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I thought I would begin with a short reading, from my little book on Postcolonialism: Postcolonialism: A Very Short Introduction. My secret model for the book was a literary one—the geographical, spatial, human experience of reading James Joyce’s Ulysses. The point is that as you read it, you are thrown into different worlds, to experience different kinds of human lives, forms of agency, forms of suffering and creativity. Not the lives we generally read about, but rather those whose lives and values have historically always counted for very little—the lives of those who live outside the comforts of the West.

You find yourself a refugee

You wake one morning from troubled dreams to discover that your world has been transformed. Under cover of night, you have been transported elsewhere. As you open your eyes, the first thing you notice is the sound of the wind blowing across flat empty land.  

You are walking with your family towards a living cemetery on the borderlands between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Towards Peshawar, city of flowers, city of spies. A frontier town, the first stop for travellers from Kabul who have passed out through the carved city gate of Torkham, down the long narrow curves of grey rock of the Khyber Pass to the flat plain that lies beyond, to the Grand Trunk Road that runs, stretches, streams all the way to Kolkata. 

In the Old City, among the many shops and stalls in the Khyber Bazaar around the Darwash mosque, you will find a narrow street where the houses climb into the sky with their ornamented balconies exploding out towards each other. This street is known as the Qissa Khawani Bazaar, the street of storytellers. Over the centuries, fabulous intricate tales have been elaborated there between men relaxing over bubbling amber shishas, trying to outdo the professional story tellers, or amongst those more quickly sipping sweet syrupy tea in glasses at the chai stalls. The stories that are being traded there now are not for you. 

You are far to the west, beyond the colonial cantonment, beyond the huge suburbs of temporary housing of those who have arrived long since, out into the flats that lie before the mountains. The rest of your family, two of your children, are missing. You are carrying with you a bag of clothes, a mat, for prayer and sleep, a large plastic container for water and some aluminium pots. Some soldiers on the road stop you from walking further. The Jalozai refugee camp near Peshawar has been closed. Pashtuns who arrive now from Afghanistan are shepherded towards Chaman, not a refugee camp but a ‘waiting area’. Here once your eye moves above tent level the earth is flat and featureless until it hits the dusky distant shapes of the Himalayan foothills on the horizon. 

Since this is not an official refugee camp, there is no one here to register you or mark your arrival as you slowly make your way forwards. While your children sit exhausted and hungry on the bare sandy brown earth, the skin on their blown bellies marked with the crimson stars of infections, you go in search of water and food and the hope of being issued with materials for housing – three sticks of wood and a large plastic sheet. This will be your tent, where you and your family will live—those who manage to survive the lack of food, the dehydration, the dysentery, the cholera. 

You may leave within months. Or, if you are unlucky, like the Somali refugees in Kenya, the Palestinian refugees in Gaza, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, the West Bank,  the ‘internally displaced persons’ in Sri Lanka or the South Africa of the 1970s, you may find that you are to be there for a decade or for many more. This may be the only home you, your children and your grandchildren will ever have.

Refugee: you are unsettled, uprooted. You have been translated. Who translated you? Who broke your links with the land? You have been forcibly moved off, or you have fled war or famine. You are mobile, mobilised, stumbling along your line of flight. But nothing flows. In moving, your life has come to a halt. Your life has been fractured, your family fragmented. The lovely dull familiar stabilities of ordinary everyday life and local social existence that you have known have passed. Compressed into a brief moment, you have experienced the violent disruptions of capitalism, the end of the comforts of the commonplace. You have become an emblem of everything that people are experiencing in cold modernity across different times. You encounter a new world, a new culture to which you have to adapt while trying to preserve your own recognisable forms of identity. Putting the two together is an experience of pain. Perhaps one day you, or your children will see it as a form of liberation, but not now. Life has become too fragile, too uncertain. You can count on nothing. You have become an object in the eyes of the world. Who is interested in your experiences now, in what you think or feel? Politicians of the world rush to legislate to prevent you from entry to their countries. Asylum seeker. Barred.

You are the intruder. You are untimely, you are out of place. A refugee tearing yourself from your own land, carrying your body, beliefs, your language and your desires, your habits and your affections, across to the strange subliminal spaces of unrecognisable worlds. Everything that happens in this raw, painful experience of disruption, dislocation and disremembering paradoxically fuels the cruel but creative crucible of the postcolonial.
 

I wanted to start with this passage to suggest that at its simplest level, the postcolonial is simply the product of human experience, but more particularly the result of the different experiences of cultural and national origins, the ways in which the colour of your skin or your place and circumstance of birth defines the kind of life, privileged and pleasurable, or oppressed and exploited, that you will have in this world. Postcolonialism is about nothing more than that. It’s a language of and for those who have no place, who seem not to belong, of those whose knowledge and histories are not allowed to count. It is above all this postcolonial preoccupation with the oppressed, with those of the subaltern classes, with those who come from ‘elsewhere’, that constitutes a shared area of sympathy with the commitments of Christianity. 

It’s a long way of course, culturally and economically speaking, from Canterbury to Jalozai. Even so, postcolonialism’s concerns are centred on many of the issues that are so apparent in that ‘zone of intensity’ that stretches across the major landmass of the world, from here to Jalozai: issues of history, ethnicity, complex cultural identities, of refugees, emigration and immigration, of poverty and wealth -- but also, importantly, as I try to suggest at the very end of the extract, the energy, vibrancy and creative cultural dynamics that emerge in very positive ways from such situations. 

Postcolonial Studies also looks critically at the history of relations between Europe or the West and its colonies, at the forms of Western political and cultural domination, and at the same time attempts to reverse this by focussing on other societies not as objects for study as in anthropology, but rather by developing new forms of understanding and communication with them. Here literature remains centrally important at the social and cultural level, but it’s striking that many other disciplines have now developed intense interest in postcolonialism, even in areas such as economics and development theory. This is because it is the postcolonial that has for many years now focussed on the social, cultural and political characteristics of the changing conditions of our contemporary world. In order to articulate these issues of shifting boundaries and identities, it has forged new networks of cultural interdisciplinarity as well as a distinctive ethics. These preoccupations are the major reason why its perspectives have been taken up in almost every discipline in the arts and social sciences today. And this session today, of course, is testimony to the current impact of postcolonial theory upon Anglican and other forms of theology.

Where did the postcolonial come from? My argument in my work has been that postcolonial theory has been created from the political insights and experience that were developed in the course of colonial resistance to western rule and cultural dominance, primarily during the course of the anti-colonial struggles. When I was working on the history of these struggles I was particularly moved by the extraordinary power of the intellectual work that was produced at this time. Instead of theoretical rigidity and dogmatism, I found creativity, a spirit of innovation and a desire to combine universal ideas of social justice with the realities of local cultures and their particularities and particular conditions. Postcolonial Studies as a discipline marks the intrusion of these radically different perspectives into the academy, hitherto dominated by the criteria and knowledge base of the West. The university system, as we know it, was set up in the 19th century on the basis that white, male, European knowledge was the only true kind of knowledge. From the late 1970s onwards, spearheaded by the arrival of academics in Western universities who were brought up in the so-called third world, the politics of postcolonialism began with the deconstruction of ethnocentric assumptions in western knowledge—what the great Kenyan novelist Ngugi wa Thiong’o has called ‘decolonizing the mind’. This process of decentering and displacing of Western knowledge has focussed on examining its links to colonialism and racism, and on questioning the perspectives of Western history and philosophy. Western knowledge was organised philosophically through binary oppositions which had the effect of demonising or denigrating the other: instead of master—slave, man—woman, civilized—uncivilized, colonizer—colonized, the West and the rest, the postcolonial seeks to develop a third space in which identities are no longer starkly oppositional or exclusively singular but defined by their intricate and mutual relations with others. So colonizer and colonized come to be re-viewed as ‘intimate enemies’, in Ashish Nandy’s evocative phrase. At the same time, the postcolonial project seeks the introduction not just of knowledge of other cultures, but of different kinds of knowledge, new epistemologies, from other cultures. 

Postcolonialism, therefore, begins from its own knowledges, the diversity of its own cultural experiences, and starts from the premise that those in the West, both within and outside the academy, should relinquish their monopoly on knowledge, and take other knowledges, other perspectives, as seriously as those of the West. Postcolonialism, or tricontinentalism as I have also called it, that is the discourse of the three continents of the South—Africa, Asia, and Latin America—represents a general name for these insurgent knowledges, particularly those that originate with the subaltern, the dispossessed, and seek to change the terms and values under which we all live. It’s about learning to challenge and think outside the norms of Western assumptions. You can learn it anywhere if you want to. The only qualification you need to start is to make sure that you are looking at the world not from above, but from below, not from the north, but the south, not from the inside, but from the outside, not from the centre, but from the margin’s forgotten edge. It’s the world turned upside down. It’s the language of the South challenging the dominant perspectives of the North. In itself, the postcolonial is generally a secular, socialist discourse—but unlike communism, it is not anti-Christian. Indeed, its thinking can be adapted and utilised very effectively in a Christian context, as happened most notably in the context of the Liberation Theology developed in Latin America in the 1970s, which, inspired by the anti-colonial movements of the period, linked Catholic theology to social and individual emancipation.

In the same way, the postcolonial links its philosophical and theoretical work to social activism. The work of the postcolonial will only end when there are no hierarchies of power in the world, when there are no forms of exclusions, no insides to which others are outsiders. 

What does that mean for those who work on the inside, wherever it may be? It means to look, and first of all to listen. Listening to what others are saying is perhaps the central necessity for any postcolonial critic. I’ve never thought the problem is that the subaltern can’t speak, in Gayatri Spivak’s oft-cited phrase, but rather that the dominant will not listen. Those in power often develop a curious but symptomatic deafness.

The cultural perspectives which cause speech to be heard or to be silenced are nicely if unexpectedly illustrated, I think, in an episode recounted by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry in his famous children’s book, The Little Prince, of 1945.
 It seems to be not a coincidence that this comes in a children’s book. As Charles Dickens knew, everyone as a child has some version of the postcolonial experience—because as a child, you are looking up at the world, powerlessly, from below. The difference between people are those whose politics, like Dickens’, are founded on the memory of that experience, and those who choose to forget it. 

“I have serious reason to believe that the planet from which the little prince came is the asteroid known as B-612.

This asteroid has only once been seen through the telescope. That was by a Turkish astronomer, in 1909.

On making his discovery, the astronomer had presented it to the International Astronomical Congress, in a great demonstration.  But he was in Turkish costume, and so nobody would believe what he said.

Grown-ups are like that…

Fortunately, however, for the reputation of Asteroid B-612, a Turkish dictator [Kemal Attaturk] made a law that his subjects, under pain of death, should change to European costume. So in 1920 the astronomer gave his demonstration over again, dressed with impressive style and elegance. And this time everybody accepted the report.”

Universities, and perhaps churches, are like that. In order to be accepted, you have to look right, in every sense, and speak the right language. And of course, as in this story, the right language is the dominant language, the language of the West.

In my own work, I have, over the years been trying in different ways to change out of European costume, to move out the obvious Western way of looking at things, to try to read the signs and the languages that often remain unheard and invisible in the west, to hear what people are saying, to undo the dominant. 

The domination of Western perspectives today is of course based on a structure of power, which was originally developed through the course of European colonial expansion. Saint Exupery’s story hinges on the changes that came about at the end of the first world war: when the Ottoman Empire was defeated by the Allies, and its territories in the Middle East divided up between Britain—which assumed control of Palestine, Iraq and Jordan—and France, which took Syria and the Lebanon. This was to be the high moment of European imperialism, whose fractured legacies we are still very much living with today.

By the end of the First World War European or European derived powers controlled or occupied around nine tenths of the globe. With no space left for territorial expansion, the imperial powers turned inwards and attempted to devour each other. After the Great War, just as the Ottoman Empire was reduced to Turkey, so too Germany was deprived of its colonies and before long tried to turn Europe itself into a colonial empire: it was the great Martiniquan writer and statesman Aimé Césaire who first pointed out that Fascism was simply colonialism brought home to Europe. For the colonial powers such as Britain and France, the cost of victory over a colonizing Germany in 1945 was the dismemberment of their colonial empires, forced by a United States that was keen to break up the imperial monopolies on world trade. 

Decolonization occurred relatively quickly after Indian independence in 1947, although it was to be another forty years before the last great Western empire, that of the Soviet Union, was dissolved. Both Europe and the decolonized countries are still coming to terms with the long history of colonialism, which could be said to have begun five hundred and six years ago, in 1492. The claim of this history is that there was something particular about colonialism: in it was not just any old oppression, or any old series of wars and territorial occupations. The postcolonial reconsiders this colonial history from a critical perspective, while at the same time analyzing its political and cultural after-effects in which we all live. It also emphasizes that the resistance to, and eventual liberation from colonialism, was one of the most remarkable stories of human history.

The role of Christianity in the history of imperialism and colonialism is of course a complicated and difficult one. On the one hand, there is plenty of testimony to the fact that Christianity, including Anglicanism, was deeply implicated in the imperial project. As Rowan Strong has described it in his book, Anglicanism and the British Empire: ‘Anglicanism, in the form of the institutional Church of England, the Anglican missionary societies, and their supporters, was institutionally, consciously, evangelistically, and organizationally connected and concerned with the English-British empire since the beginning of the 18th century’.
 The global reach of the Anglican and Roman Catholic churches today survive the empire which they were once called upon to serve. At the same time, despite the general commitment to empire as a ‘theological missionary imperative’, the role of the Church in that enterprise was an ambivalent one. On the one hand, it formed part of the imperial infrastructure, and there is plenty of evidence that missionaries, for example the Church of England’s SPCK and SPG, founded in 1698 and 1701 respectively, often formed the vanguard of imperial rule. The role that the Anglican church played in that history of colonial rule and disempowerment of the local population is perhaps nowhere more haunting than in the now ruined and abandoned churches of the Church of Ireland that can be found in almost any Southern Irish town. On the other hand, it is also true that colonial rulers were wary of missionaries, and, as was the policy of the East India Company, often took great trouble to keep them out. This was not only because the missionaries wanted to interfere with local custom through conversion, which was thought might cause disruptive resistance, but also because missionaries were regarded as too friendly or too sympathetic to the local people and their aspirations—a legacy of one of the Church’s greatest social and political achievements in the Anti-Slavery Movement. Added to that, in the context of the flowering of brilliant postcolonial literatures in our own day, one should not forget the immense linguistic work done by missionaries and priests, learning local languages, often compiling written grammars and dictionaries for the first time, and engaging with the act of translation—not only translating the Bible into local vernacular languages, but also translating local literatures into English, as in India. And then there were the particular individuals who resisted colonialism, such as the Dominican priest Bartolomeo de las Casas, or much more recently Edward Thompson, Methodist minister and friend of Rabindranath Tagore, or C.F. Andrews, the Anglican priest who was the great friend of Gandhi, who were all in different ways involved actively in the intellectual currents of the freedom movements. While the freedom movements can be divided historically into those that were committed to violence or to non-violence, the continuing importance of the Church’s commitment to non-violent methods of resistance cannot be underestimated. 

I want to close by suggesting a more unexpected interrelation between certain concepts, such as hybridity and multiculturalism, that are often associated with postcolonial analysis of our contemporary social and cultural situation, and the Anglican Church. What’s interesting here is that in a certain sense these concepts were foreshadowed, and perhaps form a legacy, of earlier Anglican thought. As John Wolffe has shown in God and Greater Britain, the Anglican Church formed a central part of the late imperial ideology of the British Empire constituting a ‘Greater Britain’.
 But as I have argued in my recent book, The Idea of English Ethnicity, this formulation also involved a new account of Englishness, one predicated not on its identity through exclusion (at the beginning of the century, Englishness was identified with Saxonism, defined against the Celtism of the Catholic Irish and Scots highlanders), but rather a hybrid one of inclusion, through an open toleration of difference.
 I argue in my book that this set up the fundamental social structure of including others, tolerating or even welcoming difference and differences, which we now associate with the perspective of multiculturalism—and the persistence of this attitude helps to explain why Britain has been one of the most successful of modern multicultural European nations. What is particularly relevant today is that a major source for this model came from nothing less than the Church of England, which, at a moment of crisis at the beginning of the nineteenth century, faced with the popularity of dissenters, as well as the legitimation of Catholicism, developed an institutional structure of inclusive toleration of difference that has, as I see it, been its particular strength ever since. This idea was originally developed by Samuel Taylor Coleridge in his On the Constitution of Church and State (1830), but it was Thomas Arnold who, in his Principles of Church Reform (1833) reformulated it in a way that became generally accessible.  Arnold begins from the context of Dissent, arguing that:

to extinguish Dissent by persecution being both wicked and impossible, there remains the true, but hitherto untried way, to extinguish it by comprehension; that different tribes should act together as it were in one army, and under one command, yet should each retain the arms and manner of fighting with which habit has made them most familiar.

Here Arnold suggests that the best way to deal with dissent or difference is through accommodation rather than persecution. Accommodation is achieved through ‘comprehension’ or tolerance, that permits and even encourages hybridity or diversity on both sides—allowing, in Arnold’s military metaphor of the Church as a kind of Liberation Front, the ‘different tribes’ to fight in the ways and with the arms most familiar to them—allowing them, in other words, to maintain their differences through which they defined themselves while still forming part of a larger socius. Might it not be possible, Arnold asks,

to constitute a Church thoroughly national, thoroughly united, thoroughly Christian, which should allow great varieties of opinion, and of ceremonies, and forms of worship, according to the various knowledge, and habits, and tempers of its members, while it truly held one common faith, and trusted in one common Saviour, and worshipped one common God? (28-9)

The genius of Arnold’s argument is to emphasise the loyalty to the institution of the church and the common religious sentiments that it sustains over the particular theological differences of dissent: to make the Church’s function as the Anglican Church more important than particular theological niceties, offering rather what he calls, in the gendered language of his day, ‘an earnest union in great matters, and a manly and delicate forbearance as to points of controversy’ (69). Today Arnold’s prescription for a compassionate and inclusive Church, tolerating the difference of others, seems outdated only in the gender bias of its language, not at all in its fundamental sentiments which seem to me to remain entirely relevant for us today: 

Is it too much to ask of good men, that they should consent to unite themselves to other good men, without requiring them to subscribe to their own opinions, or to conform to their own ceremonies? (84)

The Anglican church lives on as a testimony to that possibility.
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