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Michiel van Kempen

Circular Journeys
On Going Native in Postcolonial Studies

1. This story begins very simply. I am sitting at the breakfast table and look at
my ten-year-old son. He is not eating his sandwich, he keeps his head still and looks
out into the garden, but his eyes see nothing. Now, I could ask him what he is think-
ing about and he might give me a limited rendering of his thoughts in words. But
what exactly is happening in his head, I will never know. He dreams, eyes wide
open and no dream can ever be retold exactly enough. I could have him undergo a
brain scan, but the print of his brain structure still wouldn’t furnish me with suffi-
cient information to understand him. Moreover he doesn’t carry my genes. He is
completely sovereign with only me there to make him eat on time.!

2. In 1883, in the “illustrated people’s magazine” Eigen Haard, infantry cap-
tain G.P.H. Zimmermann wrote the following on the Aruhuacs and Caribs, the
original peoples of Suriname and the Guyanas:

Abhorrent to any effort, the Indian confines himself when working exclusively to
hunting, planting and the making of arrows, bows, baskets and water jugs. Al-
though hospitable by nature, he refrains from any social intercourse, so we cannot
think of any development of his intellectual skills and little is to be expected as far
as the future of the Indians is concerned, regardless of the capacities they might
seem to have.? .

Only a couple of weeks before Zimmermann wrote these words, twenty-eight per-
sons “belonging to the two tribes of Amerindians, the Bush negroes and the Creoles”
(“behoorende tot de beide stammen der Indianen, de Boschnegers en Creolen”) gath-

1) What follows is a reworking of two essays published earlier in Dutch: Van Kempen 2004 and
2007a. The same issue of the cultural gap I earlier discussed in Van Kempen 1990 and in my
inaugural lecture Van Kempen 2007b. I thank Joyce Goggin and Elisabeth Leijnse for their
critical reading of my text.

Dutch original: “Afkeerig van alle inspanning, bepaalt de Indiaan zich bij den arbeid uitsluitend
tot het jagen, het beplanten van den kostgrond en het maken van pijlen; bogen, mandjes en
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Michiel van Kempen

ered in the harbor of Paramaribo. At that time, however, Suriname was 10 longer a
place from which profits could be extracted by exporting products such as coffee,
which had left the harbor by the shipload. There was 1o ship sailing for Burope and
the group left on April 4, 1883 on their way 10 Martinique, from where the French
mail would then be shipped out O Saint-Lazaire. Europeans used this route t0 make
their trip home. This was a time when overseas people were surprised by the unusual

company of Surinamers, and among the Buropeans
. was terrified and looked fearfully at how
deck. Weren't they savages

people would not in a hungry

{he Indians and common
9 Who could guarantec
mood scalp the en-

many a lady .
people took their places on the
her that during the journey these
tire crew and put them on the gpit?3

Op April 24 the group arrived in Brittany. The journey continued by train via Paris
to Amsterdam, where they arrived on April 26 and the Surinamers were put on dis-
play at the International Colonial and Export Exhibition:4

The exhibition was meant to be as illustrative as possible by exposing groups of

Jiving people. The “Surinaamsche Inboorlingen” (Surinamese natives) were given a
place in 2 big round tent in the southwesteri corner of the museum grounds. The
public could enter only with a special titket. Although the price of a quarter (of 2
guilder) was substantial, large crowds chose to come and see, for the first time in
their life, a group of people from Syriname. The Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant

wrote on May 13, 1883:
eir great rageness, but also from & genuine scientific and

Not only for reasons of th
ethnographic point of view, the group of Surinamese indigenous people ... de-
est by scholars and layman alike. ... the skulls of several of these

serves great inter
natives have already been examined in great detail by experts.

3. In 1995 my wife Elisabeth and I decided to adopt 2 child in Suriname. Once
ut on a waiting list of the Surinamese Office

all the paperwork was done, we were p
of Judicial Family Affairs. By the end of 1997 we had made our way to the top of
the list: the next child would be left in our care, SO 1 moved back to Suriname, where

"

waterkannen. Hoewel gastvrij van aard, houdt bij 7ich buiten alle maatschappelijk verkeer,
zoodat aan geen ontwikkeling zijner verstandelijke vermogens is te denken en er weinig voor d¢
toekomst det Indianen kan worden verwacht, hoeveel aanieg zij 00k MOgEN bezitten.”

3)  Dutch original: “menige dame {was] nochtans ... in angstige stemming en had met vreesach-

tigen blik de Indianen evenals de gewone menschen op het dek zien plaats nemen. Het waren

toch wilden. Wie stond haar borg, dat die lieden, op de reis, in een hongerige bui niet de ge-

heele bemanning zouden scalpeeren en aan het spit praden?”
Exhibition is to be found on bttp://esf .niwi.knaw.nl/esf

4) A report of the Surinamets o1 the Wold
1996/project/ surinam.htm. Pictures by Prince Bonaparte are i be scen on http:/ www.buku.nl/
habitants.htmi and on http://wwWw “buku.nl/indiens html.
5)  Duich original: “Niet alleen uit
algemeen wetenschappelijk en ethnographt
inboorlingen ... groote belangstelling van ge

aandacht van ethnographen en andere geleerden en de sch
veel belangstelling onderzocht.”

isch oogpunt, verdient het gezelschap
Jeerde en leek. De groep trekt

zijn reeds door deskundigen met

-
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te zeldzaambeid, maar ook en vooral uit
Surinaamschie

dan ook reeds nu de
edels van verscheidene inboorlingen

6
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I had worked in the ni
e nineteen eighti g
the newborn. who © ghties for five years as a tea i .
self by workin m my wife and I had given the codenam i?er-' While waiting for
g on a history of Surinamese literature e KwiKwi, 1 busied my-

In October 1997, a
- , at the end of ;
Office of Family Affai of a seemingly endless d
up her child foryad(i;f?g(r)sn called to tell us that a pregnant A%esrfi:ﬁil(im’ the head of the
the adoptive p arentsi 5 and that the parents had made it clear than woman had put
cforchand. “Do you have any objections?” T ey wanted to meet
?7” I was asked.

4. In one of th
. e most beautiful b .
tants de Surinam ; ooks ever published ;
ese that started th(eliff;‘é)u,rg;nce R;lapd Bonaparte portraeyec;) Itlhcsau;g?tgle’flées habi-
Amsterdam. The Amerindi on April 4, 1883 to be di of Surinam-
: merindian delegati , - displayed at the exhibition i
huacs. The organizer gation consisted of thi . ition in
: of the group, W ; irteen Caribs and two Al
cated in Holland, had h p, W. Mackintosh, himself a nati d two Aru-
. ’ ad a good deal of >h self a native Surinamer ed
meaningfulness of the proj of trouble in convincing th . edu-
: , project. He had g the participants of th
considerable time, to le . persuaded them “to 1 X &
. , to leave their kond eave their relatives f
big sea to a remote ndre [country], and t : s for a
, unknown bakra- ' o make that journe
what fate awaited them.”6 ra-kondre [land of the whi y over the
: .”6 The convinci whites], where who kn
see the king of the Ne incing argument turned ows
therlands with thei ed out to be that the
was the Indian Kajaroe their own eyes. Macki , y would
, who already h ; intosh’s other tru
French government  Who y had been outside Suri : mp card
. His wife Alah uriname in the servi
henne accompanied t ahakama and their six-year- ice of the
and passed a£a _ hem. One Aruhuac, Colle, would n Bt/ l'r old daughter Awara-
y in Amsterdam on July 21, 1883 ot live through the journey

The person who r
eally caused i
twenty-three yea °d a stir, however, was Eli :
v i Blicaberh Moondi fad Hvad 1 Suriname. e, was ol riish 1o
have come fo Surin oendi had lived in Suriname for te ill British In-
. ame as a thirteen- Suriname for ten years, she h
files of the Historic. een-year-old girl in 1 ars, Sne ad to
al Database Suri . n 1873. The British-Indian f
beth Moendi, that bei uriname list only one ndian fact
, eing the family na name that comes close to Eli
person: that she arrived in Suri y name Moondy. Only one fact is kn o
tred labor, the Ben uriname on the ship Bengal. Si nown about this
. , gal was the s ) . Since the beginning of i
Suriname. With fi econd ship to drop Briti i g of inden-
. ve hundred peopl drop British-Indian contract workers i
stead of Paramaribo people on board it arrived on J orkers 1
, a good month af : ! uly 8, 1873 on th
cheeked). By the tim affer the first sh ¢ road-
~ e Moondy joi ip, the Lalla Rookh :
been changed to y joined the group of th o (the tulip-
the more Dutch c group of the World Exhibition he
1ot occur in the historical -sounding Moendi. Her fi her name had
) databas .. ‘ irst name, Elisabeth
Indian-sounding fi ca e, S0 it is possible th, - eth, does
an-s g first name such : at she arrived with
depicted in a sle uch as Ela, Ilika, or Eshi a much more
eveless and strapl e dn shita. In Bonaparte’s b ‘
face, frankly and rapless white dieds. She look i 8 book, she 1§
ace, il s th ; .
fingering a }t]hin nfiirll;aps somewhat suspiciously but withoute ]Z’elewer sraightin the
ce, might suggest that she is not cntircly a;t- ony ger hand,
case. Her black

Dutch origi «
ginal: “om voo : .
[land] te verl r geruimen tijd afscheid
aten, en de rei eid te nemen van h -
kondre [land der blanke res n}aken over die groote zee u nne betrekkingen, hun kondre
en], waar wie weet welk fot hen Wachttga’?r dat verre onbekende bakra-
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Flisabeth Moendi

(Collection du Prince Roland Bonaparte /

straight hair is braided in tWo pigtails.
as casily be an Ame :
The most striking fact about thi
dian, with whom she le
sche nomadenlevenj’), st
first generation of immigrants
different ethnicity only became
although still not always
stanis and Ame
very day unusual.

an ac

-

indi itish Indian.

indian as a British
: s woman was that she was
d “the usual Am
o this must have.be
from India.

in all families. Est.ablish
rindians is — notwiths'tandmg thet
Elisabeth Moendi mi

Phototypie Roche)

Jud‘ging by her looks, Elisabeth Moendi could

M 4 [13 M 'aan—
erindian nomadic life (“het gewotr)le dln«ilf o
en a remarkable step for somebody

L . < am

The mixing of Hindustanis o

epted phenomenon long after World Wa;I ilgdu‘
o ing mixed relations between

ir similar appearance — up

ght have been the very first to do so.

-
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married to an Amerin

d people of

to this.
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Wilfred Pranawaré

5. On Monday, October 13, 1997, I met an Amerindian couple in front of the
Office of Judicial Family Affairs in Paramaribo. The mother looked Amerindian, with
high cheekbones, while the father looked less genuinely Amerindian and had a pony-
tail. They did not have the strong mestizo features of the Caribs of their region or
their curly hair. They already had five children, and they were accompanied by two
of them, the oldest girl aged twelve and the youngest boy two years old. The mother
had an impressive belly and the birth was announced for December. I spoke Suri-
namese with them, Sranantongo. But once in the office we switched to Dutch, a lin-
guistic particularity suggested by the fashionable blouse of the department head, the
oak writing desk, and the enormous office calendar. Strangely enough, this imme-
diately contributed to a silent alliance between the Carib couple and me. The father,
Wilfred Pranawaré, had a medical insurance card and the department head imme-
diately asked if he worked for the government, and yes, he did indeed work for the
Department of Forestry. The family was not really well off, but they weren’t
starving either. So the question remained as to why they would give their child up
for adoption. Because they wanted to see at least one of their children get a good
position in society, explained the father. In & loud voice, as if they were hard of
hearing, the department head pointed out the consequences of their step: that this
would not be a provisional arrangement, that my wife and I would become the
child’s guardians and, therefore, the new father and mother. They were also in-
structed that the judge who would make the formal assignment, would ask them the
same question and then they should not show any sign of hesitation, she warned. But
the decision had already been made.
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6.

ke Bloembergen writes th

When writing A H
of departure, put the consequ

8 | was thinking in terms O

point
effect.

placed within a Caribbean cont

point,

events as litt
ing this is less
qualities of the
For this reversal, literary theorist

explains,

According to Corz
ern technical equipm
Caribbean culture and
Europe and America 2
is happening around
could not hide the fact
ideology, taste, and §
Surinamese literature,
with the Western way

theil

7

8)

9

’est encore), ¢est revivre et faire revivre”
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In her Ph.D. dissertation De koloniale vertoning (The colonial show) Marie-
terdam World Exhibition of 1833:

e following on the Ams

Although the desire for completeness called for showin
liarities of this Native world, ultimately the variety of cultures within this world as

such did not matter. What mattered was the primitiveness or otherness of it all,

the level Dutch civilization had already reached. In this way the exhi-
ke a reflection o1 the own worldview, or the own view of the

g all the aspects and pecu-

compared t0
bition could provo
Netherlands.”

istory of Surinames for a radically different

¢ Literature 1 opted
ences of this starting point had, remarkably, little
{f the inner dynamics of Surinamese literature,
ext. What is significant for the region was the starting
not the comparison with the Western world. I tried to depict Caribbean literary
fe as possible as something that is deviant from a norm from outside. Do-
e reason that a lot of the typical

obvious than it may seem, for the simp}
en portrayed from an external point of view.

Caribbean have always be
Jack Corzani invented the term recentrage. As he
+

ing the analytical principles from antillean-
from within, it is not only about observing

till that), it is reliving andbringing back to life.%
ani, one cannot approz{ch culture with Westertt glasses and West-
ent, but one must try to get to know the native patterns of

try to reason Jogically from these. Not to ook down from -

t the Caribbean bean, but from the Caribbean outward to what
it. However appropriate this seemed to me as a starting point, it
that no human being is ever able 10 break away from his own
election criteria. During the process of writing a history of
1 was inescapably confronted with my own worldview, along
of thinking and Western concepts of culture.

The question that intrigues me is: why. do people write so easily on texts from
r own culture, while hesitation creeps in when writing on other cultures? Iso't it

means before all deriv

Recentralizing,
ng the creative process

ity, it is describi
(even when itis s

Hoewel de volledigheidsdrang met zich meebracht dat alle facetien en eigenaardigheden van.
deze Inheemse wereld aan bod moesten komei, deed de onderlinge yariéteit van culturen bit-

mitieve of andere ervam, ten opzichte val

bereikt had. Aldus kon deze tentoonstel

nen die wereld er iet echt toe. Het ging om het pri
middels
ereldbeeld of het zelfbeeld van Nederlan

het niveau dat de Nederlandse beschaving i
ling ook een reflectie teweegbrengen op het eigen W

(Bloembergen 2002: 71).

On the theoretical and ideologi
reflected in Van Kempen and a
tuurgeschiedschrijving of my Ph.D. dissertation
«Recentrer, ¢'est donc avant tout puiser dans Uantillanité les princip

stituer le processus de la création de Uintérieur, ce west plus seulement observer
» (Corzani 1985: 62).

cal implications of writing a history of literature of Suriname
iso extensively in part 1, Theoretische bespiegelingen bij litera
Van Kempen 2002.
s de ’analyse, ¢’est recon
(méme si €6
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just as arrogant to think i
ou might be ab ; .
Western toxt? So isn’t i y ght be able to give a solid, reli .
7 i : . , relial :
literature? Or, in OStI}ll ; rltwa bét g_ratultou.s to be reluctant when itl)clglrllr;terpretf}tlon 'Of ;
is not because I live in Eu(;.lopsé t1}51 tthIe distance to any text not principasll;Ot; forel%nn
der Solzjenits 4 at I might read the text: é ¢ same? It
vn, and Rainer Maria Ri ‘ xts of Péter Esterhdzy, Al
Pablo Neruda, Ngugi P Vana Rilke with appropriate insi 7y, (el
, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, and Zhao Yi I‘Gmagn aliexirif)l%;lts’~whéle those of
e, is it?

There is no such thi
ing as an uninhibited
ply enough because h ; ed, neutral approach to an ali :
education. birth natiour?;failtlybe;;gii a;e not transparent, colorless %:111112 Cléll?fe, Sllm_
. ’ , standard of livi . Skin color
everything counts ver : iving, and nature: ; ;
, y conspicuously. In th : everything counts and
problem i even more I y. In the case of the : -
omplicated: t postcolonial relation thi
and the other from the f : two people who meet ; s
e .. , one frO .
ties, but are of course @E:tirerc 2111()“1?11(1‘5 .country, do not only have Iclllif?efgxrlrtn;l COIO?-y
history is a histo ) ey like it or not, bearers " ersonait-
r . > of the fofp .
skin color to history c_)f uﬁlequal power relations. Idealistically Ii:)rrlreluu;al history. This
y — should matter, but the reality is that they d of these — from
0 matter.

7. Bigi Poika i -
P s a Carib villa,
capital in a four- o ge on the savannah, a three- :
lized world they l‘;Valz]if%lbdnve.10 The Caribs call their village nga%gr énp_ from the
Wilfred Pranawaré is frgfr(l)né?g?cﬁu§l‘i0med to the Afro-Surinamese n;’meugn,apcr.io_
like a Hindustani. He i Poika. Everybody calls him B 181 oA
. . He turns out to b m Baba, because he look
the Carib langua e a real kulturuy man: he i O00KS
. ge, and he serves as in i : he is an expert on Kalinh
tics. He also has a broad kn in informer for the Summer Insti alinha,
ledge of Amerindi er Institute of Linguis-
about two boxes off owledg merindian cultre. B aus
o smobine materizrl:d ttl?é cb;ggr;o mathnkind. The Amerindians ?:gktzlf: Soi“&riltyh sory
utter amazement Baba ’tur — the whites — took the box wi 00
) ns o x with books.
oral stories from Suriname. ut to have read a book of mine, Sirito, a coilsec;[i‘(())nncl)}li

Baba was the fi
rst to start a kawi i R
fact an Afro-Suri awina group in Bigi Poi
-Surinam . gi Poika. Kaw L,
groups of bored YOunegsebC;;/fzslysto ftn(liakmg music that came into ’lﬁigg kwalvlvma mall
o L. arted to rattl en small
singing in fortissimo. Th € on pots and plank i
! . The real art consists i . planks, accompanied b
can to participate — b - ists in getting as many fami Y
rother joins in - y family members as
— 50 that music gro , hephew joins in, cousin joins i you
. ups always consi : ’ sin joins in, uncle joins i
sometimes sounds verv i sist of sixteen to twent ’ Joins in
: . ry nice and it has b y members. Their musi
in Amerindian vill ; as become very popul usic
ages kawina b ) ‘very popular to the degree th
Afro-Surinam ands were formed. Ingi at even
e ; . Ingi ki o .
se thythms and percussion, but with Cargib SZE: ‘tlé l?mermdlan kawina:
X1s.

8. We kn
. ow that it is mai Hq&/
Surinamese, Anti mainly Dutch™schol
, Antill . ars who s .
the long boycott, 1 lfiin" and Aruban l}terature. (Without a doﬁttict:l}; Dutch-Indonesian,
, is not the case in South African literature W;:rg Osnsecllluznce of
: > outh African

10 I th
e Ph.D. dissertation i
of Elizabeth Mohkamsi
ing-den Boer 2005 the vi
illage of Bigi Poika i
s

p!edominant‘ I am grateful for sy eme: V. s =
‘ 3 g pp tary information pro ided by M
. Mohkamsing den
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.) Most scholars studying texts from the former Dutch colonies

are not happy with this tendency. ‘What they often miss is a “pative” touchstone.
Therefore, they adopt the position that every published text has become property of
the reading public and that, as a result, everybody may say whatever he or she likes
on any given text. They feel like pioneers, adventurers, promoters of dialogue, mis-
sionaries, defenders of a better levet and higher conscience, do-gooders, publicity
experts. They arc doubters, or they “just do their job” without caring about the com-
plexity of their postcc)lonial position, but they rarely feel comfortable in their pro-
fessional field. For no matter what they think, they are never “at home.” In the
Dutch circuit they thrash about in the margins and few can estimate the meaning of
their work, while within Dutch—Indonesian, Surinamese, Antillean, and Aruban cir-
cles their work is neglected or overestimated: underestimated because it is written by

a Dutchman; overestimated for precisely the same reasoin.

As 1 already mentioned, this feeling of discomfort can first and foremost be
traced back to the uneasiness felt by descendants Of colonial rulers, who try to im-
merse themselves in the culture of the formerly oppressed. Now, the analysis of a
text from the formet colonies is in itself no different from unraveling a text from the
culture familiar to the scholar and, in the end, one is always placed pefore the ulti-
mate incomprehensibility. But here is the major difference: the incomprehensibility
of a work of art by the “Other” is generally attributed to the cultural gap, not 0 the
natre of the work of art in itself, the logic peing that if one does not belong 0 the

group it is impossible 10 really understand the literature that it produces. Let me pro-

vide some clear illustrations.
Bonairean Pacheco Domacassé

On January 30, 1970 the pageant play Opus I'by
w was reviewed in

premiered in Centro Pro Arte ont Curagao. The next day the sho
the daily Amigoe di Curagao by Pim Heuvel, a Dutch critic who bad been living on

Curagcao for a number of years. He judged the piece to be very untidy and incoherent
and wrote that the experiment was a failure. Domacassé reacted as if jolted into ac-
h a brutal, ill-mannered attack would hit you as an Buropean dif-

tion: “Perhaps, suc
ferently from me as an Antillean. Well, that’s why we are different altogether”

(Broek 1994: 7).11
Fifteen years later, Surinamese Edgar“Cair
ten van Nispen. He had reviewed Cairo’s play
of IJmond) not entirely according to the intentions of the author, and Cairo vented
his opinion in Het Parool of September 16, 1985:
Nobility, intelligence and flourishing competenc
and that is that as a human being 1 may not hate you, filthy, racist whites. But
apart from that 1 cannot have but CONTEMPT for your kind of reviewers, white

Bwana’s in the Duich bushbush! The only thing you are good enough for is 10 be
spit at with words and after that th

ey may fill up the dirty, black-stinking canals
with you! Parasites of human liberation, that’s wh

scholars are on top

o came up against theater critic Maar-

at you are!

n brutale, ongemanierde aanval op u @

11) “Misschien zou 70’
eenmaal [een} ander soort mensen voor.”

bij mij als Antilliaan. Tja, daar zijn we nu

———
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Het Koninkrijk Jmond (The kingdom j

¢ permit me {0 $ay only one thing,

Circular J i
ourneys — On Going Native in Postcolonial Studies

C f p tion th
cours xtra S at one Wh() contr dlC[ )
| 1e last sentence o O C 1] lleS the exira accusa O al S O

Crltlc‘lZeS the W()Ik ()f bla k a lcally maintain. € Colo y -
CKS, utomat; i i
a S th C 1 nla] Oke the blaCk au

These kinds of
. problems also i
whites. The novel Di 3 occurred in South Africa b
The Long Joumey ofzgoi)v;f(??ﬁgzgvan Plogpie Nongena (1978) (&Zﬁiﬁ Erlai?kls t.and
sion: could a white author ev ena, 1980) by Elsa Joubert : s avon:
oke the experi : aroused fierce discus-
ters near Cape Town after S - experiences of a black woman i
harpevill : < woman in the black quar-
For her novel Joubert peville and during the children’ : quar
. used the New J . - children’s rebellion of 1976?
to a special mi . Ne ournalism techni ; :
pecial mix of fact and fiction. And this, of cgtlllfss ' trlellei:ségeqrep(i'rt’ eadine
) uestions as to

glcall N artis lcall
( (:h()l() - 5 an(.; espeClall ethlcall 5 thlS COuld be dOIle

In the relationshi
. p between Dutch
story isn’t any dif , readers and Dutch Tndi .
(Bast-Indian }Il)ultcflfrfgj ’1;1;: failf tIOns1 between all varieties o? ?ijiiz{vr;%l:l;vzirelt? rsdthe
Robinson, pointed out: i remely complex, as one of their derlanders
n, “in the “fatal triangle” (“f of their essayists, Tiali
Indonesians, and Indo’ riangle” (“fatale driehoek” » 1jalie
> s (people of mi oek”) of totoks (white
understanding, bi - ixed descent) there i « ?')’
vijandschap gl’l ciléfgsl;sg:’)h?&t]{llllty and manslaughter” (“veélS 1?11i\:1?g§ninag I%t' o hm'ls-
West, understandi (Willems 2001: 240). On the , bitterheid,
pot. Anyone V\a’?l?)lr\lfai?sd tmgnderstanding, Tjalie Robinsgr?lltl?;&s; t}?]??n fEast and
. 0 know how thi alf of his ink-
be mindful of th ings went between Indo’
camp syndrome el gglg)a tz; 1zgl(zlumll( Herb Oostindisch kampsynzrooozza?”lghgoglft’ Ih ac?' "
by Henk Leffela,ar- “R Yy Hous roek’ who was thr St-indian
Y+ . “Really knowing [th ) own out of the Indo ho
fion” (“Van werkelij g [the Indo reality] is com use
(Snoek 1999: 76;311]1;£ennen [van de Indische werkelijkheid]plizxtlely out of the ques-
. occasionally difficult relations between g;}zrsltisprake zljna,)
7zos and the

Dutch again pla .
1k ag yed a role in deb L
mestizo literature (Seriese 1992) -a tes at the beginning of the nineteen nineties on Indo

In the histor i "

. y of literary critici

Antilles, and South Afri ticism of the Dutch East Indies i

from the so-called ni)ftrligilazz find lots of conflicts, very freqlzeiltllr;n;?ll:;l e _Dutch
What is crucial to me i were at arms with writers f reviewers

me is not the ca . s from the former coloni
ihe stalemate and the i use or the subjects of th . onies.
; e impasse to which ese conflicts as such, b

standing on both si X ich they lead: the lack » out
by Pacheco DOmZ::c;ZSs ;’3 V\filathls essential is the gap behind the(;i i‘éfrll%a'mental under-
& ST . As he wrote, this is “ ; icts, expressed
you” against “I” b wrote, this is “why we are dif

@ y Edgar CaII'O 1 [ . ifferent altOgethe 7
really knowing [thi ! , in the “fatal triangle” L sether,” In

s reality] is compl gle” of Tjalie Robinson, a
broek. Four expressions of discomfor tP etely out of the question” with Rudy I’(m?s(f

/

Is Buropeaan anders aankomen datl

12) Adetlijkhei
ellijkheid, intelligenti
Ade eid, gentie en bloeiend
Pirmiasiieiiin end meesterschap gebieden mij één di
T e racis écsgobrla_xﬂﬁfzn, als mens niet haten mag. Maerirrluvf):((irr1 gmg ot het e B anders
Het onige ot Mo i rjn illie soort van recensenten, witte Bwana’s i edr s oo
ijn ogen goed voor zijn is om met woordérrll te HOI? e o
e worden bespuugd en

daarna mo,

gen ze van mij vui f

menselii - uile, zwartst

enselijke bevrijding die jullie zijn! tstinkende grachten met jullic dempen! Parasicten van d
! ’ €
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This embarrassment, however, exists not only among Western scholars. 1t also
troubles those who come from former colonies and struggle with the same issues
when taking part in debates on literary criticism. By birth they supposedly have all
the explicit, referential knowledge of their native culture, and what’s more, they
have the empathy, the instinctive or implicit knowledge that should permit them 10
fully elucidate texts with which they are already familiar. But as far as this “advan-

holars will still have to refer to exchangeable

tage” is concerned, in debates such sc
gle with their double loyalty: loyalty t0 their

arguments. Not infrequently, they strug
d to a culture with so-called scientific standards. They struggle with

own culture an
the appreciation of their peripheral home base and the appreciation of a prestige-
attributing center. Quite often they have to fight to pring the two into line. To what

extent scientific standards really are independent, is a question raised not coinciden-

tally by scholars of the non-Western world.
Now, what is the nature of this gap? Can the gap be bridged? And does this have

consequences for literary scholarly activities?

9. 1t is Monday, November 10, 1997, just before dawn. Wilfred Pranawaré
and 1 are driving t0 the Saramacca River fo pick up Wilfred’s wife Wilma. Paramar-
ibo is still asleep. We cross the city at high speed, then the districts of Wanica and
Para. Slowly the night disappears. Between the trecs, fog hangs over the meadows.
The green district is beautiful in the shimmering {ight that comes Up from behind the

trees to the left. After a one-and-a-half-hour drive we stop at the Saramacca River,
jetly between its high green walls, while patches of mist pass
Iden glow. The

floating golden and qui

over low on the water, and the forest on the other side is set ina go
bridge is under repair after the destruction of the inland war. People have to get
across in ridiculously unstable small boats, which look as though they were hired as
a decor piece for 2 movie about the decay of the proud Amerindian culture. There is,
however, also a well-maintained ferry. Transporting one car costs ten thousand Suri-
namese guilders (approximately forty dollars), making this ferry about the most €X-
pensive one in the world. With these rates, reparation of the bridge could take quite

a while, I suppose. Wilfred shakes his head.
We are lucky: the boat has to cross thesriver t0 pick up some men in a van who

want to return 0 the city after a weekend of hunting. People from Bigi Poika who
want to cross the river can take the ferry, too. Wilma, heavily pregnant, is waiting

on the other side with two children. The crossing goes fast. Tacitly interrogated by

eyes that seem (0 ask what this bakra is doing with an Amerindian family in his

jeep? This is how we start the retural trip.

10. In the nineteen eighties, 1 worked in Suriname earning a local teacher’s sal-
ary, which steadily decreased in value every month. I bad also carned the privilege
of standing in line for hours and hours as part of a meet-and-greet activity, with the

purpose of getting some onions, sugar, and toilet paper at the end of the day. 1

voluntarily took part in the Surinamese present, at the same time being part of Suri

—

"
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namese history. Centuri ~
' es ago Surinam
small percentage of e was created as a pl ’ ;
not, I belongec% tooihzliflfjs;tﬁh pOIleflation was stll there aﬁdﬂl&iﬁhgf?lﬁﬁnéty. ,
- 'ing of forme ; P iked it or
attendant feelin, § . Tmer colonizers — albeit wi
right to speak o%;st gldsepr'esslon or guilt complex. Suppose oni:t Xllm?(;l t much of the
ever, logically deny murlg? me because of my “colonial status,” n(z)uo refus?dme o
’ ~ y historical ties wi : ) ne could, how-
offer my opinion on the situation with this country and therefore the right to
What is essential i .
al is that the i
braced and applied _the mechanism of exclusion, so _—
than logic. Trl)ape ide: };ht:tesroerilment of nationalistic guards is baszgtglxlls;)aosltilgauy film—
eone might judge hi ’ cs rather
accurately than ght judge his own peopl
Y he would another people is a mistake. B)f)itspvcz:rl;l(;lraitfrdequ?tfely i
e, self-reflec-

tion is less “objective”
fon 1 than the reflecti
. ecti on
oo, 1t i by doaiion lco: complo, of the other and, because it is less objec-

Do I declare m i
yself now a better .
namese scholar w expert on Surinamese li _
ing some of the eshs(;nli?;l f;ggwe? thfe same path as I have takergelrstgéef;? E;n 3 ?un‘
For I am not a Cr ents of a Surinamese literarv hi t s balanc-
€ i . 1stor .
caid this. T hasten ?;e;d%ott 1itathgustam, not a Javanese i]lot an Z;fe?g(liciz;neg. yes.
o a Surinamer migh ’ . . Having
one specific thing or hi ight, on the basis of hi
s engagement in is knowledge of
more about that some cultural phen
cultural practicespxﬁrﬁOmﬁpon than I ever could. And I sgpposoén ;IZ:OH, know much
namers s not entirel which I am comfortable and familiar, and thos m‘}t‘:h betWegn
will never sit down Oi; seamless. For example, in a train somebod efo many Suri-
being used to full trainsa sgai tI;at is still warm whereas I plop dowg thom Suriname
, . But of what Surin: erever I can
ple as diverse as A i ¢ amer do we speak he . g s
mericans, Canadians, or any other peoll))le borrl;e(;lltthlsf be.mg a peo-
of migration?

11, On her j
- journey to Amsterd
the British Indi : am for the World Exhibiti i :
Henrictte, WhoaI\;/ szh(') mar.ned an Amerindian, was accompani;((in; E}ilsa}?eth Moends,
Henictie, who was. I_]Illl;t egiueen monts od. The child mus by her litle dughte
) . ortant to note that th : ’ fore, have been
kinds of cross-breed at the Surinamese I
s: dogla for : anguage has words for all
boeger for a mix of Amerindi somebody of Hindustani and 4
merindian and C 1 and Creole blood, kar-
and a mulatto. But for reole, mesties for a chil ’
. the blend of A L child born out of a whi
Sranan. Roland B merindian and Hind ; , ite
. onaparte calls the little gi LTI ustani there is no word i
mother is labeled as: als ittle girl Mérisse Hindoue-Indi ord 1n
scription of mother éndR;aclféhigfd:gg‘t;l He gives an anthrOpolog?cgflelzn: éegfgiz éhe
an age when naturalist scienti ’ us provides a perfect example of o
, : he soul of
(Gilman 1984: Buik ientists examined the buttocks and labi ple of t 0
> a
nals following thelnfglfog(s)oo‘tf)’l)iid Cesare_Lgmbroso applied Cra(;fi;fnh;lrs;?ovgmep
criminal. Along wi f Darwin to see if they were inh ey
lowing his mu Hgle\;;;lcth1 I‘élf)e, tribe, age, and sex, Bonaparte alsoerjgtl'}é and genetically
typology (moyennes 2 icator of skin color, hair, eyes profilep nZ;ees fgaljllngs fol-
the litile oirl : renversées en dehors for the mc;th ’ width, fmd lip
girl), height (mother: 1.46 meters; daughter: Sleéérll?igg?e’;g etthdrg'l fes 1ot
, the diameter
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of the head, and the indice horizontal de la téte (horizontal indicator for heads).

: . : pieces. The . )
These last two facts comprise the craniometric result. card states their hour of birth, birth order, weight, length, and
’ , length, and skull size

— numbers that echo the heydays of ethnography

14. On Tuesday, April 4, 2006, i
since a grou Y g , it bad been one hun i
their country of birth, We are . For the frst time Ruben and Monica e back in
nah, where an eXCept.ionall re driving to Blgi Poika, the Carib village on th ok in
mous Amerindian drums %\/Yfa rm reception awails us, musicians bangin g enor-
they don't make a show .of itl \r;d and his wife Wilma are very touchedg ﬁhenor-
times she smiles. Innumerabl. ilma follows the children with her eyes ; Z ome-
To my wife and me it feels ¢ uncles and aunis come {0 embrace us g,pont: ously.
although of course we belonastlf we have been adopted by this great Caribn;0u§}y,
with their hands, gigglin chg'ldo a category of anthropologically interestin gml yf
namese natives on disp]agy inl Pfﬁils tg;fiﬁrz (flur size. But unlike the grouf? gfjgﬁisi‘
tou chable: a lady, about eighty years ol undred years before, we are not un:
with me and gives me such a piKch thatdI iﬁgszotfeagfngehggo?rot\f}ll" comes (o dance
ing.

Sadly enough Ruben
and Monica’s
weeks before our arri s grandmother had pas
village. Gathered aal;r(::/l;allgi ;Il;he next morning we visit her whitg grsae\?e a"lxllsaty o e
entation in a high-pitched v?)iiléeués amil grave, grandfather breaks ir’ltg) a gzisii)dfl:athe
. . Grandma is ; m-
But two of her grandchildren have returned to Sga(;nzo?g);?: tgolfsn t understand why.
T.

On our return Wi i
ilfred points to
cross. This is w , another, older grave wit i
was one hundredhfe;fz grandfather’s mother rests, he says Caro};ixila Sjlmple wooden
years old when she passed away, the oldest wom(ﬁigme:uShe
’ e village

has ever known. The
A /. name of her husb
and Hindi, which his own mother taught ?1?21 was Evert Pranawaré. He spoke Carib

12, The mechanism of exclusion — “we are different altogether” — is of course
first and foremost a confirmation of one’s OWIl Uniqueness, of a deeply hidden es-
sence never to be discovered by the Other. Whether this is an empirical truth or not,

is of little consequence. National identity, as We¢ have learned from Anderson’s
Imagined Communities (1983), is both imaginary and fleeting. Community is a myth
that enjoys all of the power inherent to myth.

Does this necessarily lead to the conclusion that we should avoid meddling in the

art of the Other, of inflicting interpretative quthority on texts We perhaps can never

analyze adequately? Several thinkers have given short shrift to this notion. As early

as 1986 Edward Said spoke of “possessive exclusivism,” therewith rejecting the idea
that one must be part of a group in order to express an opinion about it and its cul-
rure (Said 1986: 229), and this view was supported by Gayatri Spivak (1987: 253-
254). Said explored his ideas in Culture and Imperialisn: if it were impossible O
“represent” the Other, he argues, W¢ would necessarily have to conclude that cul-
tures are hermetically sealed. In postcoloﬁial debates this raises the question of how,
from a position of the colonized, one could then criticize a dominant colonial culture.
If this were the case, colonijal culture would be unassailable, gacrosanct. According
to Said (1993: 31-32), however, cultures are anything but closed worlds. Cultural
an indivgdual human’s beliefs and activities should be

her own culture — is, for Said, simply peside the

relativism — the principle that
understood in terms of his or

point.

However accurate these arguments may ‘e, they do not weaken the conviction
cherished by many from the former colonies that their culture ultimately remains
unknowable for people from the outside. If this myth of the unbridgeable gap exists,
literary scholars can spend their time no more fruitfully than by engaging the heart of
the alien work of art, in hopes of gaining a profound understanding of the Other in
some sense. In other words, 1 am arguing for hope, against myth. Logically, myth
isn’t of any greater value than hope, because both are illusory — the myth of the gap
because it is not the supposed cultural gap that determines that which is unknowable
in the work of art, and hope because art, by its very nature, never reveals its deepest
secrets. Nevertheless, both hope and myth have their own important role here: they
are both bearers of self-confidence, however indefinable and mythical the foundation'
of this self-confidence might be. And self-confidence ont both sides seems o Me the

strongest bridge over this great divide in postcolonial literary studies.

Elisabeth Moendi, born in Cal i

i sabel » bo cutta in 1860, married an indi i
Euro% e hrtl:ehe Iio nzioiglls 111 t1881: Henriette, whom she tookA\:;;flil?liim(lns fhsum'lame
burope eighteen month ba er, t.he secqnd big journey of her life. After I‘;r tr}P N
pwo more children were b ortpl,glflfst a girl and later a boy, Evert \;vhose w'femwtte,
become the oldest wo Wifeo . 1c(lg1 Poika. Ruben and Monica are ,the great- Irz V(;IOH}d
ian son at the breakfast table, I am awar ) bidan it k. Birs 5ith tha
Indian woman of one hundred twenty-three yZagfs tak:obzlr(ljg eI J;téztli;gﬂ:lslaltﬁlm e,
, am watch-

ing him without fully knowing hi
o time. y knowing him — but 1sn’)t this true for any son? If only he eat:
) ! ats

13. On November 13, 1997 a note is waiting for me in my house at the outskirts ‘
of Paramaribo: “born: 1boy +1 girl” (“geboren: 1 jongen + 1 meisje”). At first I
don’t believe it, thinking it’s a joke. The world has become very strange to me.

the first time. They lie in small hospital beds,

Twins! Two days tater 1 see them for
ext to them a card with some information, as if they were anthropological museun

:
-T2 -
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