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How we talk and write, teach and learn about difference remains an unresolved 

issue in many classrooms. This article explores the relationship between cultural 

identity and questions of literary and textual representation. 
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It is m y Karma, m y destiny to be in-between North and South, East and West, 
Vietnam and the United States, never belonging in one or the other ... 

LeLyHayslip in Heaven and Earth (Stone, 1993) 

These words by Le Ly Hayslip in Oliver Stone's film production of 

the book Heaven and Earth (Hayslip & Wurts, 1994) capture the 

experiences of people, once colonised, who now live in the 

metropolitan centres of the coloniser — the West. It is from this 

position, that is, the centre of Western cultural production, that I, a 

colonised person, am speaking and writing about m y role in Western 
literary production. 

M y focus in this paper is on the T of the ethnicised self. It is not 
about the humanised self of man as written in the grand narratives 
of Europe (cf. West, 1993). The self of man was written into Western 

humanism. That is, 'the formation of the ideas of human nature, 

humanity and the universal qualities of the human mind as the 

common good of an ethical civilization' (Young, 1992: p. 245) became 

the grounds upon which all others were to be studied and judged. 

This construction was used to dehumanise the native in the process 

of colonisation. In the name of humanity, the self of the colonised 

was lost to the self of white man as represented in Western 

civilisation. In this historical process of dehumanisation, the 
colonised person always remained the 'Other' of the Western subject. 
Because m y focus in this paper is on the ethnic self rather than the 

self of humanism, it may seem that I am preoccupied with the 
personalised self. It may seem that I am narcissistic, indulging 

'my'self. If this is the case, it is worth remembering that all language 

speaks about the self. However, the self of the white European male 
is constructed as the normal, universal self, and 'Others' are 

measured against the myth of a rational white European male self. 



You are probably familiar with this criticism of Western traditions. 
You may even think that the symbolism of the 'white male' as the 

universal self is not really a problem in literature and culture. You 

may think that white men are quite justified in feeling defensive 

these days: 'Everyone picks on them, they say. And you can say 

white male, white male, with a vocal inflection that makes it sound 
like a swear word' (Malveaux, 1992: pp. 203-4). 
But if you are inclined to think this, then perhaps you should 

hesitate and reflect. M y criticism of the symbolic white male in 

cultural and literary production is not an attack on individual white 
men. M y criticism is that by placing the white male as the symbolic 

centre of textual representation all 'Others' are excluded and 
marginalised. In this Western humanist process of 'Othering' we 

are not only constructed as different and other within the categories 

of knowledge of the West by those regimes, but these humanist 

discourses position us to see and experience ourselves as 'Other' 

(Hall, 1990). That is, we are not only positioned as external to the 
norm of the West, the white male, we have been forced to internalise 
this 'Otherness'. In Frantz Fanon's (1963: p. 170) words: 

Colonisation is not satisfied merely with holding people in its grip and 
emptying the native's brain of all form and content. By a kind of perverted 
logic, it turns to the past of oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures and 
destroys it. 

If this expropriation of cultural identity is not resisted, it produces 
'individuals without an anchor, without horizon, colourless, 

stateless, rootless — a race of angels' (p. 176). It empties souls. There 

is a human cost of cultural and literary production and consumption 

where the self is constructed as the humanist self of man, and all 

"Others' are negative selves. W e see the results in the lives of 
marginalised and oppressed people — the futility and despair which 
is turned inwards to self-hate and hate of 'Others'. 
In this paper, I, as a colonised person, do not speak from the 

position of the 'Other', that is, the negative or marginalised 'Other' 
of the white male. The project of colonisation through European 

expansion, that is, the project of modernity, has been so 

comprehensive that there can no longer be a position of the 'Other' 

(Ang & Stratton, 1993). W e all have become entwined in the centre 
of cultural production, where this very centre is no longer fixed or 

unified. Rather, the very centre of cultural production is multiple, 

fragmentary and shifting. 
I speak from the interstices of this centre (Walkerdine, 1988). I 

write from that space that we have struggled for, and won, in the 
centre of Western literary and academic practice. Through the 
process of anti-colonial struggles, the English-speaking world has 
been forced to listen to the point of view of 'Others', of those selves 
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who have been colonised, and continue to be oppressed. Speaking 
and writing in English, from the geographic heart of English cultural 
production (i.e., London, N e w York, Brisbane), the point of view of 

the colonised is increasingly seen as a part of English-speaking 

culture (Brennan, 1990). It is a situation in which, as the Indo-

English writer Salman Rushdie (1982: p. 8) points out, English 'no 

longer an English language grows from many roots; and those 

w h o m it once colonised are carving out large territories within the 

language for themselves'. 

M y struggle to speak and write against colonial oppression and 

marginality connects with, and continues on, from generations 
before me. But m y struggle is of a different order. India gained 

independence from the British Empire in 1947 and the Australian 
Immigration Restriction Acts (White Australia Policy) were abolished 

in 1973. Until very recently, then, as an Indo-Australian, I was 

constructed as a 'lesser person' in relation to the colonisers, the 

masters. The process of decolonisation, however, has changed 

irreversibly the practices of colonisation (Hall, 1992). During the 

Second World War, for the most part, the decolonisation of the 

European empires began. Since then, there has been an accompany

ing attempt to decolonise European thought and the forms of its 

history. This project, Young (1992) argues, could be said to have 

been initiated in the 1960s by Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth 
(1963). I am not implying that new forms of colonial practices (i.e., 

neo-colonialism and post-colonialism) do not exist. What I am 
saying is that the political, economic and cultural relationship of 

Empire and colony, centre and periphery has changed. There is no 
going back. 

Decolonisation and the accompanying resurgence of Asian-Pacific 

economies, languages and cultures have ushered in a N e w World 

Order (West, 1993). Japan has emerged as an economic leader. And 

South-east Asian countries, recently represented as 'undeveloped', 

'too traditional' or 'Third World' are now the fastest growing 

economies in the world (cf. Alexander & Rizvi, 1993; Hall, 1992). 

In addition, mass world wide immigration has dislocated and 
relocated people from the former colonies of Europe. As immigrant 
people we constitute part of the Asian diaspora. 
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The diaspora experience as I intend it here is defined, not by essence or purity, 
but by the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and d iversity; by a conception 
of 'identity' which lives with and through, not despite, difference, by hybriddy. 
Diaspora identities are those which are constantly producing and reproducing 
themselves anew, through transformation and difference. 

(Hall, 1990: p. 235) 



As people of the diaspora we have been geographically torn from 
our families, our traditions, and our homes. W e have been scattered 
across the globe. At the same time we have retained links with Asia 

but these connections are confused and ambiguous. Our connections 

with Asia cannot be connections with the 'imagined Asia' 
constructed for us by the West. W e must not collude with the West 

in appropriating and normalising images of Asia which freeze it 

into some timeless zone of 'traditional customs' and 'unquestioning 

obedience'. At the same time we cannot connect with an Asia of the 

past, or for that matter an original Asia. It has gone. What remains is 

only our memory of a past Asia. And this memory is constantly 
produced and reproduced. 

W e have been caught in-between. W e have been caught in a time 
and place where our identities, our selves cannot be fixed, secured. 

W e are caught in a zone in which we must recreate our past, our 

present, our future identities, as well as our imagined communities. 

I am Indo-Australian. I use this combination, Indo-Australian, 
not as a binary oppositional term, to imply that I am either Indian or 

Australian, which is the way it is constructed in the West. I use the 

term, Indo-Australian, as a binary couplet, which means that I am 

both Indian and Australian. Through this representation of m y 

ethnic identity I can assert m y ethnic differance (Derrida, in Hall, 
1992). The term ethnic differance implies that m y difference is not 
fixed or naturalised. Rather, m y identity is socially, historically and 
culturally produced and therefore is constantly being (re)produced. 
The term ethnic differance as opposed to the concept ethnic difference 

suggests that the meaning of m y ethnic identity is constantly 
deferred, constantly in a state of change, multiple, fractured and 
conflicting. It means that m y ethnic differance should not be read as 

an ethnic difference, that is, a negative difference in the binary 

opposition of Anglo-Celtic normalised Australian and ethnic 'Other'. 

It also means that there is not one essential ethnic Australian identity, 

but multiple and changing identities. 

M y experiences of being Indo-Australian today, although 

connected to the experiences of m y parents, are in many ways very 
different. However, I am linked to British colonial rule through the 
stories told to me by m y parents. These stories construct our lives, 
our relationships, our past, our present, our future. And in turn 
these stories, the narratives of m y parents, become part of m y lived 

reality. It is time to return to those stories. It is time to address our 
colonised, victimised past which has long been suppressed so that 
we can have a future, a space, a voice, in the Western mainstream. 95 
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bushland which he cleared to grow agricultural crops. His 

attachment and love for the land enabled him to create a space for 

himself and his family in the landscape of this country. But this is 

not the image of the Australian man represented in films, history 

and literary texts. M y father, his life, his work in this country has 

been made invisible, silenced in these cultural productions. 
M y mother's contestation of colonial practices was of a different 

order. She reconstructed for her children the negative images of 

India portrayed by the Australian schooling and media industries. 

She read Punjabi and Hindi books and told us stories of our culture 

and our traditions. She taught us to read and write in Punjabi. For 

she said: 'People who lose their language, their culture, lose their 

very souls'. M y mother helped us to retain our souls. But this is not 

how her life is represented in sociology, education or psychology 

texts. The ethnicised self of m y mother is often portrayed as 'too 

traditional'. Her relationship with her children is depicted as 'conflict 

ridden', 'confused' and 'detrimental to the educational and 
psychological well-being of her children'. These representations of 
ethnic families do not exist outside of our lived realities. They 
interact with and produce the very practices which they represent. 

In order to survive and maintain their families m y parents were 

caught up in a struggle to fight, to counteract these negative cultural, 

disciplinary and literary representations. Their 'cultural war' was 
largely confined to the private sphere of the home. Their voices, 

although infused with the voices of television, radio, newspapers, 

novels and school texts, were heard in the private spaces of their 

homes. The voices circulating in our home became hybrid voices, a 

strange mixture of Indian and Western culture, language and 

practice. In the public sphere, however, the voices of m y parents 
continued to be excluded, to be marginalised. But although m y 
parents were victimised by these practices, they refused to be victims. 
When the local council library refused to grant a space for Punjabi 

and Hindi books purchased by the Indo-Australian community, m y 

parents, along with other Indo-Australians, raised funds and built 

alternative educational and social centres. When their children were 
not allowed to speak Punjabi in the school grounds, they encouraged 
them to become literate in Punjabi at home. 

They have struggled all their lives against these kinds of 

exclusionary practices. They have refused to let go of their ethnicised 

'self. They have refused to allow their ethnicised self to be colonised 
96 as the negative self. They have refused to lose their 'self to the 
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identity politics. But because 'difference' is no longer silenced, 

suppressed in the public sphere, I have claimed m y space in 
mainstream institutions. Stuart Hall (1992) describes these new 
ethnic identity struggles as the 'cultural "wars of position"'. In 
these cultural war manoeuvres, or what Perera (cited in Tebbutt, 
1993) terms 'representational wars', we struggle to assert our voices, 
our differance, our ethnic identities in Western language and cultural 

practices. This cultural or language war is never about pure victory 

or pure domination; it is always about shifting the balance of power 
so that we can make a 'difference' in the ways in which our identities 

are publicly represented. 

Because our bodies, our hearts, our minds have been subjected to 

colonial rule, stories of victimisation and success despite 

victimisation have been the two grand narratives that have consumed 
marginalised people (Hall, 1993). For example, at the level of 
educational policy consultation, some ethnic women are now given 
the space to speak. They are no longer silenced. They are asked to 

speak. However, they are asked to speak from a particular position 
in a specific way. They speak from the confessional. They disclose 

their private lives and speak of the humiliation and pain of sexual 
and racial harassment, domestic violence, abandonment, loss of 

culture, home and identity (cf. Foucault, 1979). 

I have spoken to some of these women and they say that every 

time they tell these stories they relive the pain. They feel as if they 

are being psychologically victimised. Psychological victimisation 

does nothing to relieve them of the pain that they have and continue 
to experience. The confessional ensures that the oppressed is 
confined to the space of the victim. It exploits the pain and suffering 
of the oppressed through a public voicing and display of the 

victimised body. 

By positioning us as victims rather than victimised, the opening 
of spaces to the marginalised voices of cultural, language, and 

social 'difference' are 'carefully policed and regulated' (Hall, 1992: 
p. 24). Through these orchestrated language games, silence and 

invisibility for ethnic Australians is replaced by a carefully regulated, 

segregated visibility (Hall, 1992). 

But this is only the beginning of our long process to decolonise 
our minds. W e must continue our struggle to open out these spaces 
which we have won to speak about 'difference'. As oppressed 
people, who have been denied a self-identity, we must continue our 
fervid quest directed at rehabilitation beyond self-contempt in regard 

to our selves and others (Fanon in Hall, 1990: p. 223). 
When I first began writing academic papers some of m y readers 

claimed that the texts did not represent m y authentic voice. I was 
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told that I wrote like a white, middle-class male, that m y ethnicised 

and gendered voice was suppressed. Initially these comments 

angered me. W h y were my texts supposed to be different from 

other texts? W h y — when as a child I was told that I could not speak 
m y first language (Punjabi) in the school grounds, that I had to be 
like everybody else — was I now asked to put an ethnic accent to m y 
writing and speaking practices? W h y — when I had successfully 
learnt to read and write like the 'white male self — was I now told 

that I was unsuccessful in incorporating m y own language? 

I joked that m y predominantly white audience gauged the 

authenticity of a text written by an Indo-Australian woman from 

the smell of curry swirling from the text, from visions of a sari-clad 

woman slowly unravelling her veil. I know that m y comments and 

m y refusal to be positioned as an ethnic writer often angered m y 

audience. Some Indo-Australians told me that I was trying too hard 

to mimic gorerare (white Australians). Anglo-Celtic Australians were 

offended by m y ability to succeed on their terms, m y knowledge of 
'their' language, and m y refusal to comply with their 'exotic' 
positioning. Being an ethnic, I should speak English, but I should 
not speak it so well (Spivak, 1990). 

M y refusal to take up a writing and speaking position as an ethnic 

academic was based on m y own dilemmas. I did not know how to 

incorporate ethnic differance within a text from any other subject 

position except that of a powerless victim. Yet, because of m y 

visibly racialised body I was often asked to write about issues of 

social justice, race and multicultural Australia. M y reactions to 

these requests, by the predominantly Anglo-Celtic middle class 

educational establishment, were very mixed. At times I resented 
being positioned in this way because I had tried so hard to mimic 
the language and practices of the dominant group in Australia, only 
to be told that I could never be like them. I was told that I was, and 
always would be, 'different'. 

This celebration of m y 'difference' was not arranged by me. It was 

often organised by the dominant group in order to keep me, and 

other members of oppressed groups in the margins, excluded from 

the language and cultural practices of mainstream Australia. At 

other times I welcomed the opportunity to speak about m y culture, 

language and experiences because 'white experts' often distorted 
m y stories. 

However, when I did speak about m y experiences, the pain of 
98 growing up in a society which feigns inclusivity but constantly 

Volume 17 excludes, constantly positions people in the margins, I was told that 
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'underneath the superficial layers of black skin and Indian features, 
I was just like everyone else', that T should not forget that it was the 

Western education system which had enabled me to speak and 

write so well', that 'my speaking about ethnic identities was 'too 
self-indulgenf. 

Through these language manoeuvres m y 'difference' was 
appropriated, staged, and then negated. M y 'ethnicised difference' 
became just another 'individual difference' in a society where 
everyone is effectively a migrant. 

To close, I want to say that it is only now, at this particular 
historical, social and cultural juncture, that I can speak about ethnic 
differance from an empowered position. When I speak about 

difference, about ethnic identity, I negotiate m y position, what I 

want to say, and the way in which I want to say it, so that it will 

make a strategic difference in the cultural war of differance. But I 

have only claimed this voice, this space because of the language and 

cultural struggles that have preceded me and continue around me. 

I am also aware that this space for difference must be constantly 

fought. As I write, I am only too aware of the backlash against 
ethnic identity politics. In the conservatism that is raging across 
Europe, ethnicity is being denied, difference is being silenced. 
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