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conclusion: the politics of location 
and postcolonial/transnational 

feminist critical practices

To read postcolonial women’s texts, then, we have to keep in mind why 
they write about oppressive cultural practices and for which audience. For 
the dislocated subject, “The discontinuities, the fragments, and fractures 
become the implied substance of … short stories and novels. Multiplicity 
and contradiction, rather than totality and harmony, become constitutive 
of identity” (Kanaganayakam 3). The politics of location of these artists 
and writers have to be taken into consideration when conducting a post-
colonial, multicultural and transnational feminist critical reading.

Many of these writers move across “time and space, invoking mul-
tiple communities, in ways that subvert ‘national’ readings of literature” 
(Kanaganayakam 4). These writers and artists hope to undermine and 
subvert dominant and oppressive national and indeed, global, cultural 
scripts. Françoise Lionnet claims that

[l]iterature, as a discursive practice that encodes and 
transmits as well as creates ideology, is a mediating force in 
society: it structures our sense of the world since narrative 
or stylistic conventions and plot resolutions serve to either 
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sanction and perpetuate cultural myths, or to create new 
mythologies that allow the writer and the reader to engage in a 
constructive re-writing of their social context. Women writers 
are often especially aware of their task as producers of images 
that both participate in the dominant representations of their 
culture and simultaneously undermine and subvert those 
images by offering a re-vision of familiar scripts. (132)

However, not many women writers are successful in subverting myths and 
recasting female subjectivity; they participate in naming structures of op-
pression in manners that appear Orientalist, or they inadvertently betray 
their internalization of dominant mythologies through implicit reinforce-
ment of the binaries, categories, and logic of the West.

These writers then inadvertently or strategically (depending on the 
location of the reader) carry on imperialism’s mission by becoming agents 
of globalization. This last accusation becomes particularly relevant when 
the ideas of gender oppression disseminated by these postcolonial women 
writers are co-opted by structures of globalization in the capitalist world 
economy.

Therefore, when postcolonial women writers participate in domi-
nant representations of their culture, they must offer a possible revision 
of cultural texts; the answer does not lie simply in dismantling oppres-
sive structures (assuming that such a thing is possible) or relocating to 
the “liberating” West. Fortunately, rewriting and renaming does occur. 
Women writers such as Sen, Dangarembga, or Chadha (here I mean her 
earlier film), are trying to recast female subjectivity and agency by allow-
ing women to name the structure of oppressions in order to resist patri-
archal oppression within the postcolonial and global framework. They do 
not provide an enforced resolution but instead show an alternate vision 
within interstitial spaces of all ideological constructs where identities can 
be refashioned.

This empowering space is found within patriarchal and capitalist 
ideological spaces, as there is no “elsewhere” that is not tainted by domi-
nant power structures; the authors do not suggest dismantling existing 
social structures or displacement to another space; instead, they look for a 
liminal or “Third Space” (Bhabha) for rearticulation and refashioning for 
empowerment, even if the choices are limited at first. These female writers 
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dramatize inequalities so that women readers can share in their views and 
help raise consciousness and work toward institutional changes.

In interpreting and revising these texts, women must read them, like 
Tambu reads Nyasha’s story or Hélène reads Juletane’s, to form a com-
munity where they read women’s “madness” and pain as constructing 
an alternate space, an alternate and empowering identity. Women do not 
simply exchange one set of oppressions for another; instead, they work 
toward social change and expansion, where multiple identities can be 
incorporated and embraced into old ones, where one is no longer cast in 
binaries but can be multiple and inclusive, and where the domestic and 
public spheres blur, as Hélène, Tambu, or Parama demonstrate.

Thus, even though cultural identities are seemingly unalterable or 
bound within culturally constituted categories, there is hope for national 
or diasporic groups in reconstructing identity along lines of political and 
social choices. Placed as many diasporic Indians are in an in-between 
space, they may be the ones to reconstruct and renew as we have seen in 
these cultural productions. As Appadurai posits, diasporic public spaces 
are the postnational political order, although “[i]n the short run, as we can 
already see, it is full of increased incivility and violence” (23). However, in 
the long run, free from the constraints of the nation-state, this postnation-
al political order is an exciting space, as it portends cultural freedom and 
sustainable justice (23). Hopefully, in the new millennium, we are headed 
into some form of cultural freedom leading into sustainable justice for all 
women – within nation-states and within translocal diasporic spaces. It 
can be maddening to accomplish this task, but as we have seen, it may be 
only in maddening or contradictory spaces that re-articulation and re- 
vision of a changing consciousness seeking empowerment can take place.
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notes

1:  postcolonial WoMen 
WRiteRs and theiR 
cultuR al pRoduc tions

1  For a more detailed discussion on 
the use of the Mother Africa trope by 
male writers, see Florence Stratton’s 
“The Mother Africa Trope,” in Con-
temporary African Literature and the 
Politics of Gender (New York: Rout-
ledge, 1994), 39–55. 

2  Kathleen McLuskie and Lynn Innes, 
“Women and African Literature,” 
Wasafiri 8 (1988), p. 4. 

3  In Jean Paul Sartre’s introduction to 
Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, 
he explains the colonial condition 
as a nervous condition, in which the 
subject formed by colonialism and 
nationalism is conflicted and desta-
bilized (Frantz Fanon, The Wretched 
of the Earth. trans. Constance Far-
rington (New York: Grove, 1963)). 
I discuss gender and madness, or 
nervous condition, at some length in 
Chapter 2.

4  Also, for more discussion on the 
complexities and ambiguities of 
postmodernity in a postcolonial na-
tion, see Jawaharlal Nehru’s discus-
sion of development in The Disco�ery 
of India (New Delhi: Penguin, 2004).

5  “In the United States, there is no 
dissent from the prevailing ortho-
doxy that gross inequality between 
nations (and individuals) is one of 
the unavoidable facts of history; nor 
does the plight of the sub-Saharan 
Africa, where real incomes have 
been declining for the last decade, 
attract any attention except when its 
genocides, child soldiers, droughts, 
and wars force themselves upon the 
world’s conscious” (Lal, Empire of 
Knowledge 148).

2:  doMinant 
episteMologiesand 
alteRnatiVe 
Re adings:  gendeR and 
globaliZ ation

1 For a more detailed analysis of the 
feminization of Indian culture and 
males, see Indrani Mitra’s disserta-
tion entitled “Colonialism, Nation-
alism and the Cultural Construction 
of Woman: Ideological Tensions in 
the Works of Three Indo-English 
Women Writers,” Kent State Univer-
sity, 1992.
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2  For a more detailed analysis of this 
film, see Indrani Mitra’s “‘I will 
Make Bimala One with My Country’: 
Gender and Nationalism in Tagore’s 
The Home and the World,” Modern 
Fiction Studies 41.2 (1995): 243–64.

3  De�i was not approved for showing 
outside India until Nehru approved.

4  The Brahmo Samaj, which was 
formed by enlightened Bengalis in 
1828, drew inspiration from many 
religions and aimed at changing the 
debased form of Hinduism (such 
as sati and prohibition of widow 
remarriage) that prevailed. The 
“Brahmos” challenged all forms of 
obscurantism and ritual, as well as 
female oppression associated with 
orthodox beliefs. Many later activists 
who worked to end women’s oppres-
sion in India were from this group of 
reformers (Jayawardena, Feminism 
and Nationalism 82).

5  Tagore, according to Jayavardena, 
while attacking traditional practices 
which kept women oppressed, was, 
at the same time, a “believer in the 
unique contribution of women, 
through her special qualities, to the 
harmonious continuance of human 
society” (Jayawardena, Feminism 
and Nationalism 85).

6  Bharati Mukherjee, “American 
Dreamer” Mother Jones Magazine. 
January/February 1997 issue. <http://
www.motherjones.com/commen-
tary/columns/1997/01/mukherjee.
html>

3:  the indian dia sopR a 
and cultuR al 
alienation in bhaR ati 
MuKheR Jee’s  tex ts

1  Sita is the loving and dutiful wife of 
Lord Rama from the Hindu mytho-
logical epic Ramayana. When she 
is abducted by Ravana, the king of 
Lanka, and is later rescued, she has 
to walk through fire to prove her 
purity.

2  See, for example, Joseph E. Stiglitz’s 
Globalization and Its Discontents 
for his discussion on the widening 
divide between the “haves” and the 
“have-nots” in the Global South due 
to the forces of globalization.

4:  postcolonialit Y 
and indian feM ale 
sexualit Y in apaRna 
sen’s fil M paR a M a

1  For a more detailed discussion on 
Bhadramhila (female member of the 
Bhadralok), see Sumanta Banerjee, 
“Marginalization of Women’s Popu-
lar Culture in Nineteenth Century 
Bengal,” in  Recasting Women: Essays 
in Indian Colonial History, ed. Kum-
kum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 1990), 
127–79.
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2  For a more detailed idea of this 
silence brought on by madness, see 
Michel Foucault, Madness and Ci�i-
lization  (New York: Vintage, 1988).

3  See Deepa Mehta’s Fire (1996), for 
example. While this film was initially 
banned in India, its eventual release 
created a radical space for Indians to 
confront female sexuality and iden-
tity politics for women.

4  For more discussion on Shohat’s 
theoretical position, see Talking Vi-
sions: Multicultural Feminism in a 
Transnational Age (New York: MIT 
Press, 1998).

7:  M addening 
inscRip tions and 
contR adic toRY 
sub Jec tiVities in 
tsitsi  dangaReMbga’s 
neRVous condition

1  Tsitsi Dangarembga has recently 
published another novel, The Book of 
Not and has also released a film, Kare 
Kare Z�ako. For more discussion on 
the film, see Flora Veit-Wild’s Writ-
ing Madness: Borderlines of the Body 
in African Literature (Oxford: James 
Currey, 2006).

8:  globalisM and 
tR ansnationalisM: 
cultuR al politics in 
the tex ts of MiR a naiR , 
guRindeR chadha , 
agnes sa M and  
faRida K aRodia

1  Vinay Lal, Manas: India and Its 
Neighbours. <http://www.sscnet.
ucla.edu/southasia/index.html>

2  For a discussion on the trope of the 
tribe used to describe successful 
Indians in the West, see Appadurai’s 
Modernity at Large. The author states, 
“As I oscillate between the detach-
ment of a postcolonial, diasporic, 
academic identity (taking advantage 
of the mood of exile and the space of 
displacement) and the ugly realities 
of being racialized, minoritized, and 
tribalized in my everyday encoun-
ters, theory encounters practice” 
(170). He then goes on to elaborate 
on the theory of Joel Kotkin, whose 
book Tribes: How Race, Religion, 
and Identity Determine Success in 
the New Global Economy, published 
by Random House in 1993, includes 
Indians along with the Jews, the Chi-
nese, the Japanese, the British, and 
connects ethnicities to business suc-
cesses. Appadurai posits that “how-
ever, diasporic we get, like the Jews, 
South Asians are doomed to remain 
a tribe, forever fixers and dealers in 
a world of open markets, fair deals, 
and opportunity for all” (170).
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3  For a detailed account of hate crimes 
against Sikhs and other South 
Asians, see The Sikh Mediawatch 
and Resource Taskforce (SMART), 
a national Sikh advocacy group 
founded in 1995. A SMART press 
release from Sunday, September 16, 
2001, immediately following the hate 
crimes against Sikhs and other South 
Asians can be found in the article, 
“Sikh Americans Condemn Hate 
Crimes and Urge Nation to Unite; 
Demand Protection from Police and 
Public Officials,” Amerasia Journal 
27.3 (2001)/28.1 (2002): 283–85.

9:  QueeRing dia spoR a 
in shani Mootoo’s 
ceReus blooMs at 
night,  nisha ganatR a’s 
chutne Y popcoRn, and 
deepa Mehta’s fiRe

1  The awards included the Audience 
Award at both the 1999 Newport 
Film Festival and the Provincetown 
Film Festival, and the Best Feature 
Film Award at the 1999 San Fran-
cisco Film Festival. <http://www.
asiasource.org/arts/Nisha.cfm>

2  At the Vancouver Film Festival, Fire 
won the Federal Express Award for 
Best Canadian Film chosen by the 
audience. At the Chicago Interna-
tional Film Festival, it won Silver 
Hugo Awards for Best Direction 
and Best Actress. In Mannheim, it 
won the Jury Award, and in Paris it 

was voted Favorite Foreign Film. 
<http://www.umiacs.umd.edu/us-
ers/saw web/saw net /news/f i re .
html>

3  Hindu Fundamentalist and Shiv 
Sena members wrecked the theatres 
that screened the film in India. 
<http://www.umiacs.umd.edu/us-
ers/saw web/saw net /news/f i re .
html>

4  See, for example, the call for papers 
for the 59th Annual Convention 
of the 2005 RMMLA, “Imaginary 
Dangers: Postcolonial Literature 
and the U.S. National Security.” For 
many diasporic subjects, the desire 
to belong has never been so urgent. 
<http://cfp.english.upenn.edu/ar-
chive/Postcolonial/0231.html>
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