointed out, space is defined by practical use and symbolic order. Time is in space. And  the theoretic and political response to globalisation is a type of space-using that is crossing the border without abolishing them totally. The Third is the person, who is nowhere and everywhere, “no time” and some time. He or she is not at home as the figures in Joseph Roth´s oeuvre.

Surprisingly, the “subject” coming from the periphery to the centre is the deconstructed self of Derrida´s philosophy that plays a central role in Bhabha´s thinking. There is no authentic Self behind the symbolic masks.  The trans refers also to a phenomenon that has been worked out especially by Emmanuel Levinas and following hin by Derrida: alterity, the in- and prescription of the Other in the Self. From that point of view, translation implies such kind of a “hybrid” movement. In Location of Culture, Bhabha quotes Walter Benjamin’s essay “Die Aufgabe des Übersetzers” (“The Task of the Translator”), which in my view has a kabbalistic back-ground:
Wie nämlich Scherben eines Gefäßes, um sich zusammenfügen zu lassen in den kleinsten Einzelheiten einander folgen, doch nicht so zu gleichen haben, so muss, anstatt dem Sinn des Originals sich ähnlich zu machen, die Übersetzung liebend vielmehr und bis ins einzelne hinein dessen Art des Meinens in der eigenen Sprache sich anbilden, um so beide wie Scherben als Bruchstück eines Gefäßes, als Bruchstück einer größeren Sprache erkennbar zu machen.

Like fragments of a vessel  in order to be articulated together must follow one in the smallest details although they need not be like one another.In the same way a translation, instead of making itself similar to the meaning of the original, it must lovingly and in detail, form itself according to the manner of meaning of the original, to make them both recognizable as the broken fragments of the greater language, just as fragments are in the broken parts of a vessel.Like the pieces of a broken jar.
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