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APRES COUP

James CLIFFORD

Reading one’s words in translation is always areerpce of
estrangement. One sees, hears, oneself from anabsta another
person in a different time. And of course any ttatisn, however
faithful, is something new, a performance for umgnad
audiences. What couM/riting Culture possibly mean, what work
might it do, for French readers in 20117 In hisi@sintroduction
Emir Mahieddin suggests that the book, and moreoitaptly the
arguments that followed its appearance twenty-jears ago, have
attained a kind of «classic » status. No longex succes de
scandale», Writing Culturecan perhaps be read for what it actually
says.

In North America when « postmodernism » was regjstiee
barbarians at the gates were often associated wikrench
theory. » In France, « le postmodernisfreéricain» was similarly
held at arms length. But of course the Zeitgeistbich Writing
Culture was a product, transgressed national borders. Mérlye
trends associated with the book had their own Frersjectories in
the work of Jean Jamin, Jeanne Favret-Saada, Jeaam,Band
Alban Bensa, to name just a few prominent anthmgiohl
examples. And | might also mention Bruno Latour Fsancois
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Hartog. The interdisciplinary opennessLdfiommeunder Jamin’s
editorship seems very much in the experimentalitspirWriting
Culture And yet, as Mahieddin notes, there has beentaesis, a
sustained suspicion of trends that were pervagikesa the Atlantic
and the English Channel: cultural studies, decanstm, feminist
theory, various neo-Marxisms, critical studies ade and ethnicity.
Ten years ago, a trip on the Eurostar from LondoRaris felt like
entering a different intellectual world. In the kstores: where
were the topics that filled the British shelves? anhwas race?
Feminism? Deconstruction? One looked in vain fara8t Hall,
Fredric Jameson, Donna Haraway, Paul Gilroy, JuBitler — or
their local equivalents. Today the situation se¢mbe changing,
the general attitude less insular — certainly ampounger scholars.
Perhap&Nriting Culturewill finally have its moment in France.

Yet as | read these words of mine, made new indfrenfeel
most profoundly their historicity, their distand&/riting Culture’s
index contains no entry for «globalization. » f#ig no
«internet ». No « postcolonial ». So much has ghkdnin these
twenty-five years. How can the changes be unded8tdhat kind
of a story can be told? In retrospect | have combdiieve that a
profound transformation of power relations and dlisive locations
has been going on. Call it, for shathe de-centering of the West
Anthropology has been an inextricable part of tikéscentering,
and so have its critiques-books IWé&iting Culture

A conversation from the early 1970s comes to minglas a
doctoral student doing research work at the Lon&ohool of
Economics in the Malinowski papers, and one daysidatthe
library | found myself chatting about the historfy los discipline
with Raymond Firth, the great anthropologist of dpka. Firth had
been a student and colleague of Malinowski. He khuis head
over attempts to connect anthropological researith wolonial
power, in particular the important book edited bglal Asad,
Anthropology and the Colonial Encount&/ithout minimizing the
issue, Firth thought the relations of anthropolegy empire were
more complex than some of the critics were sugggstie shook
his head in a mixture of pretended and real coafusWhat
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happened? Not so long ago we were radicals. Wegtttoof
ourselves as gadflies and reformers, advocatesinfdigenous
cultures. Now, all of a sudden, we’re handmaiddresmpire!

This is what it is like to feel « historical ». Tmearking of
colonialism as a period (with a possible endingheasuddenly to
Euro-American liberal scholars, at least those wimticed the
changing times. Who would have predicted in thdyeE®50s that
within a decade most of France and Britain’s caemivould be
formally independent? Feeling historical is likeus pulled out: a
gestalt change perhaps, or a sense of sudden trelgcaf being
seen from some previously hidden perspective. kwo-Bmerican
anthropology, the experience of a sometimes hotdatification
as aWesternscience, a purveyor of « partial truths », hasnbae
troubling, alienating, and potentially enrichingopess. The same
hard learning experience challenged many scholdrsmg
generation with respect to gender and race.

In retrospect, | see the twenty-five yearsVéfiting Culture
within a larger, postwar narrative of geo-politidehnsformation
and re-positioning. This vision reflects a persomgberience, like
Firth's, of being re-positioned. Born in 1945, kgrup in the peace
of the victors: the Cold War standoff and a sustdjrAmerican-led
economic boom. My fundamental sense of reality —~vdiat
actually existed and was possible — was formedroumstances of
unprecedented material prosperity and security. c@firse my
generation experienced recurring fears of nuclearhélation. But
since disarmament was not around the corner wadéaion a daily
basis, to live with « the balance of terror ». lihoher respects the
world seemed stable and expansive, at least taldleiclass North
American. We would never lack resources; wars wiengght
somewhere else. The lines of geo-political antagranivere clear
and seemingly manageable.

The naturalness of this reality began to slip af@85, when
« the sixties » and the war in Vietnam got seripuslt of control.
For a time, everything was in question. Deepenelitiged and
cultural conflicts unleashed utopian energies: e Revolution »
(in more than Marxist senses) could be invoked auithirony. In
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the academic world where | studied and then worlted, sixties
(never a simple chronological marker) extended ugho the
seventies. A progressive decolonization of modeshofight was
underway. As an emerging intellectual 1 was caugipt in
contestations of disciplinary authority, the openiof canons and
institutions, the claims of multiculturalism, ferism, and anti-
racism. These movements both empowered and caoresirany
thinking, a double determination that my introdantito Writing
Culturetried to express, awkwardly amimedias res

The global sixties eventually sputtered to an ¢hnelir critical
and utopian energies co-opted by commercializedulpopulture
or circumscribed in identity-based social movemeatant-garde
art worlds, and academic enclaves. By the mid 198@send of the
postwar economic boom and the dominance of neodlisen
under Thatcher and Reagan had become inescapatdeofalife.
The fall of the Soviet Union after 1989 was follaey a decade of
« uni-polar » U.S. megalomania, the victor enjoyitig spoils.
Market-driven globalization would be widely celeta@ (« The End
of History ») and attacked (the « Battle of Seattlelosé Bové's
assault on MacDonald’s). A newly flexible and pawptric world
system seemed to be a relentless machine for casting the local
in terms of the global. The system’s fundamentadtahility
- economies reliant on financial speculation andatdd credit,
ungovernable flows of people and information — wdo@merge
only later.

Writing Culture a product of the early 80s, can be understood
as either a « late sixties » or an « early ninetiggork. The book’s
critical energy and reforming zeal, it's senser@d)colonization as
the principal locus of power relations, signal ities genealogy.
But if one compares an influential precursor, Délymes’
collection, Reinventing Anthropolog§1969) the changes are clear.
Writing Cultureis distinctly post-sixties in style and emphagts:
acute awareness of discursive determination, itsugo on
representations as social forces that constitubgests in relations
of power. The world it expresses is more that ofidawlt than of
Fanon.

366



Aprés coup

As the sixties waned, visions of revolution werplaeed by
defensive reactions, cultural and intellectualitacdf subversion or
critique. Newly inventive forms of trans-nationalapitalism,
supported by « Americanized » cultural commoditiesgre
evidently the most powerful forces in the worldoftal resistance
to flexible accumulation and neo-liberal hegemoegrsed useless.
But what could not be overthrown might at leastunelermined,
transgressed, opened up. For many intellectualkimgrinside
Euro-American centers of power this meant suppgrtin
« diversity » in both epistemological and socictatdl registers.
Space could be cleared for discrepant senses aktigpositions
staked out for future struggles. In the absenceadical, systemic
change, dominant forms of authority and common esarmaild at
least be criticized, theoretically disassembiatliting Culture with
its rejection of monological authority and commitmeto
experimentation, made sense in this conjunctusestitie of critique
was at home there.

Today, things are different. We struggle to makesseof a
more volatile, polycentric world. The neo-liberadgemony which
reached its apogee in the 1990s seems to be datlagshe future
is, to put it mildly, uncertain. We cannot countamy world system
to reconstitute itself. Or any revolutionary agémfpoint the way.
In the present confusion, it is at least clear thatable American-
led geo-political order will be rebuilt. Whateveoljical-economic
accommodations the present transition makes pessiay will not
include the guarantees of material prosperity,tigali power, and
cultural centrality, within which | lived and worélefor a half
century. That bubble has burst. And | find mys#dtjay, feeling
« historical » with a vengeance —the fear and temsnt of
entering times that cannot be narrated. The uresgmtable
conjuncture.

Writing Culture expressed — with insight and blindness —
tectonic shifts in global culture and society. Myroduction tried
to suggest as much, though without the perspeefieeded by our
current perch in the new millennium. Whatever haygp@ext,
emerging global and local forms of power and refahip will call
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out fresh ethnographic strategies. Perhaps theatriexperimental,
resources still to be found Writing Culture’stoolbox will come in
handy.
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